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Communication Styles and Challenges in UK-Japan Business Collaboration
INTRODUCTION
As businesses expand globally, multinational collaborations have become increasingly common, bringing together diverse teams with different cultural backgrounds. A notable example is the partnership between the UK-based multinational Unilever and the Japanese conglomerate Shiseido. While this collaboration aims to develop and market new products, variations in communication styles can present significant challenges. This essay explores the differences in communication between UK and Japanese teams, drawing on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, high-context vs. low-context communication theory, and the seven dimensions of culture to analyze potential misunderstandings and identify strategies to bridge the communication gap.













2. Background of the Companies
Unilever, a multinational corporation with origins in both the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, is a global leader in the consumer goods industry. The company is widely recognized for its diverse portfolio of brands, including Dove, Lux, and Vaseline, which cater to personal care and hygiene needs worldwide. Operating in over 190 countries, Unilever has established a vast market presence and employs a workforce that reflects a broad range of cultural backgrounds. Its business model emphasizes sustainability, innovation, and adaptability to different consumer preferences across international markets.
On the other hand, Shiseido is one of Japan’s most prominent and well-respected cosmetic companies, with a rich heritage spanning more than a century. Renowned for its deep-rooted expertise in skincare and beauty products, Shiseido integrates traditional Japanese beauty philosophies with advanced research and development. The company has built a strong reputation for high-quality products that emphasize precision, craftsmanship, and aesthetic excellence.
The partnership between Unilever and Shiseido represents a strategic effort to combine their respective strengths. Unilever’s extensive global distribution network and international marketing expertise complement Shiseido’s specialized knowledge of Japanese beauty rituals and customer expectations. Together, the two companies aim to create innovative products specifically designed for the Asian market, capitalizing on the growing demand for premium skincare and beauty solutions in the region.





3. Cultural Dimensions and Communication Styles
Understanding cultural differences is essential for ensuring smooth collaboration between multinational teams. Various cultural frameworks provide insights into how the UK and Japan differ in their approach to business communication and decision-making.

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Geert Hofstede’s model of cultural dimensions provides a useful framework for analyzing cultural differences between nations. In the context of Unilever and Shiseido’s partnership, several key dimensions highlight significant contrasts between the UK and Japan:
· Power Distance (PDI): Japan ranks high in power distance, meaning that hierarchical structures are deeply respected, and authority is seldom challenged. Employees defer to senior management, and decision-making is often centralized. In contrast, the UK exhibits a relatively lower power distance, promoting an egalitarian approach where open discussions between employees of all levels are encouraged. British professionals value a workplace culture where subordinates can voice their opinions freely and challenge authority when necessary.
· Individualism vs. Collectivism (IDV): The UK is characterized by a high degree of individualism, where personal achievements, autonomy, and self-expression are highly valued. Employees in British organizations are encouraged to take initiative and assert their opinions openly. Japan, however, is a collectivist society, where group cohesion and consensus-building take precedence. Japanese professionals prioritize teamwork and maintaining harmony within the organization, often refraining from directly voicing dissent to avoid disrupting the group dynamic.
· Uncertainty Avoidance (UAI): Japan has a strong preference for certainty and structured processes, ranking high in uncertainty avoidance. This is reflected in meticulous planning, detailed procedures, and risk-averse decision-making. Japanese businesses typically follow a cautious approach, ensuring that all possible outcomes are considered before taking action. In contrast, the UK embraces a more flexible and adaptive approach to business, accepting uncertainty as part of innovation and growth. British companies are more open to experimentation and are willing to take calculated risks.
· Long-Term vs. Short-Term Orientation (LTO): Japanese culture is known for its long-term perspective, emphasizing persistence, tradition, and steady progress toward future goals. Business strategies in Japan tend to be carefully planned over extended periods, focusing on sustainability and gradual improvement. The UK, however, has a more short-term orientation, with businesses often prioritizing quick results, adaptability, and immediate gains over long-term commitments(Bond 1991).
High-Context vs. Low-Context Communication
Edward Hall’s theory of high-context and low-context communication further explains the communication style differences between the UK and Japan:
· Low-Context Communication (UK): The UK operates within a low-context communication culture, where messages are explicit, direct, and heavily reliant on verbal expression. British professionals value clarity and efficiency in discussions, ensuring that information is conveyed in a straightforward manner to avoid ambiguity. In business settings, clear articulation of ideas, detailed written agreements, and precise instructions are common.
· High-Context Communication (Japan): Japan follows a high-context communication style, where much of the meaning in conversations is derived from non-verbal cues, contextual factors, and shared cultural understanding. Rather than stating opinions directly, Japanese professionals often rely on subtle gestures, implied meanings, and indirect phrasing. The expectation is that colleagues will intuitively understand the underlying message based on the context, rather than requiring explicit clarification. This approach can sometimes lead to misinterpretations when interacting with low-context communicators from the UK, who may expect more direct exchanges.
The Seven Dimensions of Culture
Fons Trompenaars’ seven dimensions of culture offer additional perspectives on cultural differences that may impact collaboration between Unilever and Shiseido:
· Universalism vs. Particularism: British business culture leans towards universalism, where standardized rules and policies apply consistently to all individuals, regardless of personal relationships. Professional interactions are governed by clear procedures, and fairness is maintained by treating all employees equally. In contrast, Japan follows a particularist approach, where relationships and context determine how rules are applied. Personal connections and trust play a crucial role in business dealings, and exceptions to rules may be made based on circumstances.
· Achievement vs. Ascription: The UK is predominantly an achievement-based society, where status and professional growth are determined by individual merit, accomplishments, and performance. British employees are often promoted based on their contributions and expertise, rather than age or tenure. Conversely, Japan follows an ascription-based model, where status is closely linked to seniority, experience, and societal roles. In Japanese organizations, respect for authority and hierarchy is essential, and employees often progress through the ranks based on tenure rather than solely on individual performance.





4. Key Differences in Communication Styles
Direct vs. Indirect Communication
Communication styles in business settings vary significantly between the UK and Japan, with British professionals typically favoring a direct and explicit approach. In the UK, communication is straightforward, with an emphasis on clarity and unambiguous messaging. British professionals are generally comfortable expressing opinions openly, even when they contradict others, as this is seen as a constructive way to foster discussion and drive decision-making. However, this directness may come across as too forceful or confrontational to Japanese colleagues, who are accustomed to a more nuanced and reserved approach to communication.
In contrast, Japanese business professionals often communicate indirectly, using subtle cues, pauses, and non-verbal gestures to convey meaning. This approach stems from the cultural value of maintaining group harmony (we) and avoiding confrontation. Rather than explicitly stating disagreement, a Japanese professional may remain silent, use vague expressions, or rely on others to infer their true thoughts. While this method promotes social cohesion, UK colleagues may perceive it as a lack of decisiveness or unwillingness to contribute to discussions.

Explicit vs. Implicit Messages
Another key difference in communication styles is the distinction between explicit and implicit messaging. British business culture operates in a low-context communication environment, where information is conveyed explicitly, and messages are structured to ensure that they are easily understood without the need for interpretation. Clarity and transparency are highly valued, and business discussions typically involve stating points clearly, with minimal reliance on non-verbal cues.
On the other hand, Japanese communication falls within a high-context framework, where much of the meaning is derived from the surrounding context, non-verbal cues, and shared cultural understanding. A concept known as “Kuuki Yomu” (reading the air) plays a significant role, as Japanese professionals expect their colleagues to interpret messages based on situational awareness rather than explicit statements. This difference can lead to misunderstandings, as British employees may struggle to grasp implied meanings, while Japanese professionals may find UK colleagues’ directness overly blunt.
Group Harmony vs. Individual Expression
In Japan, collective harmony and consensus-driven decision-making take precedence over individual expression. The concept of “nemawashi,” which refers to informal discussions and behind-the-scenes consensus-building before official meetings, is deeply ingrained in Japanese business culture. As a result, discussions tend to be longer, as all stakeholders must be consulted before reaching a final decision. The emphasis on group harmony ensures that everyone feels valued and minimizes potential conflict, but it can slow down decision-making processes(Mooran 2011).
In contrast, British business culture encourages individual expression and open debate. Employees are expected to share their opinions freely, even if they differ from those of their superiors or peers. This open exchange of ideas fosters creativity and innovation but may be perceived as disruptive or lacking cohesion by Japanese counterparts. Additionally, UK professionals may find the Japanese consensus-building approach unnecessarily time-consuming and bureaucratic.
Hierarchical vs. Egalitarian Structures
Hierarchical structures play a vital role in Japanese corporate environments. Seniority and rank determine decision-making authority, and junior employees are expected to defer to their superiors. Challenging or contradicting a senior colleague is considered inappropriate, and significant business decisions often require approval from higher management. This hierarchical approach reinforces stability and respect within the organization but can create delays in decision-making.
Conversely, UK businesses tend to adopt a more egalitarian structure, where employees are encouraged to engage in discussions with colleagues at all levels of the organization. While hierarchical structures still exist, they are less rigid, and junior employees may feel comfortable voicing their opinions or challenging senior leadership. This openness fosters a dynamic and flexible work environment but may be seen as overly informal or disrespectful by Japanese professionals.
5. Potential Miscommunications and Challenges
Decision-Making Processes
The differences in decision-making approaches between the UK and Japan can lead to significant misunderstandings. British teams, accustomed to relatively quick and straightforward decision-making, may find Japanese processes slow and overly meticulous. The extensive consultations and consensus-building efforts in Japan may be perceived as inefficiency or hesitation by UK professionals.
Conversely, Japanese teams might view UK decision-making as rushed, with insufficient attention given to long-term implications and risk assessment. The British preference for individual accountability over collective responsibility may also be at odds with the Japanese focus on group consensus.
Business Meeting Etiquette
Meetings are another area where cultural differences become evident. In the UK, business meetings are typically task-oriented and focused on achieving clear objectives efficiently. Agendas are set in advance, and discussions are often direct, with the expectation of reaching a conclusion within a set timeframe.
In contrast, Japanese meetings emphasize relationship-building and collective agreement. The purpose of a meeting may not necessarily be to make an immediate decision but rather to ensure that all participants have the opportunity to voice their perspectives and that harmony is maintained. UK professionals may find this process frustratingly slow, while Japanese employees may feel that their UK colleagues are too focused on efficiency at the expense of interpersonal rapport.


Feedback and Conflict Resolution
Feedback delivery and conflict resolution styles differ considerably between the two cultures. In the UK, direct and constructive criticism is a common practice. Employees are expected to provide and receive feedback openly, viewing it as a means of professional growth. Criticism, when delivered professionally, is not taken personally but rather as an opportunity for improvement.
In Japan, however, open criticism is rare, as it risks damaging relationships and disrupting group harmony. Feedback is often delivered subtly and indirectly, using hints or non-verbal expressions to convey dissatisfaction. Japanese employees may struggle with the UK’s direct feedback approach, perceiving it as harsh or confrontational, while UK professionals may misinterpret Japanese indirectness as a lack of transparency(Adler 2008).
6. Strategies for Effective Communication
Cultural Awareness Training
To mitigate miscommunications, both UK and Japanese teams can benefit from cultural awareness training. This training can help employees understand each other’s communication styles, workplace expectations, and cultural norms, fostering greater empathy and collaboration.
Adaptation and Flexibility
Adapting to different communication styles is essential for successful cross-cultural collaboration. UK employees should develop an awareness of indirect cues and implied meanings in Japanese communication, while Japanese employees can benefit from articulating their ideas more explicitly in business discussions to align with UK communication norms.
Use of Mediators and Cultural Liaisons
Appointing bilingual facilitators or cultural liaisons can play a crucial role in bridging communication gaps. These professionals can help clarify misunderstandings, interpret cultural nuances, and ensure that both parties feel comfortable expressing their perspectives. By fostering a mutual understanding of communication preferences, organizations can enhance cooperation and productivity within multinational teams(Hall 1976).
In conclusion, recognizing and addressing these cultural differences in communication styles is vital for the success of collaborations between UK and Japanese companies. By implementing strategies such as cultural training, flexibility, and the use of mediators, businesses can create a more inclusive and effective working environment, ultimately strengthening their global partnerships.

















 

Conclusion
The collaboration between Unilever and Shiseido presents a valuable opportunity to merge global expertise with local traditions, yet cultural differences pose challenges that must be carefully managed. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Hall’s high-context vs. low-context communication theory, and Trompenaars’ seven dimensions of culture highlight the contrast between the UK and Japanese communication styles, particularly in hierarchy, directness, decision-making, and relationship-building. Understanding and respecting these differences is essential for fostering smooth communication and operational efficiency between teams.
By implementing cultural awareness training, encouraging flexibility in communication styles, and leveraging cultural liaisons, Unilever and Shiseido can bridge gaps and enhance collaboration. The integration of structured decision-making processes with innovative approaches will further ensure a balanced working dynamic. Ultimately, embracing cultural diversity not only strengthens the partnership but also drives the successful development of new products tailored to the Asian market. With a strategic approach to cultural integration, Unilever and Shiseido can maximize their combined strengths, fostering long-term success in an increasingly globalized business environment
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