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This essay considers international business communication challenges through a case scenario involving Molton Brown, a British luxury bath, body and fragrance company founded in London in 1971, and Kao Corporation, a Japanese multinational chemicals and cosmetics group headquartered in Tokyo. Kao, whose portfolio also includes Kanebo, Sofina and Bioré, acquired Molton Brown in July 2005 for approximately £170 million, integrating the British brand into its international luxury lifestyle division (Happi, 2005; Kao Corporation, 2025). Kao Corporation, founded in 1887 and listed on the Tokyo Stock Exchange, is one of Japan's largest consumer goods companies, employing over 33,000 people worldwide and operating a portfolio spanning cosmetics, skincare, haircare and household chemicals across Asia, Europe and the Americas (Kao Corporation, 2025).
The scenario also reflects real commercial conditions in the Japanese beauty and personal care market, one of the largest and most quality-conscious in the world. The market was valued at approximately USD 28.7 billion in 2025, with premium products accounting for over a third of retail value and skincare alone representing around half of all premium spending, reflecting Japan's long-standing consumer emphasis on ingredient quality, product efficacy and brand credibility over price (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). Entering this market successfully therefore depends not only on product quality but on effective, culturally attuned communication between the UK team developing the fragrance and the Japanese team responsible for positioning it credibly to Japanese consumers.
In this scenario, the writer is Country Director of Molton Brown, tasked with leading a joint project between the London creative and marketing team and Kao's product development and marketing teams in Tokyo to launch a new fragrance line developed specifically for the Japanese market. The project requires close, sustained collaboration between British and Japanese employees at every stage, from formulation and packaging design through to retail marketing, and success depends on the two teams communicating effectively despite operating from markedly different cultural starting points.
The United Kingdom and Japan sit at opposite ends of several influential frameworks used to analyse workplace communication, including Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory and Edward Hall's distinction between high-context and low-context communication (Hofstede, 2001; Hall, 1976). These differences are not merely academic; they shape how instructions are given and understood, how disagreement is expressed, how quickly decisions are made, and how much can safely be left unsaid in a meeting. For a genuinely global brand such as Molton Brown, now operating within a Japanese parent group, these differences are a daily operational reality rather than a hypothetical concern.
This essay applies Hofstede's cultural dimensions and high-context and low-context communication theory to evaluate where UK and Japanese communication styles are most likely to diverge, the specific misunderstandings this can create within the Molton Brown and Kao relationship, and how a Country Director might manage these differences to support successful collaboration.
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Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory, developed from a large-scale study of IBM employees across more than fifty countries, measures national culture along six dimensions: power distance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term versus short-term orientation, and indulgence versus restraint (Hofstede, 2001). Each dimension captures a different aspect of how people in a given culture relate to authority, group membership, ambiguity and time, all of which influence workplace communication.
A complementary framework is Hall's distinction between high-context and low-context communication. In high-context cultures, meaning is carried as much by shared background, relationship history, tone and non-verbal cues as by the words themselves; in low-context cultures, communication relies primarily on explicit, literal verbal content (Hall, 1976). Japan is consistently identified as one of the most high-context cultures studied, while the UK sits closer to the low-context end of the spectrum, though less extremely so than cultures such as Germany or the United States (Meyer, 2014). Applying both frameworks together provides a fuller picture of where the Molton Brown and Kao teams are likely to experience friction.
[bookmark: _Toc234746704]Power Distance and Decision-Making
Hofstede Insights (2023) scores the UK at 35 for power distance against Japan's 54, indicating that Japanese organisational culture is considerably more comfortable with hierarchy and centralised authority than British culture. In practice, this means decisions at Kao's Tokyo headquarters are more likely to move through several layers of approval, often via the ringi-sho system, in which a written proposal circulates for consensus before a final decision is confirmed (Barnlund, 1989). British staff accustomed to a flatter structure, where a manager can approve a proposal in a single meeting, may misread this process as excessive caution or a lack of trust, when it in fact reflects a genuine cultural preference for shared accountability.
For the fragrance launch, this difference could easily produce a real misunderstanding: a London team member might present a marketing concept expecting a quick verbal decision, then interpret the Tokyo team's silence or request for further internal review as rejection or disengagement, when it is simply the ringi process working as intended. A Country Director aware of this dynamic can build additional time into the project schedule for Japanese-side consensus-building and communicate this expectation clearly to the UK team in advance, reducing the risk of frustration on both sides.
[bookmark: _Toc234746705]Individualism, Collectivism and Harmony
Individualism shows the starkest divergence of any dimension: the UK scores 89, among the most individualist cultures measured, while Japan scores 46, reflecting a markedly more collectivist orientation (Hofstede Insights, 2023). British communication style tends to reward individual opinion, direct disagreement in meetings, and personal ownership of ideas. Japanese communication, by contrast, places a higher priority on group harmony, or wa, and on avoiding actions that could cause a colleague to lose face in front of others (Barnlund, 1989).
This has direct implications for how feedback is given during the joint project. A UK team member reviewing a Japanese product proposal might offer direct criticism in an open meeting, intending this as constructive and efficient. To Japanese colleagues, the same comment delivered publicly could feel confrontational and damaging to the working relationship, regardless of its technical accuracy. Conversely, Japanese team members may avoid stating disagreement outright, instead using softened phrases such as “that could be difficult” to signal a polite no; a British colleague unfamiliar with this convention may take the phrase literally and assume the proposal remains viable, creating a serious misalignment later in the project.
Meyer (2014) argues that this is one of the most common failure points in international teams: participants correctly hear the words being used but misjudge the meaning being conveyed, because each side is decoding the message through their own cultural default rather than the speaker's.
This dynamic is not merely theoretical. Peltokorpi's (2007) study of Nordic expatriates working inside Japanese organisations found that divergent communication styles rooted in verticality and collectivism were a persistent, practical source of difficulty, and that expatriates who invested in informal relationship-building and language training adapted more successfully than those who did not. A similar pattern is plausible within a Molton Brown and Kao collaboration, where UK staff without prior exposure to Japanese workplace norms might otherwise attribute early friction to individual personality rather than to structural cultural difference.
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Japan's uncertainty avoidance score of 92 is among the highest recorded by Hofstede's research, compared with just 35 for the UK (Hofstede Insights, 2023). This suggests that Japanese colleagues are likely to expect detailed documentation, thorough risk assessment and clearly defined processes before committing to a course of action, while British colleagues are typically comfortable adapting plans as a project evolves.
On a joint new-product launch, this can surface as tension over pacing: the Tokyo team may request extensive written specifications and testing data on fragrance formulation and packaging before agreeing to a launch date, while the London team, used to a more iterative and flexible approach to creative development, may perceive these requests as unnecessary delay. Neither approach is objectively wrong; each reflects a rational response to a different cultural comfort level with ambiguity. Recognising this in advance allows a Country Director to frame documentation requests as a normal and expected part of the collaboration, rather than a sign of the Tokyo team's reluctance to proceed.
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A further relevant dimension is masculinity versus femininity, which Hofstede uses to describe a culture's emphasis on competitive achievement versus cooperation and quality of life. Japan scores 95 on this dimension, one of the highest in Hofstede's dataset, compared with 66 for the UK (Hofstede Insights, 2023). In practical terms, Japanese workplace culture often places strong emphasis on visible effort, long working hours and dedication to the organisation as markers of professionalism, while British workplace culture, though still competitive, places relatively more value on efficiency and work-life balance. On a joint project, this can surface as differing expectations around availability outside normal hours or the pace at which each side expects visible progress to be demonstrated. A Country Director should be cautious about assuming that a slower visible response from the Tokyo team reflects lower commitment, since it may instead reflect different norms about when and how effort is displayed.
[bookmark: _Toc234746708]Long-Term Orientation and Time Horizons
Long-term orientation offers a further useful lens: Japan scores 88, reflecting a strong cultural emphasis on perseverance, thrift and long-range planning, compared with 51 for the UK, a more moderate position (Hofstede Insights, 2023). In business terms, Kao's Tokyo team is likely to evaluate the fragrance launch against multi-year brand-building goals, valuing steady, sustainable market entry over rapid short-term sales. The London team, operating in a UK retail environment often driven by quarterly targets and seasonal launches, may push for a faster go-to-market timeline. Neither perspective is wrong, but left unexamined, this difference in time horizon can generate friction over launch scheduling and how success is measured, making it another area where the Country Director should align expectations explicitly and early in the project.
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Beyond Hofstede's dimensions, Hall's high-context and low-context framework helps explain more subtle communication breakdowns that are not purely about hierarchy or risk. Japanese business communication often relies on reading unspoken cues, sometimes described as ‘reading the air’, where meaning is inferred from tone, pauses, and shared context rather than stated outright (Barnlund, 1989). Silence in a Japanese meeting frequently signals careful consideration rather than agreement or disengagement, and a lengthy pause before answering a question can itself carry meaning.
British communication is comparatively lower-context, favouring more explicit verbal statements, but it retains its own layer of indirectness, particularly around politeness and understatement, which can create a further complication: British indirectness and Japanese indirectness do not operate the same way, so British staff may misread Japanese silence as British-style hesitation rather than a distinct cultural signal, and vice versa. For the Molton Brown and Kao project, this means video calls and emails are a particularly high-risk communication channel, since tone and non-verbal context are harder to transmit than in person. A practical response is for the Country Director to build in follow-up written summaries after each joint meeting, explicitly confirming what was agreed, so that ambiguity introduced by context loss is caught and clarified early rather than left to accumulate.
[bookmark: _Toc234746710]Managing the Differences
Successfully managing this collaboration does not require either team to abandon its own communication style, but it does require deliberate adjustment. Cultural briefings before the project begins can help both teams recognise that differences in pace, directness and hierarchy reflect genuine cultural preference rather than personal style or professional weakness. Building informal relationship-building time into the schedule, mirroring the Japanese practice of nemawashi, or quiet groundwork before a decision is formally proposed, can reduce the number of surprises in formal meetings. Written confirmation after verbal discussions, agreed in advance as standard practice for the project, helps close the gap between what is said and what is understood on both sides. Finally, appointing a small number of team members from each side with direct experience of the other's business culture, where possible, can act as an informal bridge during the early stages of the collaboration, before the wider team has built up its own shared working norms.
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This essay has applied Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory and Hall's high-context and low-context framework to a realistic collaboration between Molton Brown's London team and Kao Corporation's Tokyo headquarters. The analysis shows that the two countries differ substantially across power distance, individualism, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity and communication context, and that each of these differences carries a specific, practical risk of misunderstanding: consensus-based decision-making misread as reluctance, direct feedback misread as confrontation, requests for documentation misread as delay, and silence misread as disagreement or its opposite.
None of these differences reflects one culture communicating correctly and the other incorrectly; both British and Japanese communication styles are internally coherent and effective within their own cultural context. The risk for an international business collaboration arises specifically at the interface between the two, where each side defaults to interpreting the other through its own cultural assumptions. As this essay has shown, a Country Director who understands these frameworks in advance, and who builds practical measures such as written follow-ups, adjusted timelines and informal relationship-building into the project plan, is far better placed to prevent the misunderstandings that would otherwise threaten a joint project such as the Molton Brown and Kao fragrance launch. As UK businesses continue to deepen their operational ties with Japanese parent companies and partners, this kind of culturally informed communication management will remain an essential, rather than optional, business skill for the next generation of international managers.
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