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The globalisation has enhanced working together with other countries, all multinational companies have cited lack of efficiency in communication as one of the major operational risks (Behie et al., 2023). In this essay, the intercultural communication differences between Unilever (UK) and Shiseido (Japan) in a joint project to develop skincare products and market these products in the international market are evaluated. UK and Japan are opposite paradigms in terms of communication and the former country (UK) maintains low-context and direct form of communication; the latter (Japan) is based on high-context and indirect ways of communication. Considering the cultural dimensions outlined by Hofstede, there is a great difference in the uncertainty avoidance and power distance between the two areas which has an impact on decision-making speed and level of power. The Unilever-Shiseido collaboration however cited within this essay is hypothetical and not to be interpreted as a real scenario rather, a case study to be analysed. The choice of these companies was made because of the companies' contrasting communication and cultural business practices in the UK and Japan and a general level of strength and global presence within the UK and Japanese skin care industry, which makes them good examples for intercultural analysis. The discussion observes the effects of the differences on the efficiency of the collaboration, alignment of innovation, and effectiveness in launching products globally.
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Business & Cultural Context 
Unilever (UK) and Shiseido (Japan) fall under the international beauty and skin business estimated to grow over 650 billion USD in the global value which is primarily driven by innovation, sustainability and the development of digital marketing. The two firms have high value products in development and good communication are vital in influencing the time-to-market performance and brand competitiveness.
The UK Skin and Cosmetic industry is one of the most innovative as well as one of the most established and valued skin cosmetic industries in Europe with a value over £10 billion. Japanese skin care is worth more than $35 billion though thanks to the high standard of Japanese skin care brands, brand loyalty, and their technology in the beauty community. Cross-cultural communication is increasingly a need in a globalized industry since the inability to get marketing and product development right for the audience in each country can have an impact on the international brand position and its success in a specific country.
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Source: (Unilever, 2025)
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Source: (Ltd, 2024)
Unilever is characterised by the decentralised organisational structure that is typified by speed, innovation and performance-based communications. The low context culture of communication that views information as simple, direct and task-oriented is more likely to be reflected in the culture of business in the UK. Making decisions is relatively quick, which is supported by personal responsibility and transparency in working in teams. 
Shiseido on the other hand is in a high-context type of culture as dictated by the Japanese business culture. Communication is omnichannel, subtle and very non-hierarchical and group consensus (Shen et al., 2024). The process of decision making is slower, is more of a collective approval and more focused on long term steadiness and harmony as opposed to speed. This is supported by increased uncertainty avoidance scale in Japanese corporate culture whereby reducing risk and accuracy in procedures are the favoured priorities.
It is the production of structural communication differences that produces these differences since they are both implicated in the process of development and global marketing of skincare products. One reason is the fact that Unilever decision making process cannot be used at Shiseido since the company has a long-consensus process thus leading to postponement of the projects. Consistently, tones in communication can be misconstrued in regard to the feedback as direct UK communication might be misconstrued as over criticism whereas the Japanese indirectness can be understood to mean a lack of clarity.
These cultural differences support the idea that communication is not a simple linguistic process, it is a system based on cultures that affect the coordination, trust and efficiency of innovation in the MNE partnerships.
Theoretical Framework 
The section employs some of the main theories of intercultural communication explaining structural variations in communication between Unilever (UK) and Shiseido (Japan) in terms of pattern of interaction in organisations driven by cultural values (Nikonowicz, 2024).
Cultural dimensions provided by Hofstede provide a background description of the degree of the national level differences that influence the communication behaviour of a corporation. United Kingdom has a high individualism score of around 89 which means that they value personal responsibility, autonomy of judgement and openness of the views (Kim, 2023). Compared to it, Japan has much lower score in individualism as it is 62 and it represents a collectivist culture whereby group unanimity and harmony are very significant (Liang, 2024). This will directly impact the communication within the joint projects where UK managers are unaccustomed to slow individual-response, and the Japanese teams are focused on to align themselves as groups, before communication is even completed. 
Hall in high context and low context also explain the variations in the interaction under the theory of communication. UK is a low context society where an extremely small percentage (70-80) of the data is conveyed explicitly either verbally or on paper. This also helps in business communication simplicity, effectiveness and speed. Though, Japan is a high-context culture, where 70 percent of the meaning is created through non-verbal communication, mutual understanding and context. 
That difference of theory consists in the fact that communication failures in multinational collaborations do not happen because of a failure to operate but rather because of failure of another kind a failure to match the contributions of cultural meanings. Such differences influence both the feedback interpretation and decision validation processes and communicating agreement in the framework of Unilever and Shiseido collaboration in the field of developing skincare, consequently affecting the efficiency of the project process and aligning it with the novelty.
Communication Style Differences
The communication differences between Shiseido (Japan) and Unilever (UK), can be most easily understood within the context of how they communicate in their operation activities responding to each other in meetings, decision making processes and exchange of feedback and written communication where they interact in joint product development projects (Abbas et al., 2025). These differences introduce tremendous impacts on efficiency, trust and innovation results of multinational cooperation.
Unilever is inclined to open and discussion based style of communication which involves a culture of participants in a meeting environment which is open to challenge ideas and participatory. This shows that it has a low context culture of communication whereby the meaning is spelt out. Meetings tend to be organized on the problem-solving order and the rapid consensus is anticipated. Shiseido on the one hand operates in a hierarchical and formal meeting company culture that has been formed by the demands of the high-contextual culture. There is usually indirect communication and the junior members do not openly disagree with the senior stakeholders. 
Also a great deal of variation is found in the decision-making processes. Decentralisation of decision making is high in Unilever in which the management is enabled to show a snap decision with the information that they have. This helps in flexibility in the product innovation processes, especially in markets of fast moving consumer goods where the speed to market is key. This cannot be said to be the case at Shiseido which utilises a system of consensus-based decisions where the decisions are supposed to be passed at multiple levels of the organisation. As much as this adds more accuracy and decreases risk, the decision timelines may length significantly. 
The mechanisms of feedback also depict the cultural difference. Unilever managers normally have direct performance-oriented feedback, which is directed towards short run improvement. This corresponds to personal responsibility systems and communication that is task-oriented. In Shiseido, however, feedback is conveyed indirectly as it is considered to maintain harmony in the group and not be embarrassing (Mann and Mann, 2025). This can cause ambiguity where until the criticism is voiced, the negative feedback will be watered down or rather connoted, rather than being directly stated and consequently there is high tendency of misinterpretation in refining the products.
It is also different that communication is bring out utilising the written communication. Structured and concise modalities of communication such as bullet-point emails, dashboards, unambiguous action-oriented guides, and dashboards are employed by Unilever. Shiseido message is all the more formal contextually sensitised and relationship conscious and often accrues meaning in politeness strategies and indirect construction of meaning. 
In addition, the leadership expectations influence the communication behaviour. Unilever promotes a bit more or less flat organizational structures whereby employees are allowed to interact freely with the management. However, Shiseido has more definite hierarchical lines, respect towards seniority has impacted on communication channels and power of consent. Overall, these communication differences are not only those of the style, it is structural entrenched within the cultural systems. 
Miscommunication Risks & Business Impact 
The variation in the patterns of communication between the Unilever (UK) and the Shiseido (Japan) opens the diverse operational and strategic risks in joint developing of skincare products and to efficiency in coordination specifically, speed in innovation and project effectiveness in the global projects.
One of the greatest risks includes delay in making of the decisions. Unilever is a company with a short approval cycle, but such a decision-making can ensure a long delay on the consent-based Shiseido organisation. At the global levels in the FMCG industries where time to market efficiency factors are correlated to about 70 percent product success, such delays may diminish competitiveness and enable competing brands to gain markets (Thale and Choudhury, 2024).
The other pertinent issue is misinterpretation of feedback and intentions. The UK teams may consider developing direct communication to be over-critical or aggressive to the Japanese counterparts and that may render the latter less open to cooperation. Conversely, the managers in the UK might interpret the indirectness of communication in Japanese as an evasion of decision making as well as unwillingness to make decisions and get disappointed thereby reducing the level of trust between the teams.
Asymmetry in information also exists. In cultures with high contexts of communication, significant information in a project may not be directly raised but implied and this heightens the chances of developing products without fully comprehending a product. 
Moreover, there could be a lack of coordination when it comes to cross-border meetings and emailing. Multinationals could lose as much as 25-30 percent in productivity due to the communication barriers, particularly due to their cultural differences that disrupt meaning of urgency/responsibility.
These challenges demonstrate that misalignment of communication is not only an interpersonal challenge, but also has an impact on organisational performance, efficiency of utilizing innovation and consistency of worldwide brands in skilled sectors such as skincare and cosmetics.
Recommendations 
In the quest to enhance the close harmonious workings between Unilever (UK) and Shiseido (Japan), an organised intercultural communication plan is needed to ensure that risks of miscommunication are minimized in favour of the dexterity of the projects in joint skincare product development.
To begin with, team members can be enhanced in terms of cultural awareness discussed through cross-cultural communication training programmes. Organisations which train employees in cultural intelligence (CQ) improve team performance to the tune of 2025 per cent whenever addressing projects within multinational organisations as the employees learn more about the indirect and direct communication styles (Morin and Talbot, 2021).
Second, a hybrid model of communication ought to be embraced, which integrates direct and task-oriented mode of communication used at Unilever and the contextual/relationship-based communications used at Shiseido. This will establish clarity but yet be culturally sensitive enough not to misinterpret in the feedback and the decision making process as much.
Thirdly, it is important to have a standardised decision making framework and timelines. This would help in the balancing of the fast decision making process of Unilever against the consensus-based process of decision making of Shiseido in order to ensure that the product development milestones are not undermined.
Also, major decisions are supposed to be supported with written authorisation as well as formal documentation so as to reduce ambiguity that could arise due to high context style of communication. Agenda meeting and summary of follow-up meetings have to be mandatory to achieve a harmonization at the inter-team level.
Lastly, trust can be established by relationship-building activities like intercultural workshops and collective innovation publication to help build trust between groups. All these plans combined are useful in enhancing the effectiveness of communication, culture friction and innovation performance of both organisations in developing skincare products all over the world that will ensure the strategic alignment and competitive advantage in the process.
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Conclusion
To sum up, the differences between communication in Unilever (UK) and Shiseido (Japan) impact greatly the effectiveness of this cooperation and global marketing of the joint products in the sphere of skincare. Using the culture dimensions of Hofstede and the theory of high- and low-context by Hall, it is evident that individualism, uncertainty avoidance and style of communication are various differences that affect the rate of decision-making, interpretation of feedback as well as coordination effectiveness. The differences can lead to ineffective communication, wastage of time, and reduced conformity to innovation. However, with structured communication policies, cultural intelligence and hybrid communication platforms, the two organisations will be in a better position to enhance efficiency of collaboration and gain greater competitiveness globally as regards the skincare business.
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