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[bookmark: _Toc202876558]1. Introduction
Globalisation has revolutionised international business, fostering cross-border collaborations and the blending of diverse cultures in corporate environments. However, as multinational companies increasingly operate across cultural frontiers, communication becomes a critical factor influencing success or failure. This essay explores the communication differences between teams in the United Kingdom and Japan in the context of a collaborative business project.
The analysis focuses on a UK-based multinational company-Unilever-and its strategic partnership with a major Japanese firm-Shiseido-to develop and market sustainable beauty products. While both are global companies, their cultural foundations, particularly communication styles, differ significantly, affecting team dynamics, decision-making, and conflict resolution.
Shiseido’s ambitious digital transformation, in partnership with Accenture, exemplifies a broader commitment not only to technological innovation but also to long-term resilience and cultural alignment (Shiseido, 2021). By integrating cloud technologies, advanced digital marketing, and immersive customer experiences, the company is positioning itself to thrive in a post-pandemic world while staying rooted in its corporate values. However, as with any global initiative, especially one bridging Japanese and Western business practices, successful implementation depends heavily on effective cross-cultural collaboration. Understanding the socio-economic and cultural dynamics between countries like Japan and the UK becomes essential - particularly when navigating different communication styles, decision-making norms, and workplace expectations. 
This report evaluates the challenges and nuances in communication using cultural theories such as Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, high-context vs. low-context communication (Hall, 1976), and Trompenaars’ 7 Dimensions of Culture. The essay highlights how misunderstandings can arise from differing attitudes towards hierarchy, individualism, time perception, and indirect versus direct communication styles.
The objective is to understand how these cultural and communication differences influence collaboration, particularly in product development and marketing. The essay concludes with culturally sensitive communication strategies to foster better integration, efficiency, and project success. Key insights into Japan's social and economic context will be discussed, reinforcing the importance of intercultural competence in international business.
[bookmark: _Toc202876559]2. Introduction to the Developing Country: Japan
Although Japan is a highly industrialised nation and not traditionally classified as a developing country, for the purpose of this report-as per academic task framing-we will consider Japan as the context for cultural evaluation in contrast with the UK (Luke Dilley, 2022).
[image: ]Japan, an East Asian archipelago with a population exceeding 125 million, is known for its economic strength, technological innovation, and deep-rooted cultural traditions. The country’s primary language is Japanese, and the culture emphasizes respect, harmony, and collective well-being. Japan has a high literacy rate and a well-developed infrastructure. However, its aging population and shrinking workforce present modern challenges to productivity and innovation.
Japanese work culture is distinctively characterised by long working hours, lifetime employment ideals, and hierarchical organisational structures. Respect for seniority, group consensus (ringi system), and saving face are central to Japanese business etiquette. Communication tends to be indirect and implicit-attributes of a high-context culture (Hall, 1976).
In contrast to the UK’s direct and individualistic approach, Japanese culture places immense value on group harmony, often avoiding confrontation. Non-verbal cues, silence, and context carry great meaning in conversations. This becomes particularly relevant in international business collaborations where misinterpretations can easily arise.
Japan’s economy is the third largest in the world by nominal GDP and is driven by export-oriented industries such as automobiles, electronics, and cosmetics. Companies like Shiseido play a leading role in the beauty and wellness sector and are recognised globally for their research-driven innovation.
Japan’s technological landscape is advanced, especially in AI, robotics, and green technologies. However, its adoption of English in corporate environments is still moderate, often limiting open communication in joint international ventures.
Understanding these socio-economic and cultural dynamics is critical when managing cross-cultural teams between the UK and Japan. The next section explores the key differences in communication styles and cultural behaviours that affect collaboration, with reference to well-established intercultural theories.
[bookmark: _Toc202876560]3. Cultural Differences (UK vs Japan)
Understanding communication differences between the UK and Japan requires the application of key cultural frameworks. One of the most influential is Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, which provides insight into national cultural values that shape behaviour and communication.
[bookmark: _Toc202876561]3.1. Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions: Comparison
[image: ]
Source of https://takahirotanakaacmilan.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/comparison.png
	Dimension
	UK
	Japan

	Power Distance
	Low (35)
	High (54)

	Individualism
	High (89)
	Low (46)

	Masculinity
	High (66)
	Very High (95)

	Uncertainty Avoidance
	Moderate (35)
	Very High (92)

	Long-Term Orientation
	Moderate (51)
	Very High (88)

	Indulgence
	High (69)
	Low (42)



[bookmark: _Toc202876562]3.2. Key Implications for Communication
· Power Distance & Hierarchy:
In Japanese companies like Shiseido, hierarchical structures are respected. Communication often flows top-down, and junior employees may avoid challenging authority. In contrast, UK companies such as Unilever promote flatter hierarchies, encouraging open dialogue and questioning (Nikonowicz, 2024).
· [image: ]Individualism vs Collectivism:
The UK is highly individualistic, encouraging personal responsibility and direct communication. Japan’s collectivist culture prioritises harmony and group consensus, resulting in more indirect communication and decision-making through consensus (ringi-sho).

· Uncertainty Avoidance:
Japan scores very high, meaning they prefer detailed planning, risk avoidance, and clear instructions. UK teams are generally more comfortable with ambiguity, flexible timelines, and change. This can cause friction during project planning and delegation.
· High vs Low-Context Communication (Hall, 1976):
Japan exemplifies a high-context culture, where meaning is derived from context, non-verbal cues, and shared understanding. The UK is a low-context culture, where messages are explicit, direct, and verbalised. Misunderstandings may arise when UK staff interpret Japanese indirectness as evasiveness or lack of transparency.
· Masculinity:
Both cultures value achievement, but Japan’s extremely high masculinity leads to a competitive, work-centric culture. In contrast, while the UK is also achievement-driven, there is a growing emphasis on work-life balance.
In collaborative environments, these cultural differences influence team dynamics, expectations, and even email etiquette or meeting participation. Without cultural literacy, both UK and Japanese team members may misinterpret intentions, tone, or priorities, risking project delays or conflict (Diversejobsmatter, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc202876563]4. Cultural Sensitivity

[image: Cultural Differences in Business Between UK and Japan Featured Image]
Source of https://hidayatrizvi.com/cultural-differences-in-business-between-uk-and-japan/

Cultural sensitivity involves the awareness and respect of cultural differences and adjusting communication and behaviour accordingly to foster positive interactions.
In business, cultural sensitivity is not just a soft skill but a strategic necessity. For UK-based Unilever, collaborating with Japan’s Shiseido requires a deliberate approach to understanding local customs, traditions, and communication norms.
[bookmark: _Toc202876564]4.1. Cultural Insights

Group Consensus in Decision-Making
In Japan, the concept of nemawashi — informal groundwork to gain stakeholder support before a formal decision - is fundamental. This ensures that everyone involved is committed to the outcome, promoting smooth execution and team harmony. In contrast, UK business culture values consensus but often allows for quicker decision-making by designated individuals or smaller leadership teams. This can enhance efficiency but may risk overlooking some stakeholder concerns (Rizvi, 2024).

Work-Life Balance
Japanese corporate culture has historically emphasized long working hours and after-hours socialising, reflecting a deep sense of duty and loyalty to the company. However, this is slowly shifting as government and corporate policies encourage healthier work-life practices. The UK, on the other hand, has seen a growing movement toward flexible working and employee well-being, especially since the pandemic, making work-life balance a central feature of employment satisfaction.
Feedback and Performance Appraisal
UK organizations typically favour structured performance reviews with clear, objective criteria. Constructive feedback is often delivered openly, aimed at fostering individual growth. Japanese businesses tend to take a more collective and discreet approach. Direct criticism is avoided to maintain group harmony, and evaluations may focus on overall team contribution rather than singling out individual performance.
Approach to Innovation
British businesses are generally more experimental, embracing innovation to stay competitive and adaptive. Japanese firms, while technologically advanced, tend to adopt a more methodical and risk-averse approach. This stems from a cultural preference for reliability, long-term planning, and preservation of established methods.
[bookmark: _Toc202876565]4.2. Key Aspects of Cultural Sensitivity:
· Understanding "Honne and Tatemae":
Japanese business culture differentiates between honne (true feelings) and tatemae (public face). Foreign partners who take Japanese indirectness at face value may misjudge commitment or agreement levels. UK teams must learn to interpret silence or vagueness as a sign to explore issues further in private or through intermediaries (Masumoto, 2020).
· Respecting Formalities:
Japanese communication is highly polite and formal. Using appropriate honorifics, bowing, and business card exchange rituals (meishi koukan) are expected. Demonstrating ignorance or casualness can be perceived as disrespectful.
· Meetings and Decision-Making:
In Japan, decisions are often made outside of meetings through informal consensus. In contrast, UK teams may expect direct discussion and immediate outcomes. Cultural sensitivity means adjusting expectations around meeting outcomes and decision timelines.
· Example – Email Misinterpretation:
A UK project manager might send a direct email requesting a deadline extension. A Japanese colleague may not respond directly, assuming it's inappropriate to openly reject a request. The lack of response could be misinterpreted as agreement, leading to confusion. A culturally sensitive manager would follow up with a phone call or personal meeting to clarify.
· Training and Development:
Implementing cross-cultural training programmes can equip both UK and Japanese teams with tools to navigate each other’s cultures. For instance, using Japanese intermediaries or bilingual liaisons can ease interpretation and build trust.
Cultural sensitivity is not about diluting identity but about fostering mutual respect. Businesses that practise it benefit from enhanced trust, smoother collaboration, and improved innovation across borders.
[bookmark: _Toc202876566]5. Communication Barriers and Challenges (UK vs Japan)
[image: Business persons working in an office Business persons working in an office japanese business culture stock pictures, royalty-free photos & images]Effective communication between UK and Japanese teams is often hindered by cultural, linguistic, and organisational barriers. These challenges, if left unaddressed, can lead to project delays, decreased morale, and ineffective collaboration.






Source of https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/business-persons-working-in-an-office-gm1325045150-410188549

[bookmark: _Toc202876567]1. Language and Translation Issues
Although many Japanese professionals have functional English, nuances in meaning, tone, or idioms may be lost. For example, British humour, sarcasm, or euphemisms may confuse Japanese colleagues. Conversely, Japanese professionals might use overly formal or indirect English, leading UK colleagues to misinterpret hesitation as lack of confidence.
Example:
A British team member might say, “It might be a good idea to revise the timeline.” A Japanese colleague may interpret this as optional rather than a critical suggestion.
[bookmark: _Toc202876568]2. Indirect vs Direct Communication
As noted in Hall’s High/Low-Context theory, the UK uses direct, explicit communication, while Japan relies on indirect, context-rich methods. UK team members may perceive Japanese counterparts as vague or non-committal. Meanwhile, Japanese colleagues may find British communication too blunt or confrontational.
[bookmark: _Toc202876569]3. Non-Verbal Cues
In Japan, silence can be a sign of respect or careful thought. In the UK, silence is often perceived as discomfort or disinterest. Body language, facial expressions, and tone play different roles and may lead to misinterpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc202876570]4. Differing Approaches to Conflict
UK teams often address conflict openly and professionally. In Japan, open disagreement is avoided to maintain group harmony. This can suppress critical feedback or create tension that remains unresolved.
[bookmark: _Toc202876571]5. Workplace Etiquette
Hierarchy is respected in Japanese workplaces. Junior staff may hesitate to voice opinions or challenge senior decisions. British managers who encourage open brainstorming might be puzzled by a lack of participation from Japanese counterparts.
[bookmark: _Toc202876572]6. Communication Strategies and Recommendations
To ensure smooth collaboration between Unilever (UK) and Shiseido (Japan), communication strategies must bridge cultural gaps while respecting national values and expectations. [image: ]
Source of https://www.tokhimo.com/post/understanding-nemawashi-and-ringi-system-1
[bookmark: _Toc202876573]1. Cross-Cultural Training
Organise joint workshops focused on cultural awareness and communication styles. Educating both sides on Hofstede’s dimensions and Hall’s context theory can increase empathy and reduce misinterpretation.
Action: Provide e-learning modules or immersive sessions facilitated by intercultural consultants.
[bookmark: _Toc202876574]2. Establish Clear Communication Protocols
Develop shared communication guidelines outlining expectations for email tone, meeting etiquette, feedback delivery, and decision-making processes. Ensure that both UK and Japanese teams understand what constitutes a “yes,” “no,” or “maybe.”
[bookmark: _Toc202876575]3. Utilise Cultural Intermediaries
Appoint bicultural or bilingual liaisons who understand both corporate cultures. They can help interpret subtle communication cues and ease tension during negotiations or joint discussions. To bridge the cultural gap between UK and Japanese business environments, it is highly effective to appoint bicultural or bilingual intermediaries. These individuals possess deep understanding of both corporate cultures and can play a vital role in facilitating communication, interpreting non-verbal cues, and managing expectations during negotiations or collaborative projects (Glisby, 2018).
Such cultural intermediaries act as liaisons who not only translate language but also contextual meaning, helping teams navigate indirect communication styles, hierarchical sensitivities, and differing business etiquettes. Their presence can reduce misunderstandings, ease cross-cultural tensions, and promote smoother integration in joint ventures or multinational team settings.
[bookmark: _Toc202876576]4. Adapt Leadership Styles
Encourage UK managers to practice culturally sensitive leadership by incorporating Japanese communication norms such as indirect feedback, silence as a reflection tool, and group decision-making.
Example: Instead of demanding immediate input, ask for feedback via follow-up emails or one-on-one sessions.
[bookmark: _Toc202876577]5. Foster Trust Through Informal Interactions
Building trust is essential in cross-cultural business relationships, especially between the UK and Japan. One effective approach is to encourage informal interactions, such as virtual coffee chats, casual team check-ins, and in-person visits where feasible. These settings help establish rapport beyond formal agendas.
In Japanese business culture, nemawashi—the informal groundwork and consensus-building that takes place before official decisions—plays a crucial role in securing alignment and mutual understanding. UK leaders, who may be accustomed to more direct and time-efficient meetings, should recognise the value of these behind-the-scenes conversations (Yani, 2024). Allowing space for relationship-building fosters trust, enhances collaboration, and ultimately supports smoother decision-making processes across cultures.
[bookmark: _Toc202876578]6. Regular Feedback Loops
Create safe channels for anonymous feedback about cultural misunderstandings or project issues. This helps prevent conflicts and allows continuous improvement in communication practices.

[bookmark: _Toc202876579]7. Conclusion
The expansion of Unilever into the Japanese market through a partnership with Shiseido presents a promising opportunity for innovation and global reach. However, success depends heavily on the ability of both teams to navigate their vastly different communication styles.
Cultural dimensions such as Hofstede’s theory and Hall’s context communication model reveal how indirect communication, respect for hierarchy, and a preference for harmony in Japan can clash with the UK’s direct, individualistic, and egalitarian communication style (Luo, 2024). Misunderstandings may arise from language subtleties, unspoken norms, or differing interpretations of behaviour.
Addressing these barriers requires more than language fluency-it demands cultural sensitivity, strategic leadership, and structured communication protocols. By implementing cross-cultural training, adapting leadership styles, and using cultural intermediaries, both companies can foster an environment of mutual respect and effective collaboration.
Ultimately, recognising and valuing cultural differences not only prevents conflict but also enriches the team’s ability to innovate and compete in a globalised world.
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