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[bookmark: _Toc235621687]Introduction 
In multinational companies, intercultural communication is vital to success in the increasingly globalized markets. This essay looks at the strategic partnership between Unilever UK and Shiseido Japan for the creation and promotion of a sustainable skin care product range in Asia and beyond, the communication challenges that it would bring, and the opportunities. Unilever is a multinational consumer goods firm headquartered in the UK, with a very international base of business, while Shiseido is a Japanese beauty firm with a wealth of experience in skincare, cosmetics and the Asian consumer market. The proposed collaboration, therefore, brings together Unilever's international consumer market strengths and sustainability objectives, with Shiseido's beauty product expertise, and understanding of the beauty marketplace in Japan and beyond. But there may be communication problems that impact collaborative efforts, decision making, and project execution between British and Japanese teams. Special focus paid to differences in directness, hierarchy, consensus building, feedback and handling uncertainty. Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions and Hall's High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory are used for a critical examination of these differences. Also, the essay examines the message which must be sent to the local populace to reduce misunderstandings, boost trust and ensure the effective implementation of the proposed international partnership (Mercader et al., 2021).
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[bookmark: _Toc235619541]Figure 1 Business Communication
Source- (Business Communication, 2026)
[bookmark: _Toc235621688]Main task
Differences in communication style leads to misunderstanding and miscommunications
The approach to communication is very different in the UK and Japan and there could therefore be misunderstandings in the proposed partnership between Unilever UK and Shiseido Japan. The differences are understood with the help of Hall's theory of high and low context communication. In general, British business communication is low context, which means that it is usually communicated in a more direct manner, using words, either spoken or written. Comparatively direct with opinions, expectations, deadlines and concerns shared with employees. Communication in Japan, on the other hand, is higher context, where communication can be heavily dependent on relationships, situational context, non-verbal cues and shared understanding (Gan, 2021).
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[bookmark: _Toc235619542]Figure 2 Unilever–Shiseido project meetings
Source- (Prance-Miles, 2018), (Bloomberg News, 2025)

This distinction might result in confusion in Unilever–Shiseido project meetings. For instance, the timeframe for developing a product could be unrealistic and yet a Shiseido manager may refer to it as “difficult” instead of outrightly rejecting the idea. Unilever colleagues might have made the wrong interpretation, thinking that the deadline is still realistic, and setting unrealistic expectations, delays and coordination issues. Likewise, the meaning of silence can vary as Japanese workers may see silence as a lack of interest or uncertainty by British workers, or as thoughtful or respectful. There are also variations in feedback and disagreement (Knepp et al., 2020). British managers are more likely than their Japanese counterparts to be comfortable are openly pointing out their opinion on the matter, or to suggest an alternative idea where Japanese workers more likely to express disagreement in an indirect manner to avoid embarrassing the other person, or to prevent ruining interpersonal harmony. This means that any criticism from Unilever staff, either ignored or misinterpreted, while criticism made by Unilever managers is interpreted as confrontational.
These cultural tendencies/behaviors are not to be considered a trait of all employees, however. Communication behavior is affected by individuals' personality and professional experience and exposure to international business. Therefore, it is important that both teams understand and acknowledge cultural differences and understand the degrees of communication to minimize miscommunication.

Using Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions with UK & Japanese Teams
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc235619543]Figure 3 Country Comparison
Source- (The Culture Factor Group, 2025)

There are a few differences between Japan and the UK, as shown by the cultural comparison (given in above image). In terms of power distance, Japan (54) ranks higher than the U.K. (35), indicating that it values hierarchy more, and in the realm of uncertainty avoidance, it ranks higher than the U.K. (92 vs 35), meaning it prefers structured decision-making. Japan is also highly future-oriented with a long-term orientation score of 100, while the UK scores 60. The UK, on the other hand, has a higher score on individualism compared to the UK (76 vs 62) meaning there is more focus on personal autonomy and this impact communication and decision making in Unilever–Shiseido teams.
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[bookmark: _Toc235619544]Figure 4 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory
Source- (Nickerson, 2025)

The following are some of the things that Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions can contribute to an understanding of how cultural differences might affect the communication between Unilever UK and Shiseido Japan. There are four dimensions relevant to this: individualism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation.
The UK is more individualistic and allows employees to voice their opinions and be proactive. Japanese business culture, on the other hand, focus on harmonious relationships and consensus (Minkov and Kaasa, 2020). Therefore, there is a danger that faster individual decision-making may cause delays or misunderstandings for employees of Unilever, while employees of Shiseido may favor consultation and consensus and have a delayed effect.
Power distance related to communication (Guo, Zhu and Zhang, 2020). British and Japanese has different approaches to communication within the workplace, such as the relationships between different levels within an organization, which can be quite informal in the UK, but more hierarchical and based on seniority in Japan. As a result, the Shiseido folks might not be inclined to openly disagree with their senior managers, while Unilever associates might think that silence means they agree.
Japan also shows higher levels of uncertainty avoidance and is a culture that encourages detail planning, testing and risk assessment. This contrasted with the more tolerant attitude of the British to uncertainty, leading to differences of opinion about product development and launch decisions. In addition, Japan's long-term orientation means that they value long-term relationships and future consequences. But the model of Hofstede needs to be used with care due to the fact that communication behavior is affected by organizational culture, professional experiences and personal differences.

High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory
Hall's high context - low context communication theory can help explain the possible communication barriers between Unilever UK and Shiseido Japan. According to the theory, cultures have different ways of conveying meaning. Low-context cultures are often more explicit in their messages and express them in words, while high-context cultures emphasize more on relationships and shared knowledge, indirect expressions, and non-verbal expressions (Moon, 2023). The UK is a relatively low-context culture, whereas Japan is a relatively high-context culture.
In the business communication in British culture, the employees tend to expect their responsibilities, expectations and deadlines to be explicitly stated (Guffey and Loewy, 2024). Therefore, Unilever managers may prefer direct discussions, confirmation of discussions in writing and clearly defined responsibilities. At Shiseido, on the other hand, there is a higher reliance on context and less need to be explicit with messages and cues.
There may be misunderstandings in the sustainable skincare project as a result of these differences. For instance, “difficult” for a Shiseido manager could mean that there is real concern or an indirect disagreement about the suggested launch date. However, a Unilever manager might read this as literally as it is written, and think that this is still possible, which will lead to delays and coordination issues.
Feedback could also differ due to differences. Criticism is a relatively free thing for Unilever but may be indirect for Shiseido to keep the harmony. Likewise in Japanese culture silence could be a sign of thoughtfulness in communication but to British colleagues, it could be a sign of uncertainty.
Explicit communication, used along with cultural sensitivity, so both teams should mix explicit communication with cultural sensitivity. Important decisions should be confirmed in writing and indirect and non-verbal signals are also considered (Murat ova et al., 2021). Hall's theory used sparingly as there may be differences between individual and group or organizational communication styles.

Leading UK and Japanese Employees communicate and implement the projects smoothly
The country director will lead Unilever UK employees and Shiseido Japan employees, and as such should be culturally sensitive to turn cultural differences into working together. Otherwise, variations in directness, hierarchy, reaching a consensus and understanding lead to misunderstandings that could have consequences on the development and international marketing of the proposed sustainable skin care line.
The first step of the project is to set up a cross-cultural communication protocol. The minutes of a meeting recorded after the meeting to avoid confusion, especially about key objectives, responsibilities, deadlines and decisions (Aririguzoh, 2022). This is especially significant because Unilever's communication tends to be low-context whereas Shiseido employees tend to have a high-context communication method, which could benefit more in the sense that it provides a more indirect approach. The leader is supposed to make it clear that the silence does not necessarily agree. It is important that meeting summaries identify agreed actions, who is responsible for implementation and when it will be completed.
Secondly, leadership should be flexible to various decision making and participation styles. While British workers might feel comfortable stating their own opinion in meetings, Japanese workers may feel more at ease in the process of consulting and reaching a consensus before stating the collective opinion. The Country Director should distribute agendas in advance of meetings so that both teams are sufficiently prepared for, and have had ample time for, consultations amongst themselves. There should also be other avenues for employees to raise issues privately where they may be uncomfortable in raising issues openly with colleagues or senior management.
Third, cultural intelligence and cross-cultural learning were gained because of cross-cultural training (Li, 2020). The Unilever staff need to be aware of the Japanese communication style of indirectness, hierarchy, harmony and relationship building; and the Shiseido staff should be aware of the more direct style of British communication and expectations of individual participation (Weingart, Joubert and Conaway, 2021). This is a two-way process, which does not demean one type of communication and promotes behavioral adaptation from both teams.
Conflict and feedback need to be addressed sensitively, too. The leader should not be dependent on only highly direct criticism or too indirect feedback but should set up a balance feedback system to identify problems in a very clear way, and at the same time, not destroy the relationship between the manager and employees (Mayu Akaki and Takashi Maeno, 2024). One-to-one and team discussions on a regular basis can help to recognize misunderstandings before they become issues at the project level.
Lastly, common objectives and regular communication are essential for the success of implementation. It is recommended that the project teams have members from both organizations throughout the product development, sustainability, marketing and operations. Deadlines, communication issues and responsibilities of stakeholders that are not resolved, reviewed regularly through progress reviews. By communicating clearly, being culturally sensitive, working in an inclusive way on decision making and providing ongoing feedback, the Country Director can establish trust between Unilever and Shiseido employees, minimize the chances of misunderstandings that might stem from cultural differences and ensure that the sustainable skincare range can be developed and market successfully.

Strategies for improving cross-cultural communication
There is a need for effective cross-cultural communicating approaches to minimize the chances of misunderstandings between Unilever UK and Shiseido Japan. 
First, both organizations should give training to cross-cultural communication to help people become aware of differences in directness, hierarchy, non-verbal communication and high context-low context communication (Sahadevan and Sumangala, 2021). This would assist staff to understand culturally different behaviors and make incorrect assumptions.
Second, the project should agree on communication protocols and have bilingual/culturally competent coordinators. The project director should send out written notes to the group after joint meetings describing changes, assignments, schedules and un-resolved questions. This would minimize the confusion between Unilever (which has more context-independent communication) and Shiseido (which has more context-dependent communication).
Consultation and consensus-building procedures prior to the meeting should also be included in decision-making. Ahead of time, giving Japanese team members an agenda would give ample time for them to consult internally on issues, and help the UK employees understand why certain decisions might need to make with a broader agreement. The feedback must be culturally appropriate, reflect a balance between clarity, respect, and avoid unnecessary confrontation in communication (Zegers and Auron, 2022).
Lastly, both groups should focus on communication and not assuming and have regular relationship-building exercises. Enhancing interpersonal trust achieved through informal interactions, joint workshops and regular progress meetings. These strategies, when combined, can foster a culture of communication that is inclusive of all cultures and facilitate collaboration and successful project implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc235621689]Conclusion 
To conclude, it is crucial that the cross-cultural communication is managed appropriately to enable successful collaboration between Unilever UK and Shiseido Japan. Hall's theory identifies a possible conflict between Britain, which is relatively low-context, and Japan, which is relatively high-context. The Hofstede dimensions also account for the variations in individualism, hierarchy, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation, which may affect teamwork and decision-making. These differences can lead to misunderstandings in meetings, feedback, consensus building and project implementation if not addressed. As such, cross-cultural training, written confirmation, culturally sensitive feedback and inclusive decision making are needed. The biggest challenge is learning to deal with varying interpretations of how meaning and agreement is expressed. Culturally intelligent and adaptive leadership can create trust, enhance coordination and support the implementation of the proposed sustainable skincare partnership.
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