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Introduction
Strategic alliances between multinational corporations have become increasingly prominent due to globalisation trends. Research shows that culturally diverse collaboration can help organisations to achieve better performance because of their complementary perceptions and skills; however, cultural distance can also become a source of barriers and difficulties in communication (Konara and Mohr, 2023). Thus, the example of a cooperation between Unilever UK and Shanghai Jahwa can provide an excellent case for exploring communication differences between employees from different cultural backgrounds during product development (Kalra and Szymanski, 2023). While such collaboration creates many possibilities for creative work and cultural learning, communication expectations can make collaboration more difficult and negatively affect decisions (Karhunen et al., 2023). The essay starts by introducing Unilever UK and Shanghai Jahwa, goes through analysis of Hofstede and Hall's theories, discusses communication differences and misunderstandings, evaluates theories critically and ends up suggesting solutions to improve intercultural collaboration.
Company and Market Background 
Unilever UK is one of the world's largest producers of fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG), active on the international market and focused on innovation as a driver of business growth. Unilever UK invests heavily in research and development, digital technologies, and innovations in order to preserve its competitive edge in consumer markets worldwide (Khan, 2026). The recent investments in research facilities and innovations demonstrate Unilever's commitment to product innovation and knowledge sharing across international markets (Unilever Global, 2026). Nevertheless, management of partnerships in various cultural environments can be complicated by poor communication and coordination, even in the case of the potential benefits of innovation and market expansion (Unilever Global, 2026).
In turn, Shanghai Jahwa is one of China's leading producers of beauty and personal care products and household items, with a long history which goes back to 1898. The company runs science and innovation centres on a major scale and has developed R&D capabilities and sells its products in Asia, Europe, Africa, North America and Oceania (Jahwa, 2026a). The global expertise of Unilever UK and the local expertise and robust distribution capability of Shanghai Jahwa (Jahwa, 2021) can offer tremendous innovation synergy through a strategic partnership. Nevertheless, differences in the styles of communication, decision-making, expectations related to relationship building and approach to business collaboration can lead to misunderstandings and inefficiency (Jahwa, 2026b).
Theoretical Framework for Cross-Cultural Communication 
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Cultural dimensions by Hofstede can help to understand how cultural values affect cross-cultural communication between Unilever UK and Shanghai Jahwa. First, the United Kingdom is a high individualistic society, which values employees' individuality, independence and freedom of communication. Meanwhile, China is a collectivist country, which prioritises collective interests, long-term relationships and harmonious interaction, and it affects employees' communication and decision-making (Ashta et al., 2025). Second, the power distance is rather low in the UK; it contributes to effective communication across hierarchical levels and decision-making participation, while in China power distance is higher, and there is much respect towards authority, hierarchy and senior leadership (Chabika et al., 2024). Third, the long-term orientation and preference for stability characteristic of China promote careful planning and relationship building, while British companies pay attention to flexibility and short-term business success (OECD, 2024). Despite the criticism related to the oversimplified view of national cultures, this framework remains helpful to identify possible communication differences in international business partnerships. At the same time, organisational culture, experience and digital collaboration practices can decrease the impact of national cultural characteristics.
Hall’s High-Context and Low-Context Theory
Hall's high-context and low-context theory offers additional insight into communication differences between UK and Chinese organisations. First, the communication style in the United Kingdom is relatively low context; that is, the communicators are more likely to be direct, explicit and convey a clear verbal message (Shen et al., 2024). In contrast, China is a high-context culture; communication can be context-dependent, relationship-driven, and indirect to preserve harmony and face (Shen et al., 2024). The differences may result in misunderstandings in the process of product development, sharing feedback and prioritising projects. For instance, British managers can expect direct answers, while Chinese employees can prefer to convey their opinions indirectly in order to avoid conflict situations. While this framework allows explaining communication barriers, it has certain drawbacks as it simplifies the concept of national cultures and does not take into account organisational, individual, and generational differences (Ashta et al., 2025). Besides, increased globalisation and digital communication blur cultural borders. Therefore, Hall's theory, like Hofstede's framework, can be considered only as a starting point for analysis of communication behaviour in UK-China business partnerships.
Communication Style Differences Between UK and Chinese Teams 
Direct vs Indirect Communication
It is possible to see communication differences between British and Chinese employees in the way they express their opinions, give feedback, and disagree with each other. First, direct communication is encouraged in British organisations, and employees are supposed to share their opinions and ideas openly and give constructive feedback in order to increase transparency and efficiency (Tabata and Vrij, 2023). At the same time, Chinese employees usually follow an indirect communication style, focus on harmony, relationship preservation, and respect towards other people. Direct disagreement can be avoided, as it can be harmful to interpersonal relations and cause loss of face. Hence, Chinese employees can convey their opinions indirectly or in a very reserved manner (Gao et al., 2024). For instance, during the discussion of the product development between Unilever UK and Shanghai Jahwa, a British manager can criticise the product feature and offer to make changes immediately, while Chinese employees can do it indirectly or keep silent during the discussion. Such communication style can be misunderstood as agreement and absence of interest, which reduces the effectiveness of communication and collaboration (Huggins et al., 2023).
Decision-Making Processes
Decision-making processes differ significantly in British and Chinese organisations. First, British companies value speed, managerial autonomy and individual responsibility that enables managers to react quickly to changes in the market situation and business environment (Bakhshi and Ashtiani, 2024). At the same time, Chinese organisations usually emphasise hierarchy, consultation, and collective agreement before making decisions. Usually, senior leaders have a significant role in the approval of strategic decisions, and managers usually strive for consensus among the key stakeholders before implementation. Although such an approach can seem rather bureaucratic to foreign partners, it can help to reduce resistance, increase commitment, and ensure that decisions correspond with organisational goals and good relationships (Bakhshi and Ashtiani, 2024). Therefore, British managers can consider Chinese decision-making as bureaucratic, while Chinese managers can regard British decision-making as too fast and insufficiently consultative. The balanced combination of these approaches can be helpful to support innovation through efficient and careful consideration.
Meetings and Participation
Misunderstandings can also occur at meetings because of cross-cultural issues. Tactical engagement, as a form of questioning, debate and free exchange of opinion, is regarded as a sign of engagement and professionalism in UK organisations. Sharing thoughts and ideas is welcomed by employees, irrespective of where they are in the organisation. In Chinese workplaces, on the other hand, listening to others, observing, and deferring to senior staff members might be given greater importance. They might not do an open critique to retain harmony and show respect to the hierarchy within their group (Gao et al., 2024). As a result, adjustment problems can exist because British workers might assume that limited verbal involvement is due to lack of involvement or dedication, but Chinese workers might believe that too many questions or issues being raised a little bit too directly are unnecessarily confrontational. If not understood, these opposing expectations can present a communication challenge and diminish the effectiveness of team conversations (Huggins et al., 2023).
Feedback and Conflict Management
Another potential source of misunderstanding here is feedback and conflict management within collaborations between Unilever UK and Shanghai Jahwa. Creative criticism can be seen as a key strategy for evaluating performance, holding people to account and contributing to ongoing learning, which is generally considered important to many British organisations. Feedback is often throwaway, is supposed to be followed by prompt improvements and has no long-term significance. By contrast, Chinese professionals will be more inclined to criticise indirectly, in a way that does not make a face, and will maintain relationships. Feedback can be framed positively and may be given in private to prevent embarrassment and negatively impact interpersonal trust (Kozato et al., 2023). These differences can have an impact on the understanding and application of feedback by workers of both cultures. Indirect feedback can help maintain a sense of social cohesion and continuity of social relationships, but it can sometimes also lead to a delay in taking appropriate steps. 
Direct British feedback, on the other hand, can be useful for achieving efficiency, but can also be interpreted as insensitive, critical, etc. by Chinese employees. Unilever managers should adopt a communication style that avoids misunderstandings and conflict; giving feedback in private, using language in a relationship/person-centred way and balancing the criticism with positive comments. It can also benefit collaboration and trust building between UK and Chinese teams to develop a mutual understanding of feedback expectations and increase cultural awareness (Kozato et al., 2023).
Potential sources of Misunderstanding and Miscommunication 
Aside from cultural values, other factors that make communication problematic are language issues, non-verbal communication, leadership expectations, and attitude towards time in the Unilever UK / Jahwa, Shanghai communication. Conducive communication, which is often discussed as using English as a working language, may be misleading, as major differences between the language-skill level and interpretation of technical, strategic and organisational language can introduce confusion and miscommunications when working with other international partners in such instances (Huggins et al., 2023). Analysis of multilingual teams indicates that language differences hinder participation, communication errors and misunderstandings, and the effectiveness of problem-solving in cross-cultural projects (Zhang et al, 2022). 
There are also difficulties with communicating non-verbally. While Chinese professionals tend to use indirect communication, pauses and silence, and contextual cues to express meaning and achieve harmony, British professionals will be more explicit in their verbal communication and directness in clarifying issues (Gao et al., 2024). However, there are also misgivings from the leadership side that can further contribute to misunderstandings. Bradley (2026) reported that participative leadership and more informal management relationships with employees are seen more favourably in British organisations, with Chinese organisations more emphasising hierarchy and authority of leaders or supervisors. Even time orientation differences can lead to working conflicts. British organisations are inclined to focus more on the practical part of the project, being efficient and speedy, while Chinese organisations are more about reaching the project's consensus and long-lasting partnerships before taking action (Bakhshi and Ashtiani, 2024). If not managed well, these differences can contribute to less trust and cooperation. When used properly, they can boost innovation, stakeholder engagement, and long-term partnership performance (Kozato et al., 2023).
Critical Evaluation of Cultural Communication Theories 
The theory of Hofstede's cultural dimensions and Hall's theory of communication are helpful to use in analysing different types of communication between Unilever UK and Shanghai Jahwa, as there are multiple differences that are explained using the theory, such as indirectness, hierarchy, individualism, collectivism and contextual communication (Capece and Di Pillo, 2023). Hofstede also points out that there are cultural differences that can be noted, including having an individualistic culture and a relatively low power distance as compared to China, which is collectivist in nature and possesses a higher power distance. However, Hofstede's model can be enhanced by comparison with the GLOBE Study, which is on leadership appeals and societal practices. This implies that besides influencing values of national culture, the communication barriers between Unilever and Shanghai Jahwa can also be affected by the leadership styles and the organisational practices used in communication (Capece and Di Pillo, 2023). Moreover, Hofstede does not capture globalisation, generational transformations, and cultural diversity within the countries (Evan and Holý, 2023). There are also studies that have indicated that the way in which people communicate is greatly affected by their organisational culture and experience (Gutierrez et al., 2024). Hence, Hofstede and Hall need to be considered as 'starting points', not final answers, in understanding communication in the context of UK-China partnerships.
Strategies for Effective UK–China Team Communication 
The solution to enhancing the communication between Unilever UK and Shanghai Jahwa is to undertake culturally targeted training, culturally structured communication and relationship building activities (Sajjapong and Irfan, 2022). Training needs should be identified and addressed beforehand and throughout joint projects for managers, project leaders and employees, and should include an orientation on communication styles, hierarchy, feedback, dealing with conflict and building relationships in the Chinese business context. Cultural intelligence (CQ) and Adaptive communication norms can improve trust and collaboration among multicultural teams and increase knowledge sharing (Lu et al., 2022). If it is just a surface-level exercise, however, the training will be limited in its impact and may not be enough (Jones, 2025). Thus, inclusive leadership is critical to facilitate people's participation, foster psychological safety, and facilitate the practice of intercultural competencies in everyday collaboration (Li et al., 2025).
Conclusion 
To summarise, significant differences in communication are revealed between UK and Chinese organisations, especially the difference between direct and indirect communication; individualistic versus collectivist orientation; decision-making process; ways in which feedback is sought; and the feedback-seeking process. Lacking control over these differences can cause miscommunication, inefficiency and interpersonal conflict, but well managed can lead to organisational learning, innovations and strategic effectiveness. These communication dynamics can be explained with valuable simplifying insights from Hofstede and Hall's models, but the use of their two models requires a good judgement of variations in organisations and individuals. Therefore, cultural sensitivity, flexibility and respect need to be practised, and the skills to combine multiple communication styles successfully need to be developed to be successful in UK–China partnerships.
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