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Evaluating Communication Style Differences Between Unilever PLC and Ajinomoto Teams in an International Business Partnership

[bookmark: _Toc237014836]Introduction

Globalisation, in today’s day and age, has increased collaboration between organisations operating across different national and cultural environments. International partnerships can provide access to new markets, knowledge, technology and innovation; however, it also creates communication challenges when employees interpret behaviours according to different cultural expectations. According to Kolb (2018), the term globalisation also refers to how dependant are the world economies to one another, the different cultures, populations, and being brought together through cross-border trade in goods and services, technology, human resources, and financial transactions.
This essay evaluates communication differences between the United Kingdome and Japan through the context of a strategic partnership between Unilever PLC, a multinational consumer goods company with significant operations from UK, and Ajinomoto Co. ,Inc., a Japanese multinational corporation that specialises in food, biotechnology, and related products. The partnership involves employees from both organisations, collaborating to develop and put on market new consumer products within Asia. As a country director within Unilever PLC, the task of managing communication between the two teams is essential to successfully implement the given project.
The essay argues that differences in directness, hierarchy, decision-making, feedback and attitudes towards uncertainty can create misunderstanding between the British and Japanese teams. By applying the Hofstede’s Cultural Dimension Theory, and Hall’s High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory, the differences between the two cultures can be explained. However, we must also consider the limitations of using the national cultural frameworks, as individual and organisational differences mean that employees should not automatically be assumed to behave according to national stereotypes.
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Unilever PLC is a multinational organisation that operates internationally across consumer goods categories and has extensive experience managing employees and customers across different cultural environments. According to Unilever (2024), having UK as one of their main markets, with turnovers of approximately £1.7 billion a year, and approximately five thousand employees, its organisational environment can be associated with relatively informal workplace relationships, individual responsibility and employee participation. In the UK business culture, employees are generally expected to communicate their opinions, demonstrate initiative and contribute to discussions regardless of their organisational positions.
As underlined by The Ajinomoto Group ASV (2026), having its headquarters in Tokyo and operating internationally across food, healthcare and biotechnology-related markets, it highlights the organisation as a powerful partner for Unilever PLC. Although being a multinational organisation exposed to global management practices, the need to understand the Japanese cultural environment is paramount when considering communication between its employees and the British team. As stated by Scroope (2021a), the Japanese business culture traditionally places considerable importance on long-term relationships, social harmony as a main requirement from someone in the leading position within the organisation, respect for hierarchy, group membership, and consensus, as employees are not expected to attempt to solve a problem themselves, but rather report it to their chain of command and follow their instructions, finally reporting back with the result.
These underlined differences are important within a product development partnership, due to employees need to exchange information on a continuous basis. Product development requires decisions concerning research, design, costs, marketing, deadlines and risks, so any communication misunderstanding will have high operational costs. As an example, within the Japanese culture, as underlined by Scroope (2021b), employees might avoid direct refusal or disapproving responses, providing a more ambiguous response, which can be interpreted as an approval instead by a British manager, and continue with the decision.
Nevertheless, national culture should not be treated as the only influence on communication, as both employees of Unilever PLC and Ajinomoto Co. Inc. may have considerable international experience given that both organisations are multinational organisations. The professional background, organisational culture, age, personality, and previous international exposure can influence communication alongside nationality. 
[bookmark: _Toc237014838]Direct and Indirect Communication

One significant potential difference concerns communication directness. As underlined by Language Mentors International (2024), the theory that Edward Hall came up with in 1977 was to provide a deeper understanding of the variability of communication styles across diverse cultures, thus the high-context and low-context communication theory provides an important explanation for this distinction. Having a low-context culture can be observed by the need to communicate primarily using explicit words and information, whilst in high-context cultures, the meaning of the communication is dependant on the relationships, circumstances, non-verbal behaviour and shared understanding.
According to Izguevara (2014), the UK is considered a low-context culture, underlining that there is almost no reliance on non-verbal communication, but more dependant on explicit communication. The British employees may therefore expect information to be verbally or explicitly communicated, thus if an employee does not agree with a proposal, the managers might expect them to communicate their concerns sufficiently clearly for the issue to be addressed.
As underlined by Glossika (2023), Japan is generally regarded as a high-context communication environment, which leads us to believe that the meaning can depend considerably on the context, relationships, tone, silence, and non-verbal signals. Keeping and nourishing harmony may discourage individuals from expressing disagreement directly, especially if in doing it may offend or embarrass another person.
The above highlighted differences can create significant misunderstandings during the Unilever PLC – Ajinomoto Co. Inc. project of developing and marketing new products within Asia region. For example, a British project leader might present a proposed product launch date and ask Japanese colleagues whether they agree, but rather of being explicit in rejecting an unrealistic deadline, out of politeness, they might communicate reservations cautiously, giving the impression to the British manager, who focuses mainly on verbal responses, to interpret their politeness or silence as an agreement.
The reverse misunderstanding is equally important, as direct questions or criticisms from British employees may be intended to improve efficiency, however, Japanese colleagues could perceive the approach as confrontational or insensitive. Consequently, neither communication style is inherently superior, considering that direct communication may increase clarity and speed, but indirect communication may protect relationships and reduce open conflicts. The challenge that the management needs to overcome is to create a communication process that captures the advantages of both.
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Utilising Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions framework can provide a deeper understanding of the differences between the UK and Japanese workplace communication. According to The Culture Factor Group (2025a), the British culture is identified as a highly individualistic society, however, in comparison, the Japan culture demonstrates a stronger collective characteristic. Considering this difference, the British employees are generally encouraged to express personal opinions and accept individual responsibility, so they might feel more comfortable in expressing disagreements or proposing alternative solutions during project discussions, which does not necessarily indicate a poor relationship, but it may represent a professional debate. At the same time, the Japanese employees may place grater emphasis on the interests and harmony of the group, therefore their communication may involve careful consideration on how an individual contribution affects colleagues, and openly challenging another employee, particularly a senior person, may disrupt the groups harmony.
This can create contrasting interpretations as British employees might perceive the Japanese colleagues as insufficiently assertive, while the Japanese employees could perceive the British colleagues as overly individualistic, however, neither interpretation reflects the employee’s actual competence or commitment.
Hofstede’s framework should be applied cautiously, as categorising Japan colleagues simply as collectivists can oversimplify a complex society. Furthermore, multinational employees may develop communication practices that differ significantly from national average, thus the theory can help in anticipating possible areas of friction but should not be utilised in stereotyping individual employees.
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According to The Culture Factor Group (2025b), the power distance provides another relevant cultural dimension. With the UK having relatively low power distance, it means that the workplace relationships can be informal, allowing employees to address senior managers directly, question decisions and contribute ideas despite the differences in organisational status. A British project manager may therefore encourage employees by saying that everyone should openly challenge ideas.
In comparison, within the Japanese business relationships, there is a greater emphasis placed on seniority, status, and appropriate behaviour according to an individual’s position within the organisation, demonstrating that junior employees may be less comfortable in openly contradicting senior colleagues.
This difference could become particularly significant within a mixed project team, as a British senior might perceive the lack of questions from Japanese colleagues as evidence that everyone understands and supports the decision, all the while, the Japanese employees, might have concerns that they consider inappropriate to raise publicly.
Effective leadership therefore requires more than simply encouraging employees to express their concerns openly. Managers should provide alternative channels through which concerns can be communicated, including smaller meetings, individual discussions, and written feedback, accommodating different preferences without the assumption that silence means agreement.
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Another potential source of misunderstanding concerns the speed and process of decision-making, as Hofstede’s uncertainty avoidance dimension describes how societies respond to ambiguity and uncertain situations. Within the Japan culture, the avoidance of uncertainty is relatively strong in comparison to the UK culture.
The British managers may be more comfortable in comparison to Japanese managers in making decisions with incomplete information and adapting plans later, however, this flexibility can benefit product innovations due to rapidly changing markets which requires experimentations. In comparison, the Japanese teams may prefer greater organisational decision-making as it was traditionally associated with consensus-building, where relevant stakeholders are consulted before formal approval.
Within the partnership, British employee could interpret extensive Japanese consultations as unnecessary bureaucracy or reluctance to arrive at a decision. Conversely, Japanese employees might perceive rapid British decision-making as poorly considered and excessively risky.
Both approaches contain strengths and weaknesses, as rapid decisions may improve responsiveness but increase in possibility of overlooked risks, and extensive consultation may improve implementation and stakeholder commitment but slow project progress. Effective cross-cultural leadership should therefore distinguish between decisions requiring rapid action and strategic decisions where wider consultations can provide value.
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Feedback represents another area where cultural differences may influence communication, where British employees may be relatively comfortable separating professional criticism from personal relationships, as a manager could openly question a proposal while continuing to maintain a positive working relationship with the author of the proposal. However, within the Japanese communication, preserving harmony and avoiding loss of face can make the manner in which criticism is delivered paramount, as publicly identifying an individual’s mistake could cause embarrassment and damage trust.
This difference matters due to the product development inevitably will involve disagreements, so designs fail, deadline changes, and proposals would require modifications. If the UK managers communicate criticism too directly, the Japanese employees may become reluctant to participate openly, and conversely, if the Japanese colleagues communicate problems too indirectly, the UK managers may fail to recognise the seriousness.
For the partnership, critical feedback should generally be specific and evidence-based while sensitive issues to be discussed in private. Leaders should also actively confirm understanding rather than assuming that a polite response or silence represents genuine agreement.
[bookmark: _Toc237014843]Improving Cross-Cultural Communication

Successful integration requires deliberate communication strategies, as firstly, employees from both organisations should receive cross-cultural training, as employees should learn how different communication behaviours may be interpreted and practise responding to realistic project scenarios.
Second, the project should establish explicit communication protocols, as major decisions should be confirmed in writing, including responsibilities, deadlines and agreed actions, to avoid dependence on culturally specific interpretations of verbal communication.
Thirdly, meetings should combine open discussion with ability for reflections, as agendas could be circulated beforehand allowing employees to prepare responses, and inviting participants to provide additional written comments.
Finally, leadership should demonstrate cultural intelligence, and rather than treating British practices as the default, as the country director, we should adapt communication according to circumstances. This will not require abandoning organisational objectives, but instead, chose the communication method that maximises understanding and participation.
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Communication differences between UK and Japanese employees can significantly influence the success of an international business partnership between Unilever PLC and Ajinomoto Co. Inc. as differences in directness, hierarchy, individualism, consensus, uncertainty avoidance and feedback could lead employees to misinterpret each other despite having common objectives.
Applying Hall’s high and low context framework demonstrates why Japanese communication may rely more on context and indirect signals, while the UK employees may expect greater explicitness. Also, applying Hofstede’s dimensions provide further explanations concerning individualism, hierarchy, and uncertainty avoidance, however these frameworks must pe applied critically because national averages cannot predict the behaviour of every employee.
Successful cross-cultural management therefore requires adaptation rather than expecting either team to abandon its communication practices. Having cross-cultural training, clear communication protocols, inclusive meeting structures, relationships building and culturally intelligent leadership to reduce misunderstandings. Ultimately, cultural differences should not be viewed as obstacles, as when they are effectively managed, it can enhance a broader perspective, stronger problem-solving and a more effective international collaboration.
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