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International business communication refers to the communication process that international organisations use to share ideas, information and messages across national borders to achieve commercial goals. It plays a significant role in international business to drive success in a globalised market, as it breaks down trade barriers, navigates cultural differences, and fosters trust with global partners. In this context, the selected international business that uses international business communication is Unilever. Therefore, the essay aims to evaluate the differences in communication styles between Unilever's UK and Japanese teams at Kao Corporation that may lead to miscommunication or misunderstanding during the launch of the product. The UK team of the organisation is involved in explicit, direct and low-context communication, while the Japanese team relies on indirect, and high-context communication that strengthens harmony and hierarchical consensus. By following Hofstede's cultural dimension, Hall’s high and low-context communication theory, and Trompenaars’s seven dimensions of culture, the essay will identify potential communication challenges, analyse cultural differences, and propose strategies to overcome cultural gaps. Understanding these dynamics will ensure smooth collaboration, help in managing cross-cultural teams, and support successful product implementation in the Japanese market. 
Overview of Unilever
Unilever is a global leader in consumer goods that was founded in 1930 by the merger of Lever Brothers and Margarine Unie (Unilever, 2026). The organisation, with a variety of strong portfolios, offers a vast range of products, including wealth and wellbeing, personal care, home care and food. Therefore, 3.4 billion people around the world daily use Unilever's products while it has presented its headquarters in London, UK (Unilever, 2026). The UK-based multinational organisation has operated business in more than 190 countries with a global workforce of 3.4 billion (Unilever, 2026). In 2025, Unilever's total turnover was € 50.5 million, of which 59% came from emerging markets. Unilever focuses on launching new products in the Japanese marketplace, which is the reason it concentrates on developing international business communication between the UK and Japan teams. 
Market Overview of Japan 
Japan is the fourth-largest economy globally, as its GDP in 2025 was recorded at 4.28 trillion US dollars (Statista, 2026). The economic growth of the nation makes it a lucrative but complex market for consumer goods. As per information, in 2024, Japan’s 30% population aged 65and above (Worldbank, 2025). These Japanese consumers demand and expect high quality, sustainability and safety in products. On the other hand, Japan’s personal care market is highly competitive and driven by premium and innovative branding. Entering the marketplace required high quality in products with an understanding of consumer behaviour, corporate practice and regulatory requirements. Japanese business culture is hierarchical, high-contextual, consensus-oriented, prioritising indirect communication and focus on long-term planning that affects the collaboration between the domestic and foreign teams. 
[bookmark: _4yeg234375fy][bookmark: _Toc222599249]Main body 
[bookmark: _pftdaspt9oii][bookmark: _Toc222599250]Communication Hurdles between UK and Japanese Teams
Cross-cultural projects face several hurdles due to distinct communication styles, national norms and workplace expectations. In Unilever, entry into Japan with a new product, accompanied by a regional partnership with brands like Kao Corporation, presents such challenges that can lead to miscommunication or misunderstandings. International firms follow direct and low-context communication, while operating in the UK, while Japan depends on high-context communication. Through the integration of Hall’s High/Low Context theory, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and Trompenaars Seven Dimensions, it will evaluate the challenges and explore strategies to mitigate the challenges with the aim of making effective communication and collaboration for successful expansion in the Japanese market. 
Direct vs Indirect Communication
UK teams adopt low-context communication, depending on explicit language, direct feedback and clear instructions. As a result, while operating in the UK, Unilever managers expect clear and unambiguous statements from verbal communications. In contrast, Japan allows high-context communication where communication depends on the non-verbal cues, context and relationships. In this context, Japanese employees tend to avoid direct refusal to maintain harmony (Hayati, 2024). Using a subtitle phrase like ‘we will consider it further’ demonstrates disagreement without stating it overtly. This difference in direct and indirect communication can lead to miscommunication when handling business with Japanese employees at Unilever. UK managers can misinterpret Japanese employees' hesitation as agreement, while Japanese employees expect further review. Following Hall’s High and Low context theory, it has been identified that low-context communication follows explicit content, while high-context cultures consider situations and relationship context (Leotescu, 2023). In contrast, Hofstede’s theory indicates that the UK’s individualism encourages self-expression, while Japan’s collectivist culture values harmony and group consensus. Trompenaars ‘Universalism vs Particularism’ reflects Japanese cultural reliance on sensitivity to situational context, while the UK relies on consistency and rules (Otieno, 2025). Due to a lack of this awareness, UK teams may proceed prematurely, which can increase operational mistakes. 
Verbal and non-verbal cues
Japanese communication highly relies on non-verbal cues such as facial expression, silence, bowing, and short verbal acknowledgements like ‘sou desu ne’ or ‘hai’. These signs show attentiveness rather than agreements which are different from UK culture (Shen et al., 2024). On the other hand, following Hall’s low-context UK communication priorities, spoken words rather than non-verbal cues are used. As a consequence, UK teams are unfamiliar with subtleties that increase misunderstanding, as they can interpret such non-verbal cues as indecision or consent (Shen, 2023). For instance, in a meeting regarding product regulatory compliance, silence in Japanese teams of Kao Corporation indicate needs for further validation, while UK employees can assume it as an implicit agreement. Japan’s moderate power distance of 54 and uncertainty avoidance score of 92 reflect their hierarchical respect and tendency to exercise caution to avoid uncertainties (Theculturefactor, 2026). In contrast, the UK’s power index score of 35 and uncertainty avoidance score of 35 show their tendencies to deal with uncertainties. Recognising these metrics allows Unilever employees in the UK to understand the gap between verbal and non-verbal communication, which can help to improve collaboration by managing misunderstandings. 
[bookmark: _iv7w3ux6elbm][bookmark: _Toc222599251]Decision-making norms and misunderstanding 
Fast vs consequence-oriented decision making
UK decision-making underlines individual initiative, speed and personal accountability. At Unilever, projects are led by expert team members who rely on written agreements and explicit instructions to act autonomously after the preliminary decision. Therefore, to maintain efficiency, team members made decisions quickly by involving a minimum of consultation beyond immediate stakeholders. On the other hand, Japanese decision-making focuses on a consensus-driven approach that is driven by the ringi system (Luckyardi et al., 2025). The multiple-layered management includes department heads, some external partners and senior executives who circulate the proposal before approval. It ensures detailed evaluation, risk mitigation and group alignment; however, it can exceed the decision timeline significantly, especially for complex product launches. 
The UK managers may feel Japanese delays in project launch due to a lack of commitment, while Japanese managers may perceive that the UK is impatient, as it is disrespectful to group cohesion. In this context, Unilever proposed an expedited product launch schedule for a personal care product, while Japanese counterparts focus on additional internal consultation to align market standards with regulatory compliance. Furthermore, a lack of cultural awareness may lead to misinterpretation of the caution for UK managers due to procrastination that affects the morale and collaboration of the UK and Japanese teams (Peng, 2025). The differences in decision-making approaches create misunderstanding between the two teams of Unilever. 
Hofstede’s individualism vs collectivism dimension, Japan scores 76, and the UK is 62.  It
clarifies that UK culture values personal initiatives and independent decision-making, while culture supports collective alignment. Conversely, the uncertainty avoidance of Japan is 92, and the UK is 35, which explains Japan’s overprotecting approach (Theculturefactor, 2026). Trompenaars' communitarianism vs individualism dimension also showcases UK Staff focus on personal accountability and task completion, while Japanese employees support group implementation in every decision. 
Hierarchy and respect
Hierarchical norms highly influence the communication and decision-making of Unilever. Unilever has a tall hierarchical structure, where management has different layers that make effective decisions by supporting open dialogue across the levels (Unilever, 2026). Conversely, Japanese corporate culture strengthens respect and seniority for authority, which directly shapes feedback, meeting dynamics and initiatives (Dujarric, 2024). In the UK-based Unilever, a junior manager is allowed to openly interact with seniors, while Japanese employees may take this as disrespect. On the other hand, Japanese employees wait for senior approval before delivering a voice opinion, while UK teams lead to misinterpretations due to disengagement. 
Hofstede's power distance dimension in the UK is 35, and Japan is 54, which indicates Japan supports high power distance, which creates an expectation of deference to authority, while the UK team operates with more identical interaction (Theculturefactor, 2026). Trompenaars' communitarianism vs individualism also qualifies that Japanese authority strengthen position, while UK managers value demonstrated competence. 
These hierarchical differences may lead to misunderstanding and miscommunications in responsibility allocation and lead to conflicts in collaborative decision-making (Scarlat and Bărar, 2023). Following the Hall’s high and low-context theory, UK teams interpret silence and indirect cues as normative rather than cooperative. Conversely, Japanese employees may learn that UK directness is professional rather than confidential. Awareness of the cultural dimension allows managers to balance authority with open communication, foster respectful dialogue and ensure effective cross-functional decision making to support Unilever's smooth product launch in Japan. 
[bookmark: _m9pk6geb09xn][bookmark: _Toc222599252]Risk, uncertainty and regulatory complexity 
Cultural attitude toward risks
According to the risk tolerance index of Hofstede’s (UK 35 and Japan 92), UK culture typically tolerates high risks, following which Unilever focused on iterative testing, learning from trial-and-error approaches and focused on rapid prototyping. As a result, such a culture influences making quick decisions with emphasis on adaptive problem solving and personal accountability. In contrast, the teams of Kao Corporation avoid high uncertainty, focus on detailed scenario planning, rigorous validation and include structured procedures before making final decisions (Theculturefactor, 2026). This difference can lead to misunderstanding while making cross-cultural collaboration of Unilever with Kao Corporation. For example, UK managers can misinterpret cautious Japanese indecision or deliberation or Japanese staff of Kao Corporation may view the UK’s experiments and speedy decisions as risky or careless. 
Trompenaars’s internal and external control brings effective clarification in this contrast. Japanese teams of Kao Corporation control uncertainties through trust guidelines, structured process and comprehensive validation, while UK teams of Unilever are more adaptive to respond to external uncertainties (Água et al., 2023). Hall’s High/Low context also reflects that communication in Japanese is often implicit with hierarchical consultation and concern expression, which can be overlooked by the UK employees' explicit warnings. Understanding these differences would help Unilever to build effective risk management strategies for better collaborations for successful expansion. 
Regulatory and market complexity
Japan’s regulatory framework for personal care, cosmetics and consumer products is considered more complex, bureaucratic and stringent than the UK. Following this, Kao Corporation implements the Pharmaceutical and Medical Devices Act and Labour and Welfare Act to get multi-level approvals and certifications (Trade. Gov, 2024). Due to having flexible regulatory frameworks in the UK, Unilever can underestimate the time and coordination required, which can lead to frustration or miscommunication in cross-cultural teams. Miscommunication often arises when UK employees of Unilever require immediate confirmation, while Japanese employees of Kao Corporation implement a formal interview review process. Following Trompenaars’s ‘sequential vs synchronic time’, it has been observed that Japanese culture pays attention to hierarchy and context, while UK followers follow a linear process and a deadline given timeline (Dujarric, 2024). Hall’s framework validates this behaviour following high and low context dimensions. Apart from this, integration of Hofstede’s uncertainty avoidance reflects the strict process of Japan, culturally motivated to maintain quality and minimise risks, while Unilever allows UK teams to anticipate bottlenecks to make quick decisions, which the business needs to understand to make a successful business in a foreign country. 
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UK teams prefer direct feedback, while the Japanese team delivers indirect and harmony-preserving feedback. UK employees may view indirect feedback as vague, while Japanese employees see direct feedback as confrontational (Liu, 2025). Trompenaars’s specific vs diffuse relationship and Hofstede’s collectivism vs individualism explain that Unilever prioritises individual responsibility, while Kao Corporation maintains group cohesion. Hall’s theory identifies evaluation of implicit communication cues is significant for accurate interpretation, which reduces misunderstanding and improves clarity. 
[bookmark: _b900tl4x36ug][bookmark: _Toc222599254]Time orientation and project planning conflicts 
UK teams focus on sequential time for closely training milestones, while Japanese teams follow synchronous time that caters to interactive consequence building. Trompenaars Sequential vs Synchronic framework explains culture based on their perception of time that affects the project scheduling (Dybchynska and Volkova, V2025). However, a misaligned perception of deadlines creates misunderstanding in the two different cultural teams of Unilever and Keo Corporation. Long-term orientation by following Hofstede’s model is the UK 60 and Japan 100, which defines Japan's focus on sustainable outcomes over immediate delivery. Hall's context theory indicates the Japanese team's precise relation alignment that affects the timeline. 
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Training integrating Hofstede's theory, Hall and Trompenaars' framework would be effective for Japanese and UK teams at Unilever and Kao Corporation to assess each other's communication norms. It will help UK staff of Unilever to learn silence, indirect cues and short verbal acknowledgement, while Japanese staff of Kao Corporation will recognise direct speech as professional (Wei, 2024). Scenario-based exercise, workshops and roleplaying tailored to Unilever's product launch context in Japan minimise communication gaps, enhance empathy and prepare cross-cultural decision-making.
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Using written summaries, clear agendas regarding meetings, and confirming decisions bridge Japan's indirect communication with the UK's direct communication style within Unilever's cross-border teams. Following this, UK managers at Unilever will share notes with details, while Japanese managers at Kao Corporation will review and approve internally. Hall's theory explains that written messages bring better understanding in high-context culture, minimise confusion and strengthen collaboration with effective communication between both teams.
[bookmark: _gfatmkyaezkf][bookmark: _Toc222599258]Relationship building and trust 
[bookmark: _fzv0x5f196ko]Cultural exchange, informal gathering, and joint workshops between Unilever and Kao Corporation employees improve trust. Context theory of Hall allows teams of Unilever to interpret high context signals from their Japanese counterparts, while Trompenaars's specific relationships vs diffuse enhance relationship alignment across both organisations (Arugula and Perala, 2022). Strong interpersonal trust ensures communication efficiency, makes collaboration smooth and reduces tension during Unilever's market entry into Japan. 
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Continuous motoring and providing effective feedback can help to overcome miscommunication and misunderstanding between two different cultural teams in different countries (Zhang, 2023). It will help to foster a culture of adaptive learning, communication accuracy and smoother collaboration. 
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[bookmark: _5l9vuf41h3fo]Leaders play a significant role in developing international business communication, so Unilever focuses on developing an adaptive leadership style to better cooperate with the Japanese team at Kao Corporation. It will also help Unilever leaders to better convey the information by considering the cultural integrity of Japan to effectively launch a new product in the Japanese market. 
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[bookmark: _om7kgk1g7xmt]Following the above discussion, it can be concluded that effective communication is essential for Unilever for collaboration in cross-cultural teams to enter and expand business in Japan. Different communication styles, time orientation, hierarchy and decision-making increase miscommunication between Unilever and Kao Corporation employees who are following UK and Japanese culture distinctly. Application of Hofstede’s, Hall and Trompenaars’ theory provides insight into challenges along with strategies, including cross-cultural training, relationship building and many more, to make Unilever's entry successful.  
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Figure 1: Country Comparison of the UK and Japan
(Source: Theculturefactor, 2026)
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