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[bookmark: _Toc133235608]Introduction
Business communication is essential for contemporary companies worldwide, especially the ones which are engaged in international operations. One of the most popular examples of a UK company, which operates on a multinational scale is, The Body Shop. The company is represented in multiple different regions, and this imposes significant challenges regarding its communication strategy. 
Culture has a considerable impact on the communication style of companies and individuals; thereby, being a main determinant of effective dialogue between parties. Hence, The Body Shop should consider the cultural implications for business communications in international setting (Hooker, 2012). As discussed by Adamczyk (2017), cultural differences can transform into a major barrier for effective business communication if not properly addressed. 
The current essay aims to analyse in greater depth some relevant concepts applied in the context of The Body Shop. The company is UK-based; hence, the specific features of UK communication style should be considered. The British use mainly diplomatic language for business purposes. They strongly prioritise diplomacy over directness in communication and are rather non-confrontational in business situations (WBC, 2023). British often use language in a coded manner preferring to say unpalatable things in an acceptable and positive way (WBS, 2023). However, this can be ambiguous and lead to misunderstanding in some situations, becoming a barrier for effective communication. Moreover, British often use humour to create sustainable business relations, which can also be perceived differently in some countries outside UK and treated as unserious attitude (WBS, 2023). The implications of cultural differences on business communication are discussed thoroughly in the respective sections below. 
[bookmark: _Toc133235609]Main body 
[bookmark: _Toc133235610]Organisation overview
The Body Shop is a company established back in 1976 and is a cosmetic, skin care and perfume company, known for its distinctive natural products and its strong position on sustainability (The Body Shop, 2023). The company has more than 3,000 stores in 69 countries, most of which are franchised (The Body Shop, 2023). The organisation has more than 8,000 direct employees (The Body Shop, 2023). The Body Shop is represented in UK, Europe, the Middle East, Asia Pacific region, North America and South America (Petruzzi, 2023). This results in significant implications for the business communication strategy to be adopted by the brand. Thus, The Body Shop needs to perform an in-depth assessment of the cultural differences and specific features of all these regions, as well as their potential impact on the effectiveness of business communication of the brand. 
[bookmark: _Toc133235611]International and intercultural communication theories
There are many academic theories supporting the view that communication is significantly dependent on and shaped by the cultural features of the specific region of participants. One of the most common models is developed by Hofstede (2011) and suggests that each country is characterised with certain behaviour and attitude patterns which are shaping the way individuals in it communicate. According to this model, there are six characteristics which should be analysed by businesses when they communicate with other countries. These include power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism vs collectivism, masculinity vs femininity, long-term vs short-term orientation and indulgence vs restraint (Hofstede, 2011). The model is used to position each country relative to others through a score on each dimension (Hofstede, 2011). Power distance is the extent to which less powerful members of organisations and institutions in the country accept and expect that power is distributed unequally (Hofstede, 2011; Soares et al., 2007). Differences between small/large power distance are shown below.
Table 1 – Differences between small and large power distance
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Source: Hofstede (2011)
Uncertainty avoidance illustrates society’s tolerance for ambiguity (Hofstede, 2011). It allows comparing countries in regard to the extent to which its cultural members feel uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations (Hofstede, 2011).
Table 2 – Features of uncertainty avoidance
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Source: Hofstede (2011)
Individualism vs collectivism is a social, not individual, feature of cultural behaviour which shows the extent to which people in a society are integrated into groups or rather tend to make decisions alone (Hofstede, 2011). The difference between individualist and collectivist societies is illustrated in greater detail on the following figure.





Table 3 – Individualist vs collectivist societies
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Source: Hofstede (2011)
Masculinity vs femininity comparison focuses on the distribution of values between genders which is another fundamental cultural factor which affects business communication (Hofstede, 2011). Some distinctive characteristics between the two societal types are shown below.
Table 4 – Feminine vs masculine societies
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Long-term vs short-term orientation describe the way societies maintain some links with its own past while managing the challenges of the present and the future (Hofstede, 2011). 
Table 5 – Long-term vs short-term orientation of societies
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The last dimension, classifying behavioural patterns and attitudes on the scale between indulgence and restrain emphasise on the extent to which people are trying to control their desires and impulses (Hofstede, 2011). The difference between the two dimensions is shown below.





Table 6 – Indulgence vs restrained
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Applied to the case of The Body Shop and considering the regions it operates in, a sample of four countries has been used to identify the differences which would lead to implications of business communication. As shown below, the sample includes United Kingdom, United States, United Arab Emirates and Japan. Results indicate significant variations of all six dimensions across these states.
Figure 1 – Hofstede’s model in practice (assessment based on scale from 0 to 100)
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Source: Hofstede Insights (2023)
As evident, there are significant differences among the cultural features of these countries, and they must be considered when developing international business communications strategy which aims to improve organisational efficiency and performance. 
[bookmark: _Toc133235612]Cultural sensitivity and diversity
As also evident from the analysis of Hofstede’s model, cultural sensitivity is a crucial factor of influence when international business communication is considered. This is also recognised by other scholars. Agbanyo and Wang (2022) suggest that cultural patterns shape international interactions, trade and communication significantly and thus, lack of awareness of their potential impact often results in severe barriers for effective communication. This is one of the reasons why businesses generally prefer to invest in relationships with partners in culturally close countries instead of culturally distant ones (Agbanyo and Wang, 2022). 
Nevertheless, it is not always possible to avoid certain regions and doing so can deprive the business organisation from realising its full growth and development potential. This is also the case with The Body Shop – as also shown on the comparative graph above, the company operates in countries which are very different in terms of culture and communication patterns. For example, Asian countries tend to be very relationship-oriented, resulting in prioritising the development of sustainable relationships with people over other business transactions (Agbanyo and Wang, 2022). For Asians, ‘saving face’ is extremely important, no matter whether negotiations have been successful or not. Americans, on the other hand, like straight negotiations without prolonging talks and base communication on the assumption that ‘time is money’ (Agbanyo and Wang, 2022). European countries are significantly more diverse culturally and thus, cultural attitudes vary across states. For example, companies and individuals in UK prioritise significantly punctuality, competence and discipline and aggressiveness or unreliability are awarded zero tolerance (Agbanyo and Wang, 2022). Some main cultural patterns of different countries are summarised in the next table and should be considered when companies like The Body Shop develop strategies for effective international business communication.



Table 7 – Cultural diversity across countries
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Another important reason for addressing these differences and increasing awareness in this regard is the fact that, due to globalisation and changing legislation on a global scale, there is an increasing diversity of workforce in companies (Deresky, 2013; Dignen and McMaster, 2013). This can also be a factor affecting the style and patterns of business communication (DuPraw and Axner, 2005; Bonet and Schargorodsky, 2019). The UK is not an exception. As illustrated on the following figure, the workforce in UK is significantly diverse – 76% of people from the “White British” ethnic group have been employed in 2022, while at the same time 78% of people with Indian ethnicity have also been employed, accompanied by 69% of Asian residents, 67% of ‘Black’ and 58% of ‘Pakistani, Bangladeshi’ (Gov UK, 2022). 





Figure 2 – Workforce diversity UK
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Source: Gov UK (2022)
The results indicate that intercultural communication is essential for UK companies, especially the ones which also maintain operations abroad.
[bookmark: _Toc133235613]Communication barriers experienced by a diverse workforce in the UK
Having a diverse workforce brings a large variety of benefits to organisations but is also associated with a range of challenges which need to be addressed in order to increase effectiveness of communication and serve as a driver of performance. There is no doubt that one of the main challenges for effective communication in a multi-cultural environment is the language barrier. This increases the importance of BELF model perceiving English as a Business Lingua Franca. 
The concept of ‘lingua franca’ arises from language variety that was used in the Mediterranean between the 15th and the 19th century, which was allowing international trade to take place (Kankanranta and Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). Lingua franca emerges in business interactions when one particular language is mostly used among speakers who have different native languages, with the aim of conducting business negotiations and increasing efficiency of communication (Kankanranta and Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). In contemporary business environment, English is considered as the main lingua franca on a global scale. 
As shown on the following graph, competence in BELF is a crucial factor of influence on the effectiveness of international business communication along with business know-how, multicultural competence and global communication skills (Kankanranta and Louhiala-Salminen, 2013).
Figure 3 – Model of global communicative competence
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Source: Kankanranta and Louhiala-Salminen (2013)
Due to all this, it can be suggested that linguistic and cultural competencies are essential for effective business communication in an international context. Intercultural competence is rather nurtured and should be encouraged to be developed when companies operating in international environments are considered, such as The Body Shop. It can be developed through in-depth research of cultural norms, patterns of communication, place, taboos and other factors which may influence the effectiveness of communication and its potential barriers (Divekar and Itankar, 2020). 
Intercultural awareness is considered essential for communication along with linguistic skills. In the context of international business communications, there are four types of communicators, including full bilinguals, partial bilinguals, unilinguals and first-language speakers (Liberman et al., 2018). In general, academic literature supports the view that exposure to multiple languages contributes to more developed and better communication skills, which results in better effectiveness of the overall international business communication process (Liberman et al., 2018). However, it is also evident that, in some cases, bilinguals may experience challenges, such as speech and listening issues, which may also affect communication (Bshrat-Maalouf and Karawani, 2022). 
In general, it is perceived that bilingual managers are more effective as they have higher linguistic and cultural competencies. It is very often the case where non-English speaking groups are reluctant to communicate with managers, especially in cases where this is the official language of communication (Dawson et al., 2011). It is also evident that language gaps between employees and managers can be a source of severe frustration which reduces effectiveness of communication and operations (Dawson et al., 2011). In such cases, managers who are bilingual and have higher linguistic and cultural knowledge tend to be an essential tool for managing employees and optimising organisational performance (Dawson et al., 2011). It should be noted, though, that linguistic and cultural competences, despite being crucial for managing diverse workforce, are not the sole determinants of managerial effectiveness. 
Other factors of influence, such as conflict management skills, active listening ability, empathy and leadership, are also essential and have an impact on communication effectiveness. 
[bookmark: _Toc133235614]Communication strategies and other recommendations to enable to organisation to succeed in providing a positive environment
Based on the analysis conducted above, it can be stated that building a strong and effective communication strategy is essential for the operations of international businesses. This framework is also crucial for providing a positive working environment to a diverse workforce, reflecting cultural differences and using them as a source of competitive advantage. 
One of the important elements of successful communication strategy for companies operating in an international context, such as The Body Shop, is developing policies and practices for the implementation of BELF model. Chong (2020) suggests that certain specific practices can enhance the adaptation of BELF to corporate operations. Examples include speaking clearly and slower, avoiding over-complicated terminology, avoiding cultural references, asking for clarification, paraphrasing and summarising, learning to accommodate different communication styles and implementing active listening (Chong, 2020). 
In addition to that, for companies like The Body Shop, it is essential to build sustainable relationships across cultures. This can be achieved by implementing trainings on multicultural awareness, intercultural communication tactics, researching markets in which the company operates regarding cultural features and trends which can affect communication (Chong, 2020; Kumari, 2019). By using Hofstede’s model, it is possible to develop specific standards guiding behaviour and communication in different settings, such as meetings, negotiations, conflict resolution and others. Such standards of behaviour could depend on the specific cultural background of the involved foreign counterpart. 
When developing effective international business communication strategies, the main challenges of effective communication should also be addressed in the specific organisational context. These often include international cultural sensitivity and informational neds (Deresky, 2013). More specifically, the communication strategy needs to address the levels of direct and indirect communication appropriate in each country, impact of accents and fluency in English, the diversity of attitudes toward hierarchy and authority, as well as the conflicting norms for decision-making prioritised in different regions (Kumari, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc133235615]Conclusion
To sum up, the research findings from the essay are extensive. They clearly suggest that international business communication is essential for the performance of organisations like The Body Shop which operate in more than one geographical market. To optimise performance, organisations need to ensure that they have developed a sustainable, effective and efficient international communications strategy which reflects the specific cultural traits of markets of operations, as well as the specific organisational context of the brand. These final remarks are quite valid for most international businesses. 
There are many academic models, which can be used for reference, but Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory and BELF framework are among the most applied. In particular, the value of the Hofstede’s model refers not only to its detailed analysis of culturally based factors, but also because the model is developed based on extensive empirical data from IBM employees across the globe (Hofstede, 2001). Hence, its empirical relevance in actual business context and practice is quite high and worth considering. 
In addition, it should be noted that business entities must identify specific needs regarding communication, the effect of their own diversity of workforce and the regional characteristics of the countries they operate in. Using this as a foundation, they can develop an effective strategy for communicating internationally with various stakeholder groups. The specific tools and strategies would vary across organisations, but they need to reflect the specific challenges faced by the company. 
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