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In the age of globalisation, international corporations are increasingly cooperating across borders, demanding a thorough awareness of cultural communication differences. The capacity to effectively deal with these differences is critical to the success of foreign partnerships, since miscommunication can result in inefficiencies, misunderstandings, and even broken commercial connections. As firms expand their operations abroad, they meet a range of communication styles that reflect cultural values, traditions, and societal norms. Effective cross-cultural communication is critical for building trust, sustaining strong corporate connections, and meeting strategic goals in global markets.
This essay compares the communication techniques of the UK-based multinational firm Unilever and its Japanese partner, Shiseido, a leading cosmetics and personal care company. Both companies operate in highly competitive industries that require close collaboration, creativity, and effective teamwork. However, their cultural backgrounds influence different communication traditions that might either help or frustrate their collaboration. Unilever, with its roots in western business culture, usually prefers clear, unambiguous communication, whereas Shiseido, influenced by Japanese business norms, prefers indirect, high-context communication. Misinterpretations can result from these differences if they are not appropriately managed.
By applying Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede, 2011), Hall's high-context and low-context communication theory (Hall, 1976), and Trompenaars' seven dimensions of culture (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2012), this essay explores how cultural differences influence workplace communication, potentially leading to challenges and misunderstandings in collaboration. It also highlights the influence of hierarchy, collectivism, and decision-making processes on corporate interactions. Furthermore, the study underlines the value of cultural knowledge in managing international commercial relationships.
By analysing these cultural dimensions, the study gives light on the major obstacles that international teams meet and suggests techniques for addressing communication barriers. Understanding these differences is essential not only for corporate success, but also for creating inclusive and efficient global workplaces. Implementing culturally adaptable methods of communication such as cross-cultural training, multilingual leadership, and planned meeting procedures can assist companies in overcoming cultural obstacles and optimising global collaborations.
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Here are definitions for theories has been applied in the essay: Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory refers to cross-cultural differences in organizational and national culture (Hofstede, 2011). Hall`s theory: in this conceptualisation, cultures are categorised based on how context-rich their communication is. The level to which participants in communication rely on the context to determine the meaning of what is said is relevant for both direct (e.g., face-to-face) and indirect communication (Hall, 1976). Trompenaar's cultural dimensions model, generally known as “The 7 Dimensions of Culture”, can help collaborate more effectively with people from different cultural backgrounds (Denis, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc193695297]Context of the business operations
Unilever, a multinational consumer goods corporation headquartered in the United Kingdom, has a strong global presence and specialises in food, cosmetics, personal care, and hygiene products. With operations in more than 190 countries, Unilever has established itself as a global leader in sustainable business practices and innovation. Reflecting its British heritage, the company creates a working culture that prioritises transparency, diversity, and inclusion, with an emphasis on open communication and individual contributions to decision-making processes (Unilever, 2025).
Shiseido, a Japanese cosmetics company founded in 1872, is well-known for its dedication to innovation, traditional style, and respect to Japanese cultural values in corporate operations. It has a significant market presence in Asia, with a business model based on long-term relationships, careful attention to detail, and quality-driven production. Shiseido's corporate culture values group harmony (wa), respect for seniority, and indirect communication, which may differ from Unilever's more direct approach to business relationships (Shiseido, 2025a).
The partnership between Unilever and Shiseido seeks to combine Unilever's global reach and expertise in mass-market consumer goods with Shiseido's specialised knowledge of Asian beauty trends, skincare technology, and premium product development. The collaboration includes product innovation, market expansion, and coordinated research efforts to meet the diverse consumer tastes of different places.
The collaboration requires strong interaction between British and Japanese personnel, underlining the significance of cultural understanding in communication. The United Kingdom communicates directly and explicitly (Meyer, 2014), whereas Japan communicates implicitly and indirectly (Hall, 1976). These differences may cause disagreements and misunderstandings, reducing the partnership's effectiveness. According to Nixon and Bull (2006), British employees are better at perceiving personal signals, whereas Japanese employees excel at hierarchical and status-related communication, highlighting the importance of cultural context.
One of the difficulties in this collaboration is the difference in approaches to decision-making and teamwork. British employees frequently favour a more decentralised model, helping staff at all levels to share ideas and challenge authority as needed. In contrast, Japanese business culture promotes consensus-driven decision-making (nemawashi), which involves prolonged conversations prior to any formal decision being taken. Nemawashi (根回し) is an informal Japanese business procedure that involves requesting support and feedback from participants before making a formal announcement about a proposed change or initiative (Safety Culture Content Team, 2023). This distinction can cause delays in project execution because UK personnel may see Japanese teams as overly cautious or slow, whereas Japanese staff may consider UK teams as hurried or lacking in due diligence.
Furthermore, leadership styles differ significantly across the two organisations. Unilever promotes a somewhat equal work atmosphere, with management encouraging employee engagement and individual thought. Shiseido, on the other hand, has a more hierarchical leadership style in which lower staff may be hesitant to express their ideas unless directed by higher management. This can have an impact on communication effectiveness when teams from both organisations work, as UK employees may expect more open discussion, whilst Japanese employees may be more reserved, waiting for instructions from high management.
Trust and relationship-building play a significant part in corporate operations. In Japan, it is critical to create strong interpersonal relationships before doing business. This notion, called "amae" (mutual dependency) (Intercultural Word Sensei, 2017), promotes loyalty and cooperation in corporate partnerships (Meyer, 2014). While British corporate culture values trust, it frequently prioritises deals and performance-based connections above long-term relationships (Hofstede, 2021). As a result, UK employees may demand faster results and more transactional relationships, whereas Japanese employees may value slow relationship development and long-term collaboration (Nixon and Bull, 2006).
Given their cultural differences, Unilever and Shiseido must develop ways to encourage good communication and collaboration. Cross-cultural training programs, multilingual team leaders, and planned meeting protocols can help to close the communication gap (Trompenaars & Woolliams, 2020). Both organisations may maximise their capabilities and improve the overall effectiveness of their cooperation by promoting cultural awareness and adaptive communication methods (Pacheco, 2024).
Unilever and Shiseido, two international firms operating in different cultural and business situations, must develop comprehensive strategies to ensure effective communication and collaboration. Given their diverse corporate cultures - Unilever, a British-Dutch multinational with a strong Western business orientation, and Shiseido, a Japanese organisation with a deeply ingrained Eastern business ethos - well-structured communication systems are required (Hall and Hall, 1990). Implementing cross-cultural training programs, multilingual team leaders, and established meeting protocols can assist bridge communication gaps, create mutual understanding, and improve operational efficiency (Tange & Lauring 2009).
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Implementing cross-cultural training programs is one of the most effective techniques for boosting communication and teamwork. Cultural differences in corporate methods, communication styles, and decision-making processes can lead to misunderstandings and inefficiencies (Nakata, 2009). Unilever and Shiseido must spend in training initiatives to educate staff about their counterparts' cultural expectations, beliefs, and work styles.
Implementation strategies include conducting cultural awareness workshops to educate staff on the differences between British-Dutch and Japanese business cultures. These training should address topics including hierarchical systems, negotiation strategies, and corporate etiquette. 
Immersive exchange programs: Employee exchange programs that allow employees to spend time at the offices of a partner company can provide direct experience and promote deeper cultural awareness (Hall, 1990). 
Role-playing scenarios: Employees should participate in role-playing activities that mirror real-world business experiences, allowing them to practise managing cross-cultural negotiations and communication difficulties. 
E-learning modules: Online training modules can provide ongoing learning opportunities to personnel operating in multiple time zones and locales. 
Measurement and feedback mechanisms: Post-training evaluations and feedback sessions should be held to assess the success of these programs and identify areas for improvement.
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Language barriers can significantly limit communication and collaboration, leading to inefficiencies and misunderstandings (Tange and Lauring, 2009). Hiring bilingual team leaders who can provide seamless communication between Unilever and Shiseido is crucial.
Implementation strategies: 
Recruit and train bilingual leaders. Companies should prioritise employing team leaders who speak both English and Japanese, as language competency improves cross-cultural communication and decreases misconceptions (Tange & Lauring, 2009). When multilingual applicants are not available, current managers should enrol in language courses created specifically for business communication. Investing in multilingual leadership promotes greater collaboration and ensures that critical ideas are accurately expressed across cultural and linguistic boundaries (Mahmood Masoodifar & Yildirim, 2024). Furthermore, choosing bilingual leaders can make talks run more smoothly and eliminate the need for external interpretation services.
Simultaneous interpretation services: Professional interpreters should be present at critical meetings to guarantee that all communications are communicated correctly and efficiently. Misinterpretations caused by language limitations can result in severe business missteps, strained relationships, and a lack of trust between international partners. Companies could consider hiring in-house interpreters or using real-time interpretation services to provide quick translation for virtual meetings. This strategy enables seamless connection between Unilever and Shiseido personnel, which improves decision-making and reduces the possibility of misunderstandings (Pacheco, 2024).
Accurate translation of essential business documents, such as contracts, rules, and financial reports, is critical for guaranteeing clarity and legal compliance in cross-border cooperation (Hall & Hall, 1990). Misinterpretation of documents due to language differences can result in operational inefficiencies and legal problems. Companies should therefore hire experienced translators to ensure accuracy and consistency. Furthermore, documents should be examined by multilingual staff who understand the cultural details of both languages to avoid miscommunication (Trompenaars & Woolliams, 2020).
Encouraging language learning: Employees should be encouraged to learn their partner company's language through structured language-learning programs or company-sponsored courses. This not only enhances communication efficiency, but it also promotes greater cultural awareness and healthier professional connections (Nixon & Bull, 2006). Companies can encourage participation by offering financial incentives, flexible study schedules, and digital language-learning platforms (Meyer, 2014). A multilingual workforce improves collaboration, eliminates the need for translators, and promotes a more inclusive and effective communication environment (Nakata, 2009).
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Different communication methods in Western and Japanese corporate cultures might cause inefficiency in meetings. Western corporations, including Unilever, frequently use direct and assertive communication approaches, whereas Japanese corporate culture values consensus building and indirect communication (Meyer, 2014). Structured meeting rules can help to align these disparate perspectives and promote constructive talks.
Implementation strategies: 
Pre-meeting agendas: Distribute detailed agendas in advance to allow Unilever and Shiseido teams to prepare and synchronise expectations. These agendas should include essential discussion points, objectives, and any relevant papers to help structure and optimise meetings. Setting a common structure for agendas can help to expedite communication and reduce misunderstandings (Mahmood Masoodifar & Yildirim, 2024; Hofstede, 2021).
Authorised moderators: A neutral facilitator, ideally a bilingual team leader or cultural liaison, should monitor meetings in order to balance different communication styles. This individual may keep talks constructive, clarify any confusions, and encourage equal participation from both Unilever's direct communicators and Shiseido's consensus-driven team members (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2012; Hall & Hall, 1990).
Meeting summaries and action points: Following each meeting, distribute a structured summary that clearly describes key takeaways, allocated tasks, and deadlines. This documentation not only enforces accountability, but also serves as a reference for both teams, limiting the possibility of misinterpretation due to cultural and linguistic differences (Tange and Lauring, 2009; Nixon & Bull, 2006).
Hybrid communication approaches: Meetings should include a variety of communication styles to accommodate Unilever's preference for direct, time-efficient talks while also recognising Shiseido's preference for consensus-building. Nemawashi, a Japanese practice of informal pre-meeting talks, can help ensure that important participants are on the same page before official conversations begin, reducing disagreement and boosting mutual understanding (Meyer, 2014; Trompenaars & Woolliams, 2020).
Technology-enabled collaboration: Using video conferencing platforms with real-time translation tools, shared digital workspaces, and project management software can help you communicate across geographical and language barriers. AI-powered translation services, instant messaging platforms with bilingual support, and cloud-based document-sharing technologies can let remote and hybrid teams collaborate across time zones (Pacheco, 2024; Nakata, 2009).
To ensure the success of their relationship, Unilever and Shiseido must prioritise communication techniques that handle cultural and linguistic gaps. Implementing cross-cultural training programs, selecting multilingual team leaders, and successfully structuring meetings can help bridge the communication gap, establish trust, and improve collaboration. These steps will not only improve business operations but will also promote a more diverse and globally capable staff.
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The relationship between Unilever and Shiseido underlines the necessity of recognising and adapting to cultural communication styles in multinational collaborations. As globalisation continues to bring companies from different cultures together, effective cross-cultural communication strategies become more and more crucial. Companies that invest in cultural awareness training, adaptive methods of leadership, and customised communication strategies will be better prepared to deal with the complexity of multinational teamwork. Creating a corporate culture that appreciates diversity and promotes intercultural competency will be critical to maintaining good worldwide business connections.
Hofstede's cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2011), Hall's high-context and low-context theory (Hall, 1976), and Trompenaars' cultural dimensions (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2012; Denis, 2017) give useful insights on how UK and Japanese employees approach communication. These gaps, if not addressed appropriately, can result in misunderstandings, inefficiency, and even conflict. Japanese corporate culture is hierarchical, with a tendency for indirect and implicit communication, in contrast to the more egalitarian and open communication approach found in Western multinational businesses such as Unilever. Recognising and addressing these distinctions is critical to increasing teamwork and mutual respect.
However, by employing culturally sensitive communication practices, global corporations may generate more productive, solid, and effective international collaborations. Organisations should think about incorporating multilingual capabilities, hiring culturally intelligent leaders, and developing organised communication protocols that support varied interaction styles. Digital collaboration solutions that enable clear and effective communication among multinational teams can help to improve cross-cultural engagement even further.
To improve collaboration between Unilever and Shiseido, both firms should prioritise culturally sensitive leadership approaches, encourage open and inclusive talks, and capitalise on the benefits of both direct and indirect communication styles. Setting up frequent cross-cultural training programs and knowledge-sharing platforms will help staff manage cultural differences more effectively. Businesses that bridge cultural gaps via mutual understanding and planned adaptation can establish a more unified and effective working environment, ensuring long-term success in their worldwide operations. The lessons learnt from this case study can serve as a beneficial plan of action for other multinational corporations facing similar cross-cultural communication issues, emphasising the importance of cultural adaptability in today's interconnected business environment.
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