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1. [bookmark: _Toc228110886]Introduction

In the age of rapid globalisation, multinational firms rely more on excellent intercultural communication to coordinate geographically distributed staff. Ting-Toomey and Dorjee (2018) found that cultural differences might contribute to miscommunication, negotiation, and leadership expectations. This paper compares communication techniques of UK and Japanese teams in a joint project between Unilever plc, a large consumer products multinational, and Shiseido Co. Ltd, a worldwide recognised Japanese cosmetics firm.
This investigation examines the impact of national cultural values on organisational communication, using Hofstede's cultural dimensions and Hall's high- and low-context communication theories. The debate provides practical solutions for cross-border collaboration, reducing communication friction and enhancing intercultural synergy.

2. [bookmark: _Toc228110887]Background: UK – Japan Business Collaboration

The strategic collaboration between Unilever and Shiseido, which represents partnerships between Western and Eastern companies, exemplifies the increasing integration of European and Asian markets. Stahl and Tung (2014) state that both corporations rely substantially on innovation, branding, and culturally sensitive marketing in global consumer sectors.
The UK corporate environment is characterised by minimal power distance, individuality, and a monochronic time orientation, which aligns with Western managerial traditions that prioritise initiative, communication, and timeliness (Lewis, 2018). Japan's collectivism, high power distance, and polychronic orientation stem from Confucian principles of hierarchy, group harmony (wa), and long-term commitment (Haghirian, 2010).
When teams from these disparate cultural settings work together, the confluence of diverse expectations—such as how feedback is communicated, choices are justified, or disagreements are resolved—creates an abundant field for misinterpretation. Understanding the underlying cultural logics is critical for successful project management and cross-border trust creation.

3. [bookmark: _Toc228110888]Cultural Theories Framework

3.1 [bookmark: _Toc228110889]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 

Hofstede's (2011) approach remains a basis for evaluating cross-cultural workplace behaviours. The first four of his six categories (power distance, individuality versus collectivism, masculinity vs femininity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation, and indulgence) are particularly important to communication between British and Japanese stakeholders. According to Luo (2024), Japan scores high on uncertainty avoidance (92) and masculinity (95), indicating a culture that values precision, planning, competition, and achievement. In contrast, the UK scores high on individualism (89) and moderate on uncertainty avoidance (35), indicating comfort with ambiguity and preference for autonomy.
According to Taras et al., (2011), these factors describe both behavioural inclinations and the underlying values that influence communication patterns. Japan prioritises uncertainty avoidance and risk-averse decision-making, while the UK values flexibility and improvisation in corporate communication.

3.2 [bookmark: _Toc228110890]Hall’s High – and Low – Context Communication Theory

Hall (1989) distinguishes between high-context cultures, which rely significantly on common knowledge and implicit clues, and low-context cultures, which emphasise clear, direct verbal communication. Japan represents a high-context culture in which meaning is ingrained in relationships, tone, and situational nuance. In contrast, the UK prioritises clarity and accuracy in language to prevent ambiguity (Neuliep, 2017). Different communication styles have a significant impact on cooperation, particularly in hybrid virtual situations when nonverbal or contextual cues are limited.

4. [bookmark: _Toc228110891]Comparative Analysis of Communication Styles

4.1 [bookmark: _Toc228110892]Power Distance and Hierarchical Forms

In Japanese companies like Shiseido, hierarchy is built into formal communication channels. According to Haghirian (2010), subordinates tend to avoid publicly challenging their bosses, considering it as disrespectful. Nemawashi, informal meetings that seek concord before official approval, precede the downward flow of decisions (Nakane, 2006).
In contrast, Unilever's British culture displays a minimal power distance: workers are free to dispute managerial choices and engage in open debate. Communication is often egalitarian and task-oriented. Misalignment happens when British team members see Japanese restraint as opacity or evasion, whereas Japanese colleagues regard British directness as aggressive. Misperceptions can harm trust, hence it's important to implement culturally adaptable techniques like structured decision forums (Thomas & Peterson, 2017).

4.2 [bookmark: _Toc228110893]Individualism vs Collectivism 

Hofstede's (2011) distinction between individualistic and collectivistic civilisations illustrates the diverse incentives driving communication. Personal accountability and assertiveness are important to British employees, who frequently use "I" expressions and focus on individual contributions. Japanese employees stress agreement and group cohesiveness, using "we" language to delegate personal responsibility and preserve harmony (Gudykunst, 1998).
In combined meetings, this dynamic might create asymmetry: British participants demand quick decision-making and unambiguous individual responsibility, whereas Japanese colleagues may delay replies for intra-team discussions. As a result, British stakeholders may regard deliberate stillness as hesitation, whilst Japanese colleagues see British impatience as cultural insensitivity.

4.3 [bookmark: _Toc228110894]Uncertainty Avoidance and Decision-Making Patterns

Japan's high uncertainty avoidance score suggests a strong propensity for predictability and thorough planning. Communication generally entails systematic documentation and comprehensive reporting (ringi-sho, or formal proposal circulation). Kawaguchi (2024) suggests that decisions are made through thoughtful discussion to reduce risk.
The UK's environment fosters exploration and adaptability. British managers may grant broad power, anticipating initiative rather than comprehensive instruction. This informality, however, might be unsettling for Japanese partners who need extensive direction and clear role definitions. As a result, apparent disorganisation may occur among the Japanese, while British colleagues regard the Japanese approach as unduly bureaucratic.
To bridge such differences, agreed-upon procedural standards must be established, as well as expectations regarding timelines, document formats, and feedback cycles. Scholars recommend "cultural bridging leadership," where leaders switch between directive and participatory techniques (Mendenhall, 2008).

4.4 [bookmark: _Toc228110895]Contextual Communication: Direct vs Indirect Expression

Hall's (1989) high-context categorisation explains why Japanese teams prioritise implicit messaging, nonverbal clues, and contextual solidarity. In Japanese linguistics, phrases might be purposely ambiguous ("we may need to reconsider") to indicate nuanced disagreement without public shame, known as tatemae (surface statement) and honne (real intent).
In contrast, British business speech prioritises verbal accuracy, discussion, and comedy to reduce tension (Lewis, 2018). Emails and meetings emphasise topic clarity and deadlines. When Japanese participants react with an ellipsis or quiet, which indicates polite consideration rather than opposition, Britons may misinterpret this as agreement or disengagement.
Gudykunst (1998) found that misperception of silence is a common breakdown in Anglo-Japanese partnerships. To address disparities, Ting-Toomey and Dorjee (2018) suggest using "third-culture building" channels that promote reflection without time constraints, such as asynchronous message review.

4.5 [bookmark: _Toc228110896]Time Orientation and Work Ethos 

Hall's (1984) difference between monochronic and polychronic temporal orientations distinguishes UK and Japanese professional cultures. British organisations prioritise deadlines, punctuality, and task segmentation, while Japanese organisations prioritise long-term integration based on Confucian principles and collective reputation (Lustig & Koester, 1999).
Japanese communication prioritises relationship-building above substantive negotiation, consistent with their long-term orientation score (Luo, 2024). British managers eager to "get to business" may ignore this relational precursor, thereby indicating disdain. Establishing social trust through shared meals or symbolic rituals (nomikai gatherings) improves future collaboration (Haghirian, 2010).



5. [bookmark: _Toc228110897]Implications for Management and Cross-Cultured Integration

Collaboration between Unilever and Shiseido combines British efficiency-driven pragmatism with Japanese harmony-driven collectivism, resulting in both synergy and tension. According to Ang et al. (2018), successful intercultural management requires integrating diversity rather than overriding it.
Structural misalignment in project governance can occur in areas such as reporting hierarchy, meeting conduct, performance evaluation, and dispute resolution. British managers favour open briefings, whereas Japanese teams prefer pre-meeting preparation and written follow-up to validate consensus. Failure to coordinate these cycles risks duplicating labour or misinterpreting silence.
Furthermore, varied techniques to feedback are important. The UK employs the sandwich feedback approach, which balances criticism with positive reinforcement, while remaining relatively open. In Japan, face-saving customs prevent direct negative feedback in public (Gudykunst, 1998). Implementing confidential or written feedback processes preserves hierarchical sensitivity while being transparent.
The use of English as the primary language in virtual cooperation can exacerbate asymmetry (Nickerson, 2005). Sarcasm, understatement, and colloquial humour in British English can perplex Japanese interlocutors, whereas strongly qualified Japanese English might look elusive. Cross-linguistic training and simplified, culturally neutral English can reduce semantic loss.

6. [bookmark: _Toc228110898]Strategies for Effective Cross-Cultural Communication

Effective collaboration between British and Japanese teams requires a comprehensive set of tactics that foster cultural understanding, clarity, and adaptation. One critical method is to conduct extensive cultural awareness training. Orientation programs should use recognised theoretical viewpoints, such as Hofstede's cultural dimensions and Hall's high- and low-context communication theory, with relevant case studies to contextualise its use (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). Providing reciprocal intercultural training ensures that both British and Japanese participants grasp each other's communication standards, conventions, and sensitivities, decreasing misunderstandings early on in the cooperation.
In addition to training, developing hybrid communication protocols is critical. Combining formal documentation procedures with flexible review sessions linked with British flexibility might enhance trust and operational efficiency (Thomas & Peterson, 2017). Such frameworks strike a compromise between procedural thoroughness and creative spontaneity, allowing for many working methods while without favouring one cultural norm over another.
Cultural mediation is very important for bridging communication barriers. Bilingual cultural facilitators or liaison officers can interpret hidden meanings, clarify unclear language, and re-articulate communications in culturally suitable ways (Neuliep, 2017). These mediators serve as cultural translators, ensuring the flow of communication while protecting the interpersonal harmony that is highly prized in Japanese situations.
Furthermore, reducing language and reinforcing feedback loops might improve intelligibility when English is used as the lingua franca. Encouraging succinct, idiom-free English and validating knowledge through paraphrase or written summaries reduces semantic loss and promotes inclusion across language ability levels (Nickerson, 2005). This approach demonstrates intercultural sensitivity by acknowledging that verbal fluency may not be equivalent to common comprehension.
Building strong relationships is crucial for successful cross-cultural communication. Prioritise informal social contacts, such as shared meals or symbolic gestures, to build rapport and trust before task-related talks. According to Haghirian (2010), these activities align with Japanese cultural values of relationship harmony and communal identity, promoting long-term partnership.
Leadership flexibility improves multicultural effectiveness. Effective cross-national leadership requires cultural intelligence (CQ), which involves interpreting foreign behaviours and adapting communication techniques (Ang et al., 2018). Leaders with strong CQ may switch between directive and participatory methods, combining the clarity prized in British environments with the relational sensitivity seen in Japanese businesses.
Another important technique is performance evaluation. Aligning evaluation measures with Japan's long-term focus minimises cultural prejudice. Japanese organisations stress long-term stability and success above short-term quantifiable goals, in contrast to British corporate culture. Incorporating both viewpoints into performance measures promotes fairness and dedication to common goals.
Sensitivity to technology-mediated communication is important, especially in geographically distributed relationships. Digital communication requires explicit affirmation, regular feedback, and clear tone and intent due to the lack of nonverbal clues (Tenzer et al., 2013). Establishing virtual cooperation rules helps Japanese communicators retain contextual clues.
Sustainable cross-cultural communication relies on several interrelated techniques, including education, procedural alignment, mediation, language clarity, relational involvement, adaptive leadership, equitable evaluation, and digital sensitivity. When properly applied, they allow British and Japanese teams to communicate successfully, appropriately read each other's communications, and turn intercultural differences into sources of creativity and mutual progress.

7. [bookmark: _Toc228110899]Conclusion

Communication between UK and Japanese employees reflects deeper cultural logics influenced by history, values, and society standards. Using Hofstede's and Hall's theories, this essay illustrated how various dimensions—hierarchy, collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and context reliance—lead to different communication expectations. In the Unilever-Shiseido partnership, British directness, autonomy, and low power distance may clash with Japanese indirectness, consensus orientation, and stress on relationship harmony.
Recognising these differences is the first step toward creating a transcultural communicative environment that celebrates rather than discourages diversity. Organisations may turn potential misunderstanding into creative complementarity by institutionalising multicultural training, bilingual facilitation, and adaptable leadership. Developing intercultural communication skills (Deardorff, 2019) is crucial for long-term success in global collaborative organisations.
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