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[bookmark: _Toc228340148]1. Introduction
The effects of globalisation require multinational organisations that operate within a number of different markets to be able to engage in effective cross-cultural communication. International business operations develop the need for effective cross-cultural communication within organisations. This develops the ability to effectively collaborate and make sound decisions, as well as bolsters the overall organisational performance of an enterprise (Beamer and Varner, 2013). Cultural variations lead to norms in the standard styles of communication, as well as differing expectations for the work environment, all of which can impact the effectiveness and overall efficiency of international teams, leading to a loss of potential that can be costly (Gudykunst, 2004).
This presents a case within the transnational consumer and beauty industries on the communication interoperability issues involving the UK-based multi-national Unilever and its partner, Japan-based Shiseido. While effective communication between the two organisations is critical to the development of new products and the success of their offerings in the marketplace, there do exist the potential problems associated with the differences in UK and Japanese communication styles.
This essay is to be a study on the UK and Japanese teams with the goal of answering how their communication styles may differ, and how those differences present the possibility of business communication discrepancies. Do note that Hofstede's Cross-Cultural Model and High Power vs. Low Power frameworks will be used, among others, to signify the cross-cultural divide in communication.
[bookmark: _Toc228340149]2. Business and Cultural Context
[bookmark: _Toc228340150]2.1 UK Business Culture - Unilever Context
The business culture in the UK tends to be one of straightforward verbal exchange, individuals claiming their own responsibility, and a focus on outcomes. Decision-making is quick, and efficiency, a clear flow of communication, and speed are characteristics of an organization. Employees are expected to think for themselves and to communicate their ideas. Sometimes organizations work on the assumption that keeping things explicit is the best approach to communication, so the organization as Unilever, for example, prefers to communicate in a low context style. In a low context style of communication, the message is the primary part, and the context is merely background information which is peripheral to the central message.
Compared to typical Asian cultures, business culture in the UK usually has a relatively looser structure of hierarchies in the workplace. Employees are expected to engage in discussions, provide their swift feedback, and question proposed ideas (Meyer, 2014). Innovative problem solving could be seen as quick and effective in culture such as the UK, but direct feedback could somewhat be seen as bothersome to cultures which are focused on relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc228340151]2.2 Japanese Business Culture
Harmonic communication and focus on the in-group are valued in a Shiseido corporation. Communication in the business culture tends to be one of non-verbal communication, context-based communication, and the shared understanding of communication, which are indicative of indirect. (Hall, 1976).
The nature of communication in the workplace in Japan is more hierarchical, prescriptive and formal. People would rather communicate contextually, using indirect communication in lieu of confronting the authority figure (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). The decision-making process is slow and may require cooperation from all the members of the concerned group but may also involve alignment of various stakeholders to help avoid fallouts. Although this helps create harmony, it would affect the speed at which other activities requiring decisions from an individual would be executed (Brett, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc228340152]3. Theoretical Framework
To address differences in (or inconveniences caused by) communication, one of the models of cultural values and behaviour analysis within an organizational context would have to be applied. One of the models that is most cited is Hofstede’s five-dimensional model, one of which is individualism versus collectivism. The United Kingdom, according to Hofstede’s model, is highly individualistic. Japan, according to the same model, would be highly collectivistic, with prevalent group harmony and group interdependence (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). Hence, communication in Japan would be more indirect and contextually prescriptive, as opposed to the United Kingdom where communication would be direct, and argumentative.
Another necessary framework is high-context and low-context communications. Low-context cultures focus more on explicit messages. For example, in the UK, messages state meaning directly. Meanwhile, high-context cultures, such as in Japan, focus on implicit communication. In those cultures, meaning is a function of context, relationships, and non-verbal communication (Hall, 1976).
 The seven Dimensions of Culture go even further by examining how cultural value preferences impact behaviour in an organisation. In the dimension of universalism versus particularism, UK businesses focus on the consistent application of rules. However, that dimension suggests Japanese businesses are more relationship- and context-oriented (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 2012). Not unlike the previous dimension, achievement versus ascription, posits that in the UK, people are generally evaluated based on achievement or results. In Japan, relationships, communication, and ultimately decisions are more influenced by hierarchy or a person’s ascribed social standing.
 The theories mentioned above lay the groundwork to build an understanding of where UK and Japanese people may diverge and how cultural differences may cause misunderstandings. They show that communication is more than language. Rather, it’s a function of cultural preferences, beliefs, and values. For this reason, international business relationships should be approached with care and a degree of understanding (Earley and Ang, 2003; House et al., 2004).
[bookmark: _Toc228340153]4. Critical Evaluation of Communication Differences
[bookmark: _Toc228340154]4.1 Direct vs. Indirect Communication
The fundamental disparity of direct versus indirect communication is one of the most striking facets of the juxtaposition of UK and Japanese business communication. Direct communication is the standard within the United Kingdom. British communicators tend to put forth their opinion straight to the recipient, leaving less room for guessing. Predictable, low-context communication caters to signifying the intended meaning through words (Hall, 1976) rather than situationally layered implying (Hall, 1976). This is placed within a workplace of a company such as Unilever, where direct communication is beneficial and necessary in the decision-accelerated workplace of Unilever.
Constructed upon indirect communication through the collaboration of context, previous collective comprehension, and even the level of non-verbal communication, Japanese communication serves to maintain inter-relational harmony. Especially in a workplace as Shiseido, dissenting opinion is less audible, signifying the level of intended harmony. This is situational interpretation (Meyer, 2014).
The disparities of communicational constructs delineated above carry the potential of communication breakdowns. With a direct communication culture and devoid of feedback, a UK manager within a Japanese framework may conclude the Japanese colleagues have a limited level of disagreement. Simultaneously, the level of intention and harmony stretch of the UK direct communicators regarding the level of insensitivity and bluntness discourse (Gesteland, 2012), is minimal. Unawareness of the communicational constructs and disparities thereof break down the communication to the detrimental level of business performance.
[bookmark: _Toc228340155]4.2 Decision-Making Styles
The UK and Japan diverge in their approach to decision-making when it comes to processes and speed. In the UK, criticism accompanies the speed and faith in the ability of the manager to decide and act upon it. A tech-savvy culture, such as Unilever, promotes the making of individual decisions, which allows the implementation of decisions in a swift manner (Adler, 2008). Fast and individualistic decisions are the cornerstones of the manager’s ability to control the activities of his company and the pace of market changes.
Unlike the UK, Japanese companies practice decision-making based on consensus. Shiseido, for example, embraces consensus. Consensus extends to all levels of the organization, which tends to lead to the decision-making lag, or the phenomenon known as the ring system (Brett, 2014). The time-consuming phenomenon of consensus promotes social order at the expense of speed but provides the advantage of sustainability in decision-making.
These differences present a challenge to cooperative projects. The UK team perceives the commitment to delays shown by the Japanese as unbusinesslike, which may lead the Japanese to a reciprocal perception. The effect of these time inconsistencies tends to be the deterioration of the cooperative responsibility and order in a manner that may not be reversible, which also affects the outcome of the project in a disconcerting way, as postulated by Chaney and Martin in 2017.
[bookmark: _Toc228340156]4.3 Feedback and Conflict Management

Another significant distinction in communication practices between Japanese and UK respondents is their approach to feedback and conflict management. In the UK, feedback is unambiguous and often aimed at improving the overall outlook for the organization. Employees have the expectation that issues and problems with the organization will be identified and dealt with. For a company like Unilever, this type of culture is extremely positive (Beamer and Varner 2013).
In the Japanese culture, business practices shun the culture of confrontation for the sake of harmony and the preservation of social relations. Feedback practices in a company like Shiseido involve the use of implicit communication and suggestive feedback, which demonstrates an unwillingness to be direct. To many Japanese businesspersons, the culture of verbal omission is followed, as this is the practice of social relations (Lewis 2006).
These differences may cause serious issues in the collaboration of the groups. A UK manager observing a practice of omission of feedback from a Japanese manager may interpret the practice as a type of absence of unresolved issues; however, he may be in possession of unresolved issues. UK employees may consider direct criticism to be an unrealistic practice. This is a direct type of communication and the practice would be damaging to the group as a whole. This distinction of practices of communication results in the omission of many issues that would otherwise be resolved, a loss of trust, and the culture of intra-group collaboration is compromised (Gudykunst 2004).
[bookmark: _Toc228340157]4.4 Role of Hierarchy and Respect
An important attribute of communication between teams in Japan and the UK is the role of hierarchy and respect in an organisational structure. In the UK, the workplace is more informal with limited or no rigid distinctions between levels in the hierarchy. Employees enjoy the freedom to suggest, judge and engage in whatever level of discourse at the workplace. Unilever is one of the companies that thrives on innovation due to a harmonious workplace culture that encourages people to express and share ideas without repressions (Usunier and Lee, 2013).
In Japan, hierarchy, seniority and respect for authority dictates that, for example, at Shiseido, the workplace communication is more formal. Employees express a high level of restraint in disagreeing with ideas, more so, in the presence of senior employees. While flow of information is determined by the set rules and communicable orders, it affects the decision-making and communicational channels (House et al., 2004). A highly rigid system supports order and stability, but poses great limitations on the openness of the communication.
Each side of a partnership may have a communication preference that the other side does not understand or respect. This is a basic problem of the UK/Japan business partnership. It is possible that parallel contradictions in communication preference of UK and Japanese teams may also lead to a breakdown of trust and partnership in the business and impede the success of the project.
[bookmark: _Toc228340158]4.5 The Impact on Business Partnership
Business communication is culturally specific. In a business context, UK employees may have the expectation of a direct and candid exchange and may expect the Japanese to provide direct feedback. The Japanese, on the other hand, may prefer communicating in the formal structure of their hierarchy, and provide feedback when they deem it flexible. The Japanese in a business partnership may have the expectation that the UK employees will communicate preferences in a formal forum through a formal proposal. This is a direct contradiction between the two cultures. This is likely to lead to the Japanese considering direct and informal communication to be a breach of the formal and informal hierarchy in their culture and be a sign of disrespect. The contradiction between the formal and informal hierarchy and preference of business communication also makes the trust, cooperation, and partnership in the business less impactful (Kawarabayashi and Takahashi, 2019) In that context, the Japanese and the UK business partnership will be less effective.
Miscommunication can arise within a team’s trust and cohesion. Employees report that direct or blunt feedback is perceived as aggressive, while team members who employ an indirect, more indirect communication style are perceived as unclear, or in some cases, as unresponsive. These kinds of communication barriers erode the team’s confidence in its collaborative ability. This situation speaks to the growing relevance of the ability to tailor one’s communication to fit the culture in an environment (Earley and Ang, 2003).
[bookmark: _Toc228340159]5. Conclusion
This essay has focused on identifying and analysing the most significant differences in communication style of UK and Japanese teams, and the ways in which these differences can be used to help explain some of the problems that arise in an international business environment. Shiseido and Unilever serve as examples that may help shed some light on the significance of the impact that cultural values primarily have in shaping workplace and communication styles.
The research indicates that in the UK, communication is unambiguous and even self-centred, with a primary concern of efficiency, whereas in Japan, communication as a rule is indirect and is cantered on the chain of command and an emphasis on the maintenance of harmony among groups. This becomes even more evident in communication as described by Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and the high and low context communication. And not in all aspects that relate to collaboration, and not in aspects as elements that are aimed to be aligned with communication and as elements which are aimed to be aligned with communication.
While these barriers may be numerous, with improved cultural literacy, and increased communication with global (Brett, 2014). In addition, with improved cultural literacy, and increased flexible communication with global partners, the efficiency and collaboration of the organizations may tend to increase.
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