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ABSTRACT

C u ltu ra l T ransposition: E xp loring  Meanings o f and S trategies fo r C ross- 

c u ltu ra l T ransfer o f O rganizational P ractices

Yongming Tang

The research objective is  to  study the phenom enon o f tra n s fe rrin g  

organizational practices w h ich  are conceptualized in  one cu ltu re  to  

another d iffe re n t cu ltu re . The purpose o f the study is  (1) to  understand 

how c u ltu ra l values and beliefs are m anifested in  behavior; (2) to  explore 

how  the V/estem  organizational practices are in te rp re ted  and assim ila ted 

in to  an organization in  an Eastern cu ltu re ; and (3) to  explore strategies 

fo r the f it  between loca l c u ltu ra l orienta tions and im ported 

organizational practices. A  qua lita tive , in te rp re tive , and reflexive 

research m ethodology was developed to conduct th is  study.

The study was conducted in  two phases. The firs t phase was designed 

to  develop an indigenous perspective o f the Chinese cu ltu re  and behavior 

and to  investigate the c u ltu ra l in te rp lays in  the con text o f tra n s fe rrin g  

organ izationa l practices from  the W estern cu ltu re  to  the Chinese 

cu ltu re . T h is phase was m a in ly conducted in  a large in d u s tria l 

organ ization in  C hina, com plem ented by lim ite d  da ta  collected from  

several o the r organizations. Three m ajor social groups — the governm ent, 

the m anagem ent, and the employees -- a ll o f w h ich  have a m ajor stake in
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the case organization were investigated by indepth in terview s. This was 

to  id e n tify  how  each o f them  constructed th e ir own re a litie s , and how 

th e ir re a litie s  were shared and in  co n flic t w ith  each o ther in  the 

organizational context. L im ited observation and docum ent analysis were 

used to com plem ent the in te rview  find ings. Cases where im ported 

organizational practices were integrated w ith  the Chinese cu ltu re  were 

exam ined.

The second phase o f the study was conducted in  the USA. Cross- 

c u ltu ra l in fo rm an ts -- those Chinese who had both  w ork experiences in  

the People1 R epublic o f C hina (the PRC) and the USA and had a cross- 

cu ltu ra l perspective were interview ed. This was designed to  fa c ilia te  an 

understanding o f the Chinese cu ltu re  and behavior in  the  context o f 

other cu ltu re s.

D uring  the  tw o phases o f the study, a m eta-research m ethod was 

applied to  observe the influence o f the researcher upon the research 

process. The researcher's in fluence on the research data was exam ined.

A  m odel fo r cross-cu ltu ra l tra n sfe r o f organizational practices was 

developed. Im p lica tions fo r the study o f organization and cu ltu re , the 

construction  o f m eanings in  the context o f c ro ss-cu ltu ra l tra n sfe r o f 

o rgan izationa l practices, organizational change in  a c u ltu ra l context, the  

case organization, and the developm ent o f Chinese organizational and 

m anagem ent theories were exam ined. Suggestions fo r fu tu re  research 

were also made.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: THE RESEARCH CONTEXT AND THE RESEARCH

The Research Context

The research is about cu ltu ra l synthesis in  the context o f cross- 

cu ltu ra l transfer o f organizational practices. The purpose o f the study is 

(1) to understand how cu ltu ra l values and beliefs are manifested in  

behavior; (2) to  explore how W estern organizational practices are 

interpreted and assim ilated in to  an organization in  an Eastern cu lture ; 

and (3) to  explore strategies fo r the fit between Eastern cu ltu ra l 

orientations and Western organizational practices.

The Direction of Reforms in China

The in terest to conduct such a study comes from  the context in

which China reform s state industries. Under the circumstances o f poor

performance o f state industries, the leadership in  China has been

com m itted to management reform s. In  addition, China intends to im port

foreign organizational theories and practices to transform  in d u stria l

organizations. In  1984, a m ajor document concerning economic and

management reforms was created:

We m ust consciously sum up China's h istorica l experience 
and study the concrete conditions and requirem ents fo r the 
economic growth. . . .  In  addition, we m ust draw upon the 
w orld 's advanced methods o f management, includ ing those

1
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of cap ita lis t countries, th a t comform to the laws of modem 
socialized production.1

Under such an in itia tive , a massive effort to im port foreign 

organizational models to deal w ith  pending problems in  China has been 

taken. In  recent years books on Western management and organizational 

theories have been w ritten  or translated, and they are in  every m ajor 

lib ra ry  and bookstore. New curricu la  on W estem-style management and 

organizations have been created to support such reforms (Wang, 1986). 

Management tra in ing  programs which focus on W estern organizational 

theories and practices flourish . In  the meantime, China has embarked on 

a characteristic road o f development. A  significant characteristic o f the 

reform s is its  m agnitude and boldness. Most reforms were quickly created 

and diffused throughout the country. In  1984, ten rights were provided to 

enterprises.2 W hile th is  research was being conducted, a more 

comprehensive set o f reform  principles was created.3

E xp lic itly  and im p lic itly  in  the m odernization in itia tive  is  the denial 

o f tra d itio n a l cu ltu re  and trad itiona l approaches to management and 

organization in  China. In  other words, the Chinese s till see th e ir 

tra d itio n  as an im pedim ent to m odernization and development. In  recent 

years, the press from  tim e to tim e criticizes the Chinese cu ltu re  in  the 

name o f feudalism  (e.g., Su, 1986; Tian, 1986). When discussing the 

Chinese cu ltu re  and organization, one o f the well-known Chinese 

scholars a ttribu tes alm ost every aspect o f poor performance to

1 A Decision of the Central Committees of the Communist Party of China on Reform 
of the Economic Structure, 12th Central Committee, PRC. October 20, 1984

2 These ten rights are created to increase the powers of enterprise management. For 
details, see the Provisional Regulations on Further Extending the Decision-Making 
Power of the State Industrial Enterprises, Beijing Review, June 11 & June 18, 1984.

3 Such principles are to push state enterprises to conduct business in a self- 
responisble way. For details, see The Principles for Reforming State-Owned Industrial 
Enterprises. China Daily, 1-3.

2
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tra d itio n a l feudalism , and he suggests th a t China should replace th is

feudalism . He says:

Hence, i f  we really want to enliven and upgrade Chinese 
enterprises, urgent reforms m ust be pushed fu rthe r to  ensure 
m otivation and to provide an incentive fo r creativeness, 
enterprising s p irit and com petition. F irst, "the iro n  rice bowl" and 
"big com munal pot" m ust be cracked thoroughly. Second, 
enterprises m ust be given a free hand away from  the interference of 
adm inistrative units, real or disguised. Third, the "relations 
netw ork" o f a feudal origin, which gives rise to every "backdoor" 
and instance o f corruption, should be broken. (Wang, 1990, p. 298)

It is  im portan t to  note tha t the a n ti-tra d itio n  is  no t new in  

contem porary China. Since communist China was created in  1949, 

several s ign ifican t movements against trad itiona l values and beliefs, 

especially Confucianism , have been conducted. In  addition, it  appears 

th a t such a m enta lity continues to the present era. In  the recent reform  

documents created by the government or the Chinese Com m unist Party 

(hereafter the Party), little  is mentioned about preserving Chinese 

tra d itio n  and cu ltu re  in  the course o f m odernization and development. 

A ll o f the contem porary reform measures are aimed a t replacing old 

trad itions w ith  new, foreign organizational practices.

It is  also im portant to realize th a t a m ajor assum ption underlying 

these reform s is  made, which deserves being examined. The assum ption 

is  th a t the reason th a t capita list countries are econom ically strong is 

because th a t they have modem organizational theories and practices, 

and th a t these theories and practices can be applied to  the Chinese 

s itua tion  to  alleviate the economic problems.

The Universalist

The Chinese are not alone in  m aking such an assum ption. In  the 

West, organizational theorists tend to believe tha t a theory by de fin ition
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is un iversal (Faucheux, 1976, p. 274). The universalists — organizational 

theorists w ith  such a view (e.g., Hickson, H inings, M cM illan, & 

Schw itter, 1974; Kuc, Hickson, & M cM illan, 1980; M arch & M annari, 

1980; Hsu, Marsh, & M annari, 1983) -- posit tha t organizations are alike 

and theories o f organizations apply cross-culturally. In  other words, few 

organizational theorists like  the argum ent th a t th e ir theories or models 

are c u ltu ra lly  lim ited.

It is  fa ir to say that m any organizational theorists do not ignore the 

factor o f cu ltu re . However, they in  general do not believe th a t cu ltu re  

determ ines the conceptualization process in  theory bu ild ing . They would 

ra ther tre a t cu lture as one o f the variables in  th e ir theories. For 

example, to  include culture in  the theory build ing, Strodtbeck (1964) 

suggests to trea t cu ltu ra l factors as independent variables. In  other 

words, they do not believe th a t it  is  necessary to develop culture-specific 

theories (Sechrest, 1977a, b; Brown & Sechrest, 1980). Consequently, 

organizational theorists w ith  th is  k ind  of m entality often use th e ir 

favorite models to judge other cu ltu ra l situations, and fu rth e r generalize 

conclusions.

Under such a m entality they tend to argue tha t d iffe rent cu ltures can

leam  and adopt strategies and thought processes from  each other in  a

m echanistic way. In  a recent book, Hampden-Tumer and Trompenaars

(1993) explicate:

In  a w orld where more and more products and services are created 
by cross-national teams, jo in t ventures, partnerships and through 
foreign subsidiaries, i t  becomes possible to combine the cu ltu ra l 
strengths of various nations, i f  you know w hat these are. An 
autom obile, for example, m ight best get its  steel from  Korea, its  
engines from  Germany, its  electronics from  Japan, its  leather and 
mahogany from B rita in , and its  safety systems from  Sweden.
(p. 16)
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The Researcher’s Perspective

To p u t it  b lun tly, the researcher's perspective about culture and cross- 

cu ltu ra l transfer o f organizational theories and practices differs greatly 

from  the one posited by the Chinese and the W estern theorists described 

previously. Since a perspective is  in trin s ica lly  interrelated w ith  values, 

beliefs, and assumptions, in  w hat follows I sha ll present some o f the 

values, beliefs, and assumptions underlying my perspective. This is 

im portant, because a perspective guides research. W hat we look for 

determ ines w hat we find, and we always find  w hat we look for (Herbert, 

1985).

F irst, I assume tha t cu ltu ra l values and beliefs are among the 

im portant factors determ ining human behavior. A lthough cross-cultural 

researchers and theorists disagree on whether values and beliefs alone 

can determ ine behavior or not, they a ll share th a t values and beliefs are 

im portant elements tha t influence behavior. Adler (1986) proposes th a t 

"ind ividua ls express culture and its  norm ative qualities through the 

values th a t they hold about life  and the world around them" (p. 9). 

Hofstede (1991) conceptualizes cultures as m anifestations at d ifferent 

levels -- symbols, heroes, ritu a ls , and values. He fu rth e r suggests th a t 

these levels exist in  an onion diagram w ith  values as the core. Redding 

(1990) posits th a t although values and beliefs are determ ining factors, 

there exist some contingency factors such as legal structure and 

economic system. These contingency factors can e ither restra in  or 

promote the influence of values and beliefs on hum an behavior.

Due to the in trin s ic  interrelationship between cu ltu re  and behavior, 

d ifferent cultures have different organizational models. "The professors 

who wrote the theories are children of a cu lture. . . . Their experiences
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represent the m aterial on which the ir th inking  and w ritin g  have been 

based. Scholars are as human and as cu ltu ra lly  biased as other m ortals" 

(Hofstede, 1991, p. 146).

I believe th a t current organizational theories and practices are 

c u ltu ra lly  determined, and in  most cases they can not be d irectly  applied 

to  a cu ltu re  which is different (Hofstede, 1991). Redding and M artyn- 

Johns (1979) assert that there are d ifferent cognitive structures between 

the East and the West, and our way of sensing and perceiving is 

trem endously affected by culture. As explained la te r in  the study, the 

k ind  o f behavioral models which worked fo r me in  China is  often no 

longer applicable in  the West, and vice versa.

Many may ask: Even though different cultures may have d ifferent 

organizational models, is n 't it  he lp fu l to  use organizational models from  

one cu ltu re  to solve the problems in  another culture? This is  actua lly 

w hat has been happening in  China. Many W estern organizational 

theorists view the Chinese situa tion  from  the W estern perspective. Then, 

w hat usua lly happens is tha t only superficial problems are found or 

prescribed solutions are not workable. For example, Chinese in d u stria l 

organizations have been identified w ith  problems such as bureaucratic 

structure, over-staffing, and poor reward systems (e.g., Lockett, 1988; 

Chan, 1990). In  my opinion, these are ju s t superficia l m anifestations of 

deeper problems which cannot be perceived from  the W estern 

organizational theorists’ perspective. This is because the W esterners tend 

to  construct a rea lity tha t is foreign to the indigenous people. Adler 

(1986) quotes a case about a Canadian who describes h is experience w ith  

a F ilip ino  boss:
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D uring my employment a t the Royal Bank, I had a most 
unbearable and suspicious supervisor. As an assistant manager he 
had au thority over a ll employees on the adm inistrative side, 
includ ing me. The problem was tha t he seemed to have a to ta l 
d is tru s t fo r his subordinates. He was constantly looking over our 
shoulders, checking our w ork, attitudes, and punctuality.
A lthough most of his employees resented th is treatm ent, the 
assistant manager was an extrem ely conscientious supervisor who 
honestly believed in  what he called 'old-style' management. He 
believed th a t employees are lazy by nature. He therefore fe lt th a t 
they m ust be pressured in to  working. As the supervisor he fe lt 
ju s tifie d  in  treating employees severely. (P. 31)

In  the story, the Canadian perceives th a t h is Philippine boss takes a

Theory X  approach to management. Such a perception im m ediately

makes a series o f assumptions th a t are associated w ith  McGregor's

Theory X, w hich may not make sense a t a ll to the local F ilip inos. Every

cu ltu re  has a certain logic fo r explanations, although these logics and

explanations may not make sense to  outsiders. However, fo r insiders

they are a ll th a t count. Further, it  is  fundam entally wrong fo r an

outsider to judge a culture. M aturana (1980) writes:

No cu lture  is  in trins ica lly  better than another, nor can we compare 
cultures w ithout specifying, from  a meta-domain o f descriptions 
w hich perm its us to behold them  in  perspective, an external 
system of references th a t has its  coherence in  another cu ltu re . I t  is 
true th a t from  the perspective of our meta-domain and in  the 
referentia l context we define, we may prefer certain behavior to 
others, bu t by doing so we destroy the original coherent netw ork in  
w hich they were embedded, and we look at them in  an assumed 
iso lation as though they were removable objects. ( p. 23)

Under such circumstances, if  the Westerners intervene w ith  th e ir 

constructed reality, it  may well produce unintended consequences — 

"cu ltu ra l in ju ries" (Sinha & Kao, 1988). In  th is  respect, one lesson can 

be learnt from  the practices of technology transfer. It is  realized th a t 

technology is  a double-edged sword to hum an societies: It bears, as w ell 

as destroys values (Goulet, 1989). However, it  needs to be noted th a t
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technologies do not intend to d isrupt societies by destroying social

values. As Goulet (1989) writes:

Technological innovators do not intend, o f course, to destroy pre
existing values: th e ir overt aim is m erely to solve some problem 
more efficiently, to produce goods or provide services according to 
d iffe rent standards of quantity or qua lity than before.
Nevertheless, sim ply by acting as innovators, they cannot avoid 
tam pering w ith  p rio r values. Worse s till, they shatter the fragile 
web w hich binds a ll the values of premodem com m unities in to  a 
m eaningful whole, (p. 20)

S im ila rly , cross-cultural transfer o f organizational theories or 

practices may also have undesirable results due to value differences 

w hich lead to d ifferent constructions of realities. Thus, it  is im portant to 

pay serious attention to the fit  between the cu ltu ra l values and 

organizational theories and practices, although an organizational theory 

may no t destroy precious social values the way technology does. To 

continue the case o f the Canadian banker in  the Philippines:

I found h is a ttitude condescending and counterproductive. As a 
group the employees thought o f themselves as basically 
trustw orthy, bu t we decided tha t since our boss seemed to have no 
respect fo r us we would give him  the same treatm ent in  re tu rn . The 
re su lt created a w ork environment th a t was fille d  w ith  m istrust 
and h o stility . The atmosphere affected every one's work: employees 
became less and less w illing  to work, and the assistant manager 
increasingly believed in  the employees' laziness and the need fo r 
severity. Luckily, the situation caught the manager's eye and was 
resolved after lengthy discussions. O nly then did it  become clear 
th a t we were not seeing the situation in  the same way a t a ll. From 
the assistant manager's perspective, he was sim ply showing his 
caring and involvem ent w ith  his subordinates. As he explained, 
F ilip ino  employees who were not treated like  th is  m ight have fe lt 
neglected and unim portant. U nfortunately, we were not F ilip inos 
and, as Canadians, did not respond as m any F ilip inos m ight have 
responded. (Adler, 1986, p. 31)

It is  clear to  me th a t by taking such a position, I am up against not 

on ly the universalists in  the West, bu t also the Chinese governmental 

ideologues and many Chinese intellectuals. A t the very beginning of my
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contact w ith  the Chinese, I had such a taste, which is illu s tra ted  in  the 

movement of "breaking three irons — iron bowl, iron chair, and iron  

wage."

The movement o f breaking three irons 

W hile I was doing my research in  A p ril 1992, the movement of 

"breaking three irons" was applied experim entally in  some o f the state 

industries. Such a movement was started because o f the realization th a t 

alm ost every industria l organization was over staffed by more than 50 

percent, and the m otivation to  work was low. I was also to ld  th a t such, a 

movement was in itia ted  and organized by a prom inent vice prem ier o f the 

country. A lthough the experim entation was conducted on a sm all scale, 

the nature o f the movement is  quite striking . People ta lk  about it  

everywhere — on the street, in  workshops, and offices.

When asked to comment on such practices in  a discussion w ith  the 

th in k  tanks of the provincial government, I made a statem ent about the 

potential problem behind the "three-iron movement" in  China. The po in t 

I was try ing  to get across was tha t such an an ti-trad itiona l and an ti- 

cu ltu ra l movement m ight aggravate the situation or even backfire. My 

m ain reason fo r th is  po in t was th a t we were faced w ith  a complex system 

w ith  interrelated parts, and we needed a systemic way to deal w ith  th is  

complex system. The movement was not a systemic one. For example, 

there was not an adequate social security system which could absorb the 

people being la id off.

The message I was try ing  to  convey was tha t basically we had to be 

careful in  using such W estern organizational practices w hich were 

counter-cu ltura l in  China. However, I noticed tha t my comment was not
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w ell received. Several o f the participants quickly asked me w ith  a 

negative a ttitude if  I had some better ideas than th is  , and m y answer — 

"no"— clearly disappointed them. I understood such a reaction, because I 

could feel th a t the pressure to im plem ent a quick fix  fo r the problem  was 

very high.

Two weeks later, there were wide-spread rum ors th a t several 

enterprises experim enting w ith  such practices encountered serious 

problems. I was to ld  by one of the insiders in  the government th a t two 

enterprise directors were killed , and strikes in  some o f the enterprises 

occurred. One o f the stories was tha t a couple in  an enterprise was going 

to  be fired and each o f them would get 50 yuan liv in g  pension per month. 

Realizing th a t such a liv ing  pension could not support th e ir baby alone, 

they pleaded to the management to keep one o f them  a t w ork, and they 

were refused. Under th is  tremendous pressure, they k illed  th e ir only son 

and hanged themselves. The workers were enraged and threw  the 

enterprise d irector out o f the fo rth  story window.

This story could not be confirmed, since such inform ation would not 

be printed in  the press. However, the negative feeling about the 

movement was everywhere and exp licit in  some o f the inform ants 

comments.

It  seems th a t the Chinese have not realized the significance o f culture 

on organizational practices or m odernization, although some counter- 

cu ltu ra l approaches such as the participative management movement are 

h isto rica l fa ilu res (Laaksonen, 1988). From the earlier discussions, it  is 

clear th a t the m ajority o f people hold th a t life tim e employment, the 

intervention o f government in  enterprises, and personal relationships are
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associated w ith  feudalism , and need to be replaced. W hat is paradoxical 

here is  th a t these are some o f the Japanese management features w hich 

lead to  industria l success (e.g., Lincoln, 1990). In  many respects, Japan 

and other Asian countries share a sim ilar trad ition , especially 

Confucianism . The difference is  th a t the Chinese enterprises are 

ine ffic ien t and less entrepreneurial, while the Japanese enterprises th rive  

on the trad ition .

So fa r the discussion above is m ostly about in te llectua l debates. My 

real in te rest resides in  the organizational settings. My m ajor concern is 

how in d u stria l organizations feel about such reform  measures, and how 

they actua lly im plem ent W estern organizational theories and practices.

It d id  not take long to fin d  out th a t although the government was

com m itted to such reform s, the rea lity a t the organizational level seemed

different. D uring one o f m y trip s  back to China, I found th a t the

managers and employees in  China were not as enthusiastic about these

reform s as the government was. In  my v is its to several in d u stria l

organizations, most managers and employees w ith  whom I interacted had

mixed feelings about these reform s. In  terms of using W estern

organizational practices, m ost people either voiced concerns or rejected

such ideas due to cu ltu ra l reasons. One o f the enterprise directors said:

The situation is very complicated. Our enterprise has been 
entrenched socially, cu ltu ra lly , economically, and h isto rica lly. I t  is 
easy fo r them (the government) to voice reform  in  a big way. When 
it  comes to an organization like  ours, everything is  very d iffic u lt.
To be honest w ith  you, the decade's reform, includ ing using so- 
called modem management techniques, does more harm  than good 
to us. O ur organization at th is  po in t is nothing b u t fu ll o f cris is, 
(interview  no. 4)

M ost employees I interacted w ith  also suggested negative im pacts of 

reform  on themselves. In  general, the ir job satisfaction was low, and

11

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



com plaint about the current injustice was prevalent. In  addition, it  

seemed th a t they had a different view about the im pact o f reform  on the 

organization.

How do I feel about the reform? I say nothing is  good about it. 
Everything is  chaos now. Our real income is getting lower and 
lower. I am now m aking about four tim es o f the money I made ten 
years ago. B u t I cannot m aintain the already low liv in g  standards! 
We w ork hard and play by the rules. However the resu lt is  alm ost 
nothing. Go and see for yourself. Those rascals on the street are 
getting so rich  th a t they have become a higher class now.
(interview  no. 24)

The reform s have given lots of power and opportunities fo r the 
leaders to abuse. They can do many things they dared not to do 
before. Take the example of our enterprise. W ith in  four years, we 
have had three enterprise directors. D uring th e ir tim e, they have 
had th e ir fu tu re  lives arranged. They have new, spacious houses 
b u ilt, and increased salaries. Then, they q u it. W hat we have got so 
fa r from  the reform  is  nothing, nothing! (interview  no. 27)

It strikes me th a t due to the intervention w ith  W estern organizational 

practices, the in d u s tria l organizations become more complex than before. 

The performance o f in d u stria l organizations in  China keeps plum m eting, 

although the reform s have been going on fo r years. In  Liaoning Province 

— the largest in d u s tria l province in  China — 70 percent o f the state 

industries report losses in  1992. In  the four in d u stria l organizations I 

visited, they a ll feel th a t the new practices com plicate the s itua tion  even 

more. Further, it  strikes me tha t the government, the management, and 

the employees have different understandings about the new practices and 

the existing problem s. Consequently, Western organizational practices 

have meanings in  the Chinese culture, w hich are d ifferent from  the 

o rig ina l meanings in  the West.

A  c ritica l question facing a ll o f us is th is : W ith a cu ltu re  s ign ifican tly  

d ifferent from  the West, how can China successfully im port W estern 

management know-how to lead to desirable m odernization and
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development? In  the h isto iy o f m odernization and development, we have 

witnessed th a t there is no universal models for in d u stria l development 

(Berger, 1988; Sinha & Kao, 1988; Redding, 1990). A lthough the West 

has its  own characteristic model o f industria liza tion  and development, a 

country does not have to give up its  trad ition  to take the W estern road to 

development. For example, some o f the Eastern countries have developed 

an attractive  development model, compared to the W estern in d u stria l 

model (Berger, 1988).

The differences between the two developmental models are noticed.

The W estern model leads to vast industria l development and power, 

associated w ith  social perils such as alienation, drugs, and high 

unemploym ent (Sinha & Kao, 1988; Berger, 1988). In  contrast, the 

Eastern model seems to have a stable economic development w ith  less 

social problems.

It also seems certain th a t culture has influenced development, and 

the differences between the two models originate a t least in  p a rt from  

different cu ltu ra l orientations. It is  indicated th a t the exemplary Eastern 

development model cannot be separated from  Confucian ethics (Berger, 

1988; S inha & Kao, 1988; Redding, 1990). Confucian ethics play a 

sign ifican t role in  the development o f Chinese societies. S im ilarly, the 

Post-Confucianism  — a variation o f Confucianism  — is used to explain 

the success o f Japan and Korea (Redding, 1990; Berger, 1988). Negandhi, 

Mengen, and Eshghi (1987) also suggest th a t Japanese life tim e 

employment can be traced back to Japanese paternalism . Harbison and 

Meyer (1959) assert tha t managerial beliefs are correlated w ith  phases of 

in d u stria l development in  a country as it  moves from  "autocracy to 

democracy." On the other hand, Cummings and Schm idt (1972), in  the ir
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study on managerial attitude o f Greeks, suggest th a t cu lture may provide 

a broad framework w ith in  which beliefs are developed and reinforced 

w hile degree of industria lization w ith in  a cu ltu re  may influence the 

behavioral m anifestation of these beliefs. In  other words, such a 

form ulation suggests th a t industria lization  does not necessarily lead to 

cu ltu ra l d iscontinu ity, rather it  influences how certain cu ltu ra l beliefs 

are manifested.

Even though culture is a relative concept, there is s till a great deal for 

various societies to learn from each other (Hofstede, 1984a). Such a 

perspective im plies tha t transferring organizational theories or practices 

from  one cu lture  to another is an im portant venture. For example, in  

Japan, modem organizational practices are borrowed and altered to f it 

in to  the cu ltu ra l background. Consequently, the organization is viewed 

as a co llectiv ity to which employees belong ra ther than ju s t a place 

ind ividuals come to work for money (Morgan, 1986).

The contemporary zeal o f TQM or TQC in  the United States is an 

example o f transferring organizational theories and practice from  the 

East (Japan) to the West. The im portation o f TQM from  Japan to the 

USA also requires cu ltu ra l accommodation. Kane & Kane (1992) suggest 

th a t the subjective, in tu itive  approaches to  m onitor and control hum an 

elements w hich seem to work in  the context o f the high levels o f group 

and organizational commitment in  Japan, do not w ork w ell in  the 

ind iv idua lis tic  culture o f the USA. Subsequently, more systematic 

m onitoring and control of worker performance is needed.

It is fu rth e r argued th a t as a country industria lizes, a cu ltu ra l 

synthesis w hich integrates some strong trad itiona l cu ltu ra l elements and 

modem organizational practices can be achieved (Sinha & Kao, 1988;
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Hofstede, 1988; Tripath i, 1988). It fu rthe r im plies th a t in  the process of 

transfe rring  organizational practices from  one cu lture  to another, it  is 

im portan t to search for congruence between cu ltu ra l orientations and 

organizational practices w hich can potentia lly lead to cu ltu ra l 

transposition, "C ultura l transposition," a concept borrowed from  

Hofstede, "in  the ideal case, means find ing a new cu ltu ra l synthesis 

w hich re ta ins from  the old local values those elements deemed essential 

b u t w hich allows the new technologies to function" (Hofstede, 1984a, p. 

260). Morgan and Harris (1981) refer to cu ltu ra l synergy as going "beyond 

an awareness o f our own cu ltu ra l heritage to produce something greater 

by cooperation and collaboration. C u ltu ra l synergy bu ilds upon 

s im ila rities and fuses differences resulting in  more effective hum an 

activ ities and systems" (p. 13).

This concept suggests tha t when organizational practices are 

transferred from  one culture to another, the host cu lture , or the 

organizational practices, or both have to be "tuned" to  f it  in to  each 

other. Th is is  because organizations are cu ltu ra lly  conceptualized, and 

organizational practices from  one culture may or may not w ork in  

another cu ltu re . In  th is respect, the culture-specific school suggests th a t 

d iffe rent cu ltures should proceed to develop th e ir own culture-specific 

theories by reconceptualizing the W estern managerial and organizational 

theories and practices (Hofstede, 1984a, 1987; Lockett, 1988, 1990).

Ogbor posits tha t cross-culturally transferred organizational practices 

w ill go through a "process o f in s titu tio n a l re in terpretation and 

redefin ition" (1990, p. 350), due to different cu ltu ra l orientations. His 

perspective on the cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices has 

influenced the present study in  im portant ways. He argues:
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M uch o f the form al structure and rules of the organization 
corresponded to W estern prototypes and models, yet the way the 
organization actually operated would be incom prehensible w ithout 
reference to the particu la r trad itiona l adm inistrative behavior and 
cu ltu re  w ith  which the actors interacted at v irtu a lly  every po in t in  
th e ir organizational actions. An understanding o f the role o f the 
in form al behavior derived from  the w ider societal cu lture  in  the 
in terpre ta tion  o f alien organizational practices is necessary, in  
tu rn , to a comprehension and assessment o f the im pact on the 
organizational change experienced by the members o f the 
organization. (Ogbor, 1990, p. 350)

The Research Problem

W ith  respect to research problems, the study explores w hat happens 

to a new form  o f organizational practices when it  is transferred from  one 

cu ltu re  to  another, and how a cu ltu ra l synthesis can possibly be 

achieved in  the cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices. As 

indicated in  the follow ing figure, the study identifies two levels of 

problem s fo r the business o f cross-cultural transfer o f organizational 

practices. One is the problem of meaning, w hich refers to how im ported 

organizational practices are interpreted in  the Eastern cu lture , in  

contrast to  how they are understood in  the W estern cu lture. The other 

one is  the problem of tuning, which refers to the necessity to "tune" 

either the cu ltu ra l values and meanings o f the Eastern cu ltu re  or the 

im ported organizational practices in  the W estern cu ltu re  or both in  the 

attem pt to achieve cu ltu ra l transposition.
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Eastern culture Western culture

Cultural tuning

Org. problems in 
Eastern culture

Org. practices in 
Western culture

Org. practices tuning

A problem of tuning

A problem of meaning

Meanings in Eastern culture Meanings in Western culture

Figure 1. Problems of meaning and cultural tuning in cross-cultural 
transfer of organizational practices

More specifically, to study cu ltu ra l transposition in  cross-cu ltura l 

transfer o f organizational practices, several levels o f research questions 

can be form ulated. The firs t one is stated as follows:

1. What are the major cultural values and beliefs that influence  

human behavior, especially organizational behavior in China?

This research question concerns the cu ltu ra l orientation a Chinese 

embraces in  contrast to the cu ltu ra l orientation inherited in  the 

im ported organizational practices. The question should lead to answers
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tha t explain the relationship between culture and behavior. This 

question helps set up the second level o f research question stated as 

follows:

2. What are the major cultural values and beliefs by which certain  

imported organizational practices may be interpreted in  China?

Answering th is  research question can help explain the process 

whereby new meanings o f foreign organizational practices are 

constructed in  the Chinese cu lture , which leads to the next level o f 

research question:

3. In term s of effectiveness as defined in the local culture, what 

are the cultural values and beliefs that either fit or do n ot fit into  

certain imported organizational practices?

This research question helps establish an understanding fo r possible 

cu ltu ra l synthesis.

The la s t level o f research question concerns exploring strategies fo r 

achieving cu ltu ra l synthesis in  cross-cultural transfer o f organizational 

practices. As a research question, it  is stated as follows:

4. How m ay cultural values and beliefs, and imported 

organizational practices be reorganized or transformed to fit into  

each other, w ith the aim of increasing organizational performance?
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The Research Purpose

The proposed research is to study cu ltu ra l transposition, w hich 

means to explore meanings o f and strategies for cross-cultural transfer o f 

organizational practices. To be more specific, the purpose of the study 

can be stated as follows:

(1) To achieve a better understanding about cu ltu ra l differences, 

especially those cu ltu ra l values and beliefs th a t lead to d ifferent 

in te rp re ta tion  o f the cross-cultura lly transferred organizational 

practices.

(2) To understand how organizational members w ith  one cu ltu ra l 

background in terpre t cross-culturally transferred organizational practices 

w hich are derived from a very different cu ltu ra l background.

(3) To fu rth e r understand how cross-culturally transferred 

organizational practices are interpreted between different groups o f 

organizational members -- government, management, and employees, 

and how d iffe rent interpretations, if  any, lead to organizational rea lities 

in  w hich d ifferent groups o f people share every day.

(4) To examine how cross-culturally transferred organizational 

practices are actually applied in  an organizational setting, and how these 

applications affect behavior o f organizational members as w ell as 

organizational performance.

(5) To id e n tify  those cu ltu ra l values and beliefs w hich f it  in to  cross- 

cu ltu ra lly  transferred organizational practices, and those cu ltu ra l values 

and beliefs w hich do not f it  in to  cross-culturally transferred 

organizational practices.

(6) To explore strategies pertaining to how those dysfunctional 

cu ltu ra l values and beliefs can be tuned to f it  in to  cross-cu ltura lly
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transferred organizational practices so tha t a cu ltu ra l synthesis can be 

achieved.

(7) To fu rth e r explore strategies pertaining to how cross-cu ltu ra lly 

transferred organizational practices can be transform ed, m odified, or 

reconceptualized to  f it  in to  the host culture so th a t a cu ltu ra l synthesis 

can be achieved.

Basic Approach, Scope, and Limitations of the Research

It is  understandable th a t the phenomenon o f cu ltu ra l transposition 

in  cross-cu ltura l transfer o f organizational practices is complex. Such a 

phenomenon involves several matters, each o f which is already troub ling  

to both theorists and practitioners alike. F irst, it  involves organizations 

in  general and organizational change in  particu la r. The fact is th a t an 

organization is  its e lf a m onster which we — the b lind  people— do not 

really know. Second, the cross-cultural transfer of organizational 

practices involves organizational change in  a cu ltu ra l context. Such a 

change results from  in fusing  parts of the organizational m onster in  the 

West in to  the organizational monster in  the East. M etaphorically such a 

phenomenon can be characterized as an interbreeding between the two 

diffe rent m onsters. This adds to the d ifficu lty  o f understanding, since we 

do not know how to make th is  happen. F inally, the outcome o f such a 

hybrid may produce a new, more complex monster requiring more 

inqu iry.

To inquire in to  such a complex phenomenon, a theoretical fram ework 

or approach needs to be established. In the h istory o f organizational 

studies, two approaches seem to exist. One o f them is the s tru c tu ra l- 

functional approach, w hich dates back to the scientific management era
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o f Taylor. A  more contemporary approach focuses on the 

in te rre la tionsh ip  between organization and environm ent, influenced by 

organism ic metaphor (Pondy, et al., 1983). In  other words, th is  approach 

emphasizes the roles and functions o f organizations, which lead to 

survival. The individual's behavior is viewed as responses to the needs or 

requirem ents of the larger system. It is doubtless th a t such an approach 

to the study o f organizations is im portant, since the issue o f survival is 

closely related to organizational effectiveness.

However, such a functional approach has several lim ita tions for the 

cu rren t study. F irst, a functiona list approach "does not capture the fu ll 

significance and im plications o f the capacity fo r ind ividua ls to act 

according to  the interpretations and defin itions they give to  

organizational situation" (Ogbor, 1990, p. 96). In  other words, by taking 

a fu n ctio n a lis t approach the researcher may not be in  a position to know 

how the organizational rea lity  is constructed and w hat it  means to be a 

member o f an organization. Second, "by focusing sim ply on how action 

can be managed to serve certain functions . . . one may be forced to 

neglect the processes through which action is constructed and made 

m eaningful to the members o f the organization" (Ogbor, 1990, pp. 96-97). 

In  m y opinion, th is  has been a m ajor weakness o f the research in  the 

Chinese situa tion . Most domestic and in ternational researchers take th is 

functiona l approach which ends up w ith  little  meanings. T h ird , a 

fu n c tio n a lis t approach tends to neglect the im pact o f cu ltu re  on the 

roles and functions o f the organization. Functionalists take cu ltu re  as 

e ither unim portant, because they believe th a t certain roles and functions 

are the same and have to be performed in  any culture, or a variable 

w hich interrelates w ith  other variables — the roles and functions -- o f
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the organization. As discussed earlier, cu lture tends to affect how 

organizations are conceptualized, and the meaning o f organizational 

effectiveness can be different.

In  contrast, an interpretive approach to the studies o f organizational 

phenomenon focuses on the social construction of organizational rea lity. 

In  the lite ra tu re , th is  approach may be labeled as phenomenology, 

n a tu ra lis t inqu iry , interpretive anthropology, constructivism , or 

grounded theory. An im portant feature o f th is  approach is  th a t it  sets 

out to  search fo r meanings held by organizational members and how the 

construction o f meanings affect individuals as well as organizations.

This research sets out to find  out the cu ltu ra l mechanisms for 

explanations, and it  is designed to use both the native perspective and a 

cross-cu ltu ra l one. Since I grew up and worked in  the Chinese culture, it  

made it  re la tive ly easier for me to become pa rt o f "the o rig ina l network."

Thus, to  understand a culture the researcher has to become pa rt o f 

"the o rig ina l coherent network." Geertz (1983) explains th a t 

understanding a cu ltu re  is much like  understanding a game. One has to 

know the basic term inology and rules of the game before one can actually 

play it. M any cu ltu ra l anthropologists use such an approach to 

understand a cu ltu re . For example, Hamada (1991) w rites about how she 

takes an ethnographic perspective in  studying American enterprise in  

Japan.

As form ulated, the purpose o f th is study is to search fo r meanings o f 

and strategies fo r cu ltu ra l transfer o f organizational practices. Such a 

purpose may be described as an attem pt (1) to describe how cu ltu ra l 

values and beliefs affect organizational members in  ways o f 

understanding and interpreting cross-culturally transferred
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organizational practices, and (2) to search for ways o f tun ing  cu ltu ra l 

values and beliefs, or/and im ported organizational practices, so th a t 

organizational effectiveness (however defined by organizational members) 

can be enhanced.

In  th is  context, the concept -- strategy-- is used somewhat d iffe ren tly 

from  w hat is  m eant in  the functiona list approach. The fu n c tio n a lis t 

approach tends to develop strategies for increasing organizational 

competitiveness. Thus, strategies are w ell defined as step-by-step 

form ulations and often evaluated via "hard" measures fo r economic 

performance. In  contrast, the strategy in  th is research context is  lim ited  

to identifying ways of in tegrating the host culture and im ported 

organizational practices. Such a strategy helps develop c u ltu ra l 

integration so th a t deeper problems -- problems a t the c u ltu ra l level — 

which lead to  organizational problems like  structure, perform ance, and 

reward systems can be identified.

Thus, the approach of the study may be viewed as understanding how 

cross-cu ltura lly transferred organizational practices are integrated in to  

an organizational situation in  the host culture. The in terpretive 

approach to the studies o f organization is taken as a m ajor theoretical 

framework in  th is  study. However, the design of the actual research also 

borrows a flavor from  the functiona list approach in  two ways. One is 

tha t some constructs such as the pattern variables w hich are developed 

from  the functiona lis t approach in  sociological studies are used to 

compare cross-cultural differences (Schein, 1992; Ogbor, 1990). The other 

one is tha t, although the strategy may have different m eanings, th is  

research attem pts to explore strategies for integrating the host cu lture  

and im ported organizational practices.
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Such a marriage between the interpretive approach and the 

functiona lis t one should not be been seen as a weakness of the research. 

On the contrary, it  should been taken as a strength. The fact tha t the 

interpretive approach is d ifferent from  the functiona list approach does 

not prevent borrowing from  each other to form  a more encompassing 

approach. In  fact, as argued by phenomenologists themselves, the 

phenomenological approach does no t re s tric t researchers to a lim ited set 

o f tools. As Psathas (1973) points out, there is  no ready-made form ula or 

recipe to do phenomenological research. Kuhn (1970) posits tha t the 

adoption o f a new paradigm fo r research requires the researcher to have a 

m ajor reform ation o f h is th inking .

Several m ajor lim ita tions o f th is  study can be identified . F irst, in  th is  

study, 'W estern culture" and "Eastern culture" are used as convenient 

contrasts to  describe cu ltu ra l differences. In  th is  respect, I am aware th a t 

there are sign ificant differences w ith in  cultures in  the 'W estern culture" 

and "Eastern culture," and organizational practices are manifested 

d iffe rently in  d ifferent cultures. For example, Hofstede has examined 

th a t democracy has different m anifestations in  d ifferent societies. 

However, m y reason to use such term s — 'W estern cu lture" and "Eastern 

cu lture" — is th a t Western cu lture  is  rooted in  the European th inking  of 

the nineteenth century (Ogbor, 1990), and sim ilarly Eastern culture is 

rooted in  Confucianism , Buddhism , and Taoism w hich have influenced 

Easterners fo r thousands of years.

For s im ila r reasons, another m ajor lim ita tio n  is th a t although the 

study deals w ith  problems at a cu ltu ra l level in  China, th is  particu la r 

study does not handle a ll o f the cultures in  China. I am aware tha t there 

are many ethnic groups in  the Chinese culture, and they have distinctive
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cultures o f th e ir own. However, two significant facts should be noted. 

One is th a t the Han represent more than 90 percent o f the population, 

and alm ost a ll o f the m ajor industries are controlled by Hans. The other 

one is th a t the Han culture is  a dom inant culture, and other m inorities 

are heavily influenced by Han culture. This study attem pts to 

characterize the dom inant th ink ing  which is shared by m ost native 

people as the national culture, as is  done in  Hofstede's (1984) famous 

IBM study.

Another m ajor lim ita tion  is th a t although th is p a rticu la r study deals 

w ith  both national culture and organizational cu lture , it  does not focus 

on the differences between the two. In  doing so, the boundary between 

organizational culture and national culture is b lurred. This study is 

more interested in  how cu ltu ra l values and beliefs are m anifested 

organizational culture. In  other words, although organizational culture 

is dealt w ith , the focus is on the m anifestations of na tiona l cu lture  in  

the organizational setting.

Another m ajor lim ita tion  is th a t although th is study is  about issues 

at the nationa l level, the actual study in  the Chinese cu ltu re  was m ostly 

done in  a single organization. I am also aware of the issue pertain ing to 

the representation o f the Chinese culture. Obviously generalizations 

based on a single case m ust be understood as such. Several case studies 

or com parative studies are more conducive to theory verifica tion  and 

development (Glasser & Strauss, 1967). However, my explanation is tha t 

a single case has the m erit o f obtaining deeper knowledge about a 

phenomenon, due to the possib ility o f concentrated energy and effort. 

Further, it  is  argued th a t "since accurate evidence is  not so crucia l for 

generating theory. . . A single case can indicate a general conceptual
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category of property" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 30). Furtherm ore, since 

the state enterprises have been structured and organized in  a more or 

less un ifo rm  fashion, a study in  a single organization can have some 

generability to other organizations. F inally, in  the study I have used 

some other organizations including the government to iden tify  the m ajor 

common problems th a t are pervasive in  the state in d u stria l 

organizations in  China. This helps me focus on the problems a t a 

na tiona l level.

Organization and Summary of the Dissertation

As shown in  Figure 2, the dissertation is  structured in to  nine 

Chapters.

Chapter Two is a lite ra tu re  review on the theoretical frame of 

reference upon which th is study is based. Three m ajor relevant areas o f 

lite ra tu re  -- in s titu tio n a l perspective, cu ltu ra l perspective, and cross- 

cu ltu ra l perspective — are discussed.

Chapter Three discusses the research methodology which guides the 

process o f choosing the research methods. One section is  devoted to the 

research methodology and research methods themselves. Another m ajor 

section discusses research process and strategy.

Chapter Four presents the findings o f the Eastern conversation, 

w hich is  a m ajor part o f the study. In  a native perspective, cu ltu ra l 

mechanisms which stabilize and influence human behavior are discussed 

a t the level o f self, group, organization, and society.
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Chapter Five examines findings in  a cross-cultural, comparative 

perspective. It attem pts to locate an Eastern cu lture  in  the context o f 

w orld cu ltu re  so tha t the Eastern culture can be fu rth e r understood. In  

doing so, it  also sets up a context fo r understanding cu ltu ra l synergy in  

the cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices.

Chapter Six discusses cu ltu ra l in te ip lays between the host culture 

and the im ported W estern organizational practices. Specifically, 

problem s in  the context o f cross-cultural transfer o f organizational 

practices are presented.

Chapter Seven continues the theme of cu ltu ra l in te rp lay from  the 

preceding chapter. Cases of integration of the Chinese cu lture w ith  

W estern organizational practices are examined. Further, strategies for 

achieving cu ltu ra l transposition are explored.

Chapter E ight is  a discussion on the research a t a meta-level, which 

is about the conversation between the researcher and the research 

process. It focuses on the researcher's influence on the research process. 

The researcher's past experiences are taken as pa rt o f the research data; 

the researcher's values, beliefs, and assumptions w hich have some 

bearings on the research process are fu rthe r discussed; outcomes due to 

the researcher’s interaction w ith  inform ants are also presented; and 

fu rthe r, issues pertaining to cross-cultural com m unication are discussed 

and a model is developed.

Chapter Nine concludes the whole dissertation. A  model o f cu ltu ra l 

transposition in  cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices is 

presented. The m ajor cu ltu ra l orientations in  the Chinese culture and 

th e ir im pacts upon the pursu it o f the meanings and strategies in  the 

context o f cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices are
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summarized. Further, various im plications and suggestions are 

identified and discussed.
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW: CHOOSING A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Introduction

A fter a lite ra tu re  review, there does not seem to be an existing sound 

theoretical fram ework for the study of cu ltu ra l transposition in  the 

context o f transfe rring  organizational practices. The purpose o f th is  

chapter is  to  design a theoretical framework which is  needed fo r such a 

study.

Treating our understanding o f an organization ju s t as the six b lind  

men who trie d  to  understand w hat an elephant was, Morgan (1986) 

asserts th a t m u ltip le  perspectives w ill be more fru itfu l than a single one. 

Under such a ca ll, several m ajor schools of thoughts — institutional 

perspective, organizational culture perspective, and cross-cultural 

perspective — w hich are a ll relevant to the study o f cu ltu ra l 

transposition in  cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices w ill 

be reviewed. The in s titu tio n a l perspective is useful, since it  deals w ith  

the in s titu tio n a liza tio n  o f im ported organizational practices. Second, the 

cu ltu ra l perspective in  the studies of organizations is relevant, since 

such a study is  about the values and beliefs held by organizational 

members, specifically how th e ir values and beliefs influence the way they 

construct th e ir organizational rea lity. The Chinese cu lture  is unique, 

and a cu ltu ra l perspective on the study of cu ltu ra l transposition in  the

30

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



context o f transferring organizational practices is necessaiy. F inally, a 

cross-cu ltura l perspective in  the studies o f organizations is also 

m eaningful, since such a study d irectly deals w ith  issues pertaining to 

cross-cultura l transfer o f organizational practices.

Lastly, it  is im portant to note th a t I do not intend to cover a ll the 

lite ra tu res th a t are relevant to th is  study in  th is  chapter. As we move 

in to  other chapters, more lite ra tu re  w ill be discussed where appropriate.

Institutional Perspective and the Study 
of Cultural Transposition 

Institution. Institutionalization, and Institutional Perspective

A fte r a detailed analysis o f various institu tions, Jepperson (1991) 

defines in s titu tio n  as "a social order or pattern th a t has attained a 

certain state or property" (p. 145). He fu rther explains th a t order or 

pattern refers to "standardized interaction sequences" (p. 145.). In  other 

words, an in s titu tio n  is a system or pattern w hich embeds reproductive 

process.

Institu tiona liza tion  refers to the process o f a tta in ing  a social order or 

pattern (Jepperson, 1991). In  the ir attem pt to develop the theory o f 

institu tiona liza tion , Berger and Luckmann (1987, p .72) posit th a t 

institu tio n a liza tio n  occurs whenever a pattern of reciprocal relationships 

exist. In  part, institu tiona liza tion  is the process whereby social practices 

become patterns to be described as institu tions. It also involves the 

process whereby things such as social processes take ru le -like  status in  

social thought and action (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 341).

In s titu tio n a l perspective originates from the notion of 

institu tiona liza tion . In s titu tio na l perspective focuses more on
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in s titu tio n a l effects than any other effects. Jepperson (1991) points out 

th a t institu tio n a lism  is a theoretical strategy th a t features in s titu tio n a l 

theories and seeks to develop and apply them" (p. 153).

Two in s titu tio n a l perspectives -- the new institu tiona lism  (e.g., Meyer 

&  Rowan, 1977) and the old institu tiona lism  (e.g., Selznick, 1949, 1957) 

— can be identified  in  the literature. According to DiMaggio and Powell 

(1991, p. 12), both approaches have some common grounds and some 

differences. Both approaches focus on the relationship between 

organizations and environments from  a contingency point o f view, are 

skeptical about the "rational-actor models o f organization" w hich views 

organizations as rationalized entities, and stress the im pact o f cu ltu re  

on shaping organizational reality.

Two m ajor differences between the two approaches exist. F irs t, in  

term s o f the treatm ent of organizational structure, the old perspective 

focuses more on "how the inform al structures deviated from  and 

constrained aspects of form al structure and to demonstrate the 

subversion o f the organization's intended, ra tiona l m ission by parochial 

interests" (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 13). In  contrast, the new 

in s titu tio n a lism  deals w ith  irra tio n a lity  o f the form al structure  itse lf. 

N eo-institu tiona lists tend to focus on the organizational processes and 

the cu ltu ra l aspects which give rise to and im pact on form al structu re  

(Meyer &  Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).

Second, the two perspectives have different conceptualizations o f the 

environm ent. The old institu tiona lism  treats local environm ent as 

closely coupled w ith  organizations by various relationships such as 

personnel and other resources (Selznick, 1949; Gouldner, 1954). The new 

in s titu tio n a lism  instead pays more attention to how wide, subtle, and
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non-local environm ents im pact organizations (Scott & Meyer, 1991). 

Scott (1983) defines in s titu tio n a l environm ent as "includ ing the rules 

and be lie f systems tha t arise in  the broader societal context" (p. 14).

To fu rth e r understand what institu tiona lism  is about, Jepperson 

(1991) proposes to contrast it  w ith  other theories. He uses a typology 

w hich has two dimensions — the level dimension and the 

constructedness dimension. The form er dimension is divided in to  two 

groups o f images -- s tru ctu ra lis t and ind ividua list. The la tte r dim ension 

distinguishes between another two groups — phenomenologist and 

ind iv idua lis t. Thus, four groups o f theories are compared.

Under such a typology, institu tiona lism  is  labeled as 

phenomenological and s tru ctu ra lis t theories. Under the influence of 

phenomenology, in s titu tio n a l perspective emphasizes th a t social 

organizations or institu tions are h igh ly constructed, and one seeks to 

understand organizations by investigating "deep or core rules" 

(Jepperson, 1991, p. 154). In  th is perspective, Berger and Luckm ann 

(1987) also m aintain th a t institu tiona liza tion  is socially constructed. 

Such a position im plies th a t institu tiona liza tion  is  an intersubjective 

phenomenon. The theory o f institu tiona liza tion  may be applied to the 

discourse on organizations because organizations like  in s titu tio n s  are 

also socially constructed, and they are conditioned by in s titu tio n a l 

environm ent (Ogbor, 1990).

On the other hand, influenced by the structu ra lis t approach, 

in s titu tio n a l perspective seeks to understand organizations or 

in s titu tio n s  from  a broader perspective or m ultilevel analysis, according 

to Jepperson (1991). In other words, they focus the construction process 

more a t a macro level and m ultilevel ra ther than at a m icro level and
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single level analysis w hich is apparent in  the organizational cu lture 

theories (Jepperson, 1991).

Formal Organization and Informal Organization

E xp lic it in  the above discussion is  th a t organizational activities are 

divided in to  two categories -- form al and inform al (Tichy & Fombrun, 

1979). Consequently, in  the lite ra tu re , these activities are often referred 

to as form al organization and inform al organization respectively. Formal 

organizations are organizations w ith  form ally established purpose of 

achieving certain goals (Blau & Scott, 1962). Formal organizational 

structures emerge through two interrelated processes (Meyer, Scott, & 

Deal, 1981). One o f them is  the process whereby complex technologies 

and environm ents give rise to some specific organizational structures. 

The other one is the process whereby organizational structures in  tu rn  

define certa in ra tiona lities for certain types of roles and programs which 

are expected to make the form al organization flourish.

However, according to these authors, in  order to understand the

nature o f form al organization, in form al organizations have to  be

investigated because the o ffic ia l rules can never com pletely determine the

activities o f the organizational members. Morey and Luthans (1991) view

the form al system as the skeleton o f the organization and the inform al

system as flesh on the skeletal fram ework, the two o f w hich are m utually

dependent. They fu rther explain:

A lthough they can, and often m ust be separated analytica lly for 
study, it  m ust be remembered th a t th is  is an a rtific ia l separation 
fo r heuristic purposes only. Neither can actually function w ithout 
the other. Social organization (individual in teraction patterns) 
may follow  the form al organization or may deviate from  it  and be 
classed as inform al, bu t the structure remains a form al system in  
modem organizations. (Morey & Luthans, 1991, p. 599)
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The Institutionalization of Organizational Practices

The lite ra tu re  on the institu tiona liza tion  of organizational practices 

(Meyer &  Rowan, 1977; Zucker, 1977; Meyer, 1978; Rowan, 1982) is 

d irectly relevant to the study o f cross-culturally transferred 

organizational practices.

The in s titu tio n a l perspective posits th a t the organization's survival 

requires it  to  conform to in s titu tio n a l norms of acceptable behavior as 

w ell as to  achieve high levels o f production efficiency (Meyer & Rowan, 

1977; Astley &  Van de Ven, 1983). This suggests tha t when new forms or 

structures are introduced in to  the organization, those new 

organizational practices have to demonstrate the ir coherence w ith  

in s titu tio n a l rules and the ir capability to improve production efficiency, 

before they can be legitim ized.

Further, the survival o f an organization in  part depends on whether it  

can become legitim ated by societal institu tions or not (Meyer &  Rowan, 

1977). This is  to say tha t effectiveness alone is not enough fo r 

organizational success, because organizations tha t are tru ly  effective 

may p u t themselves out o f existence (Kimberly, 1979). Furtherm ore, once 

organizational practices are institu tiona lized, organizational members 

may persist in  a course of action — behavioral persistence (Staw, 1984) 

or persist in  in s titu tio n a l norms — cu ltu ra l persistence (Zucker, 1977). 

They do so because consistency is appropriate, especially if  the action is 

legitim ated w ith  reference to institu tiona lized rules and norm s.

Institutionalization and Organizational Change

In  the in s titu tio n a l perspective, organizational change is viewed as 

the re su lt o f institu tionalized norm s, values, and structures, which leads
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to a new relationship w ith  the in s titu tio n a l environm ent (Kim berly,

1979). In  th is  respect, Rowan (1982) m aintains th a t the in s titu tio n a l 

perspective on organizational change explains why some changes are 

im plem ented and sustained in  the organizational setting, and some 

others not. He fu rthe r suggests th a t any successful organizational 

change should have ideological consensus in  the environm ent.

Such a theory is supported by a study on the institu tio n a liza tio n  o f 

an organizational change program. Cole (1984) compares participation in  

decision-m aking in  Japan, Sweden, and the US. He concludes th a t the 

reason fo r such a change program to succeed in  Sweden is th a t there 

exists a national consensus on th is program. In  contrast, in  both Japan 

and the US, such a change program is ve iy lim ited, and the reason fo r 

th a t is  the lack o f such national consensual ideology. Thus, he points 

out th a t whether an organization can im plem ent certa in organizational 

practices or not is largely dependent on the support o f societal ideology.

In  term s o f institu tiona liza tion , the concept o f cu ltu ra l persistence 

(Zucker, 1977; Staw, 1984) deserves attention. Zucker (1977) posits tha t 

institu tiona lized  practice resists any attem pt to change. Further, the 

degree o f resistance is dependent upon the degree o f institu tiona liza tion . 

W hen an act is h ighly institu tionalized, the resistance to  change is  high.

The reason for cu ltu ra l persistence comes from  the cu ltu ra l values 

and beliefs held by organizational members. O rganizational members 

continue a course of action sim ply because they believe th a t th e ir 

actions are consistent w ith  organizational norms and rules. These rules, 

norm s, and values are the sources for resistance. Under the 

circum stances, to implement organizational changes, Staw (1984) 

suggests:
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. . .  in  order to  abandon a line o f behavior to w hich one has been 
com mitted, a person m ust often a lte r the beliefs and cognition 
about the w orld tha t led to the behavior in  the firs t place. Such 
beliefs and the values th a t underpin them are highly resistant to 
change, (p. 98)

The discussion in  th is  section has several theoretical im plications for 

the study o f cu ltu ra l transposition. F irst, for a successful cross-cu ltura l 

transfer o f organizational practices, it  is c ritica lly  im portant fo r the 

organization to  com m it to the institu tiona liza tion  process. O therwise, 

fa ilu re  w ill come. Second, fo r cross-culturally transferred practices to be 

legitim ated, they have to meet the crite ria  o f efficiency and conform ity to 

the in s titu tio n a l norm s. Third, new organizational practices have to f it  

in to  the norms o f the host society. The fate o f cross-cultura lly 

transferred organizational practices depends on how they are 

incorporated w ith  institu tiona lized elements of the host cu ltu re . Fourth, 

in  the study o f cu ltu ra l transposition o f cross-cultural transfer o f 

organizational practices, both the form al organization and the inform al 

organization are equally im portant. In  other words, in  order to be 

institu tiona lized , the im ported organizational practices have to  f it  in to  

the norm s of both form al organization and inform al organization. Last, 

cross-cu ltu ra lly transferred organizational practices w ill meet w ith  

resistance to change, due to the phenomenon of cu ltu ra l persistence or 

behavioral persistence. It fu rthe r im plies tha t studying the phenomenon 

o f cu ltu ra l persistence or behavioral persistence may not only fac ilita te  

our understanding o f the local culture bu t also enable researchers to 

develop a sound design in  such a change effort.
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The Organizational Culture Perspective and the Study 
of Cultural Transposition

The Concept of Culture

The concept o f cu lture is very complex. It  originates from  the fie ld  of 

anthropology w hich m ainly deals w ith  cultures. However, in  recent years 

cu ltu re  has been applied to groups or organizations w hich complicates 

the concept o f cu lture even more, due to the fact th a t groups or 

organizations cannot be unam biguously defined (Schein, 1992). Groups 

or organizations may mean a nation, a common sense organization such 

as a company, or a loosely connected en tity such as a professional 

association. Hofstede (1991) classifies layers o f cu ltu re  -- a national 

level, a regional level, a gender level, a generational level, a social class 

level, and an organizational level. Further, d ifferent groups or 

organizations do have different meanings o f cu lture  (Hofstede, 1991). For 

example, the meaning o f culture a t the level o f nation is very d ifferent 

from  the meaning o f culture at the level o f an organization.

C ulture has been defined in  various ways (Kroeber & Kluckhohn,

1952; Sackmann, 1992). For examples, culture has been defined as 

ideologies (Harrison, 1972), a coherent set o f beliefs (Baker, 1980), a set 

o f shared core values (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Peters and Waterman, 

1982), im portant understandings (Sathe, 1983), the collective w ill 

(K ilm ann, 1982), the collective programming o f the m ind (Hofstede,

1980), or "'unfinished process o f dialogue between d ifferent social groups" 

(Hamada, 1990, p. 8). It can be said th a t the stage o f theory development 

is fu ll o f confusion. As Sackmann (1992) indicates, "d ifferent authors 

tend to  use these concepts in  d ifferent ways, creating some conceptual 

confusion and am biguity" (p. 141).
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Schein (1992) attem pts to have a form al defin ition o f organizational 

cu lture . A fter a careful review o f the lite ra ture , he concludes, "commonly 

used words re lating to culture emphasize one of its  c ritica l aspects — the 

idea th a t certain things in  groups are shared or held in  common" (p. 8). 

Then, he lays out the follow ing m ajor categories o f these overt 

phenomena: 1. observed behavioral regularities when people in teract; 2. 

group norm s; 3. espoused values; 4. form al philosophy; 5. rules o f the 

game; 6. clim ate; 7. embedded sk ills ; 8. habits o f th ink ing , m ental 

models, a n d /o r lingu istic  paradigms; 9. shared meanings; and 10. "root 

m etaphors" or integrating symbols.

These concepts are defined from  either a functiona list perspective — 

taking cu ltu re  as something an organization has — or an in terpretive 

perspective -- taking culture as something an organization is  (Sm ircich, 

1983a; Sackmann, 1992). Since th is  study takes an interpretive 

approach, three areas o f lite ra ture  — Schein's organizational cu lture, 

Berger and Luckmann's phenomenological works, and Geertz's 

in terpretive anthropology — w hich are in fluen tia l in  the development of 

such a perspective are further examined.

Schein believes th a t a ll o f these concepts are parts o f organizational 

cu ltu re , "bu t none o f them are 'the cu ltu re ' o f an organization or group" 

(1992, p. 10). This is because, as he posits, the word cu ltu re  has two 

elements additional to these shared phenomena:

One o f these elements is th a t culture im plies some level o f 
structural stability in  the group. When we say th a t som ething is 
"cu ltu ra l,' we im ply tha t it  is no t only shared b u t deep and stable. 
By deep I mean less conscious and therefore less tangible and less 
visib le. The other element th a t lends stab ility  is  patterning or 
integration o f the elements in to  a larger paradigm or gestalt th a t 
ties together the various elements and tha t lies a t a deeper level. 
C ulture somehow im plies th a t ritua ls , clim ate, values, and 
behavior bind together in to  a coherent whole. This pattern ing or
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integration is the essence o f w hat we mean by "culture." (Schein, 
1992, p. 10)

Based on the above argument, he form ally defines organizational 

cu lture  as "a pattern of shared basic assumptions th a t the group learned 

as its  problems o f external adaptation and in te rna l integration, th a t has 

worked w ell enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to 

new members as the correct way to  perceive, th ink, and feel in  re lation to 

those problems" (Schein, 1992, p. 12).

He also indicates tha t there are three elements in  his defin ition o f 

cu ltu re  which are not previously covered. The firs t one is the problem of 

socialization. "How one learns and the socialization processes to which 

one is subjected may indeed reveal deeper assumptions. To get a t those 

deeper levels one m ust try  to understand the perceptions and feelings 

th a t arise in  c ritica l situations, and one m ust observe and interview  

regular members or old-tim ers to  get an accurate sense o f which deeper- 

level assumptions are shared" (Schein, 1992, p. 13). The second is the 

problem  o f behavior. In  his defin ition , overt behavior is not included. 

"Instead, the defin ition emphasizes th a t the c ritica l assumptions deal 

w ith  how we perceive, th in k  about, and feel about things. Overt behavior 

is  always determined both by the cu ltu ra l predisposition (the 

perceptions, thoughts, and feelings th a t are patterned) and by the 

situa tiona l contingencies th a t arise from  the immediate external 

environm ent" (Schein, 1992, p. 14). The th ird  is the question o f whether 

a large organization has one cu ltu re . Schein (1992) suggests tha t such a 

question should be handled em pirically. He fu rthe r argues tha t 

subcultures not only exist, bu t also are in  conflict w ith  each other.
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According to work by Berger and Luckmann (1987) in  phenomenology, 

hum an activ ity  m ust be understood as being m eaningful to actors in  a 

society, and therefore, it  m ust be interpreted. S im ilarly from  interpretive 

anthropology, cu ltu re  is also viewed w ith in  the context o f meaning 

structures (Geertz, 1973). Since the essence of the social world rests in  

those meanings th a t shape and sustain human action and 

in terpreta tion, social rea lity  is nothing bu t the m eaningful experiencing 

o f events. In  other words, humans construct th e ir own worlds, and thus 

they are "culture-m akers" (Berger & Luckmann, 1987). In  an 

organizational setting, these meanings may achieve in te rsub jectiv ity, and 

thus be "objectified" in  the artifacts o f culture — ideologies, value and 

be lie f systems, ru les and regulations, and so fo rth . In  such a perspective, 

cu ltu re  is defined as the to ta lity  o f man's products (Berger, 1967).

From interpretive anthropology, culture is viewed as meaning 

structures or webs o f meaning. Geertz (1973) refers to cu lture  as "a 

h isto rica lly  transm itted pattern o f meaning embodied in  symbols, a 

system o f inherited conceptions expressed in  symbolic form s by w hich 

men communicate, perpetuate and develop the ir own knowledge about - 

and attitudes towards life " (p. 89). In  other words, humans view th e ir 

w orld as meaning structures which guide the ir actions.

Further, considering the very concept o f organization, organizations 

are viewed as shared interpretive schemes (Sm ircich, 1983b), w hich are 

also socially constructed (e.g., Pfeffer, 1981; Pondy, 1983; Morgan, 1986). 

In  an organizational setting, the word sharing is very im portant. I f  

nothing is shared by organizational members, the organization w ill not 

exist.
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Thus, in  order to understand an organization, interpretation has to 

be applied. To in te rp re t an organization, researchers firs t investigate how 

experiences become m eaningful to organizational members, and how 

these interpretations become shared and related to th e ir actions 

(Sm ircich, 1983c). Morgan (1986, p. 131) fu rth e r clarifies th is  approach 

to organizational analysis by asking these m ajor questions: (1) "W hat are 

the shared interpretive schemes tha t make organization possible?" (2) 

'W here do they come from?" (3) "How are they created, communicated, 

and sustained?"

Schein (1992) also proposes a way of analyzing culture. He indicates 

th a t there are three levels o f culture -- artifacts, espoused values, and 

basic underlying assumptions — ranging from  the intangible to the 

tangible. Schein (1992) defines artifacts:

A t the surface we have the level o f a rtifacts, which include a ll the 
phenomena th a t one sees, hears, and feels when one encounters a 
new group w ith  an unfam iliar culture. A rtifa c t would include the 
visib le  products o f the group such as the architecture o f its  
physical environm ent, its  language, its  technology and products, 
its  a rtis tic  creations, and its  style as embodied in  clothing, 
manners, o f address, emotional displays, m yths and stories to ld  
about the organization, published lis ts  o f values, observable 
ritu a ls  and ceremonies, and so on. (p. 17)

Schein also indicates th a t th is  level of cu ltu re  is "easy to observe and 

very d iffic u lt to decipher" (1992, p. 17). He posits:

The observer can describe what she sees and feels bu t cannot 
reconstruct from  th a t alone what those things mean in  the given 
group, or whether they even reflect im portant underlying 
assum ptions. . . .  It  is especially dangerous to try  to in fe r the 
deeper assumptions from  artifacts alone because one's 
in terpretations w ill inevitably be projections of one's own feelings 
and reactions. (Schein, 1992, p. 18)

However, one can achieve th is level o f understanding by analyzing the 

next level o f culture — espoused values, norms, and rules — th a t are
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operating principles for behavior. A t th is level of cu ltu re , it  is im portan t 

to iden tify the shared values and beliefs. However, shared values and 

beliefs always originate from  somebody. "A ll group learning u ltim a te ly  

reflects some one's orig inal values, some one's sense o f what ought to be 

as d is tin c t from w hat is. When a group is firs t created or when it  faces a 

new task, issue, or problem, the firs t solution proposed to deal w ith  it  

reflects some individual's own assumptions about w hat is rig h t or wrong, 

w hat w ill work or not work" (Schein, 1992, p. 19). When such values and 

beliefs are accepted by a group, it  is said tha t "a process of cognitive 

transform ation" occurs (Schein, 1992, p. 19). Values at th is  level can 

predict much of the behavior a t the artifactual level.

Basic underlying assum ptions are located at the deepest level, where 

the unconscious, taken fo r granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and 

feelings reside. "Basic assum ptions . . .  have become so taken fo r granted 

th a t one finds little  varia tion w ith in  a cu ltu ra l u n it. In  fact, i f  a basic 

assum ption is strongly held in  a group, members w ill find  behavior based 

on any other premise inconceivable" (Schein, 1992, p. 22). Unconscious 

assumptions can be dangerous, because we often use them to make 

judgm ents. A phenomenon can be interpreted in  different ways, due to 

the assumptions we make.

Organizational Culture Studies

According to Jepperson (1991, p. 154), organizational cu ltu re  research 

applies phenom enological/individualist approach in  organizational 

analysis. In  other words, the organization culture approach views 

organization as highly constructed entities, as reflected in  the ideas of 

Karl W eick (1969). On the other hand, organization cu lture  research
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focuses on a single level o f analysis, that is, how shared m eanings, 

values, and a ttitudes shape and sustain the actions o f organizational 

members. In  o ther words, the focus of research is on in tra - 

organizational studies (Ogbor, 1990) or in terna l relevance o f 

organizational behavior (Selznick, 1948).

Such studies focus on interrelationships among organizational 

members and how they collectively construct th e ir organizational rea lity. 

In other words, organizations can be viewed as how organizational 

members in te rp re t plans, rules and regulations, new organizational 

practices, and how  they enact the ir own organizational rea lity . The 

interrelatedness o f members in  an organization m ust be viewed as they 

define th e ir actions in  re la tion to the ir selves and how they create 

meanings out o f th e ir self-defined actions (Ogbor, 1990).

To study the phenomenon o f organizational change, the 

interrelatedness o f organizational members may be seen as an ideal 

vehicle fo r the in te rp re ta tion  o f changes. In  other words, organizational 

members tend to  perceive and interpret particu lar change processes w ith  

reference to th e ir relationships w ith other organizational members. To 

relate the notion o f interrelatedness to the study o f cu ltu ra l 

transposition, th is  im plies th a t it  is very im portant to investigate 

cu ltu ra l prem ises by w hich organizational members make meanings out 

of organizational change (Ogbor, 1990).

The discussion about culture and organizational cu ltu re  has 

im portant im plications fo r the study of cu ltu ra l transposition in  cross- 

cu ltu ra l transfe r o f organizational practices. F irst, it  helps define and 

cla rify the m eaning o f cu lture  and organizational cu ltu re , both o f w hich 

are the focus o f th is  study. Second, it  helps devise a way o f investigating
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organizational cu lture. F inally, it  suggests tha t effective change to a 

large extent depends on changes in  values and beliefs th a t guide actions 

(Schein, 1992). Effective change w ill not occur w ithou t a ltering the 

constructed realities, and the meanings attached to activities embodied 

in  the constructed realities (Goodman, 1984; Ranson, H inings, & 

Greenwood, 1980).

The Cross-Cultural Perspective and the Study  
of Cultural Transposition 

The Intellectual Debate

The cross-cultural perspective m ainly concerns differences in  patterns 

o f behavior across different cultures (Smircich, 1983c; Hofstede, 1980, 

1984, 1991; Redding, 1986, 1990). Although there seems to be no 

disagreement about th is  defin ition in  cross-cultural research, opinions 

pertaining to theory bu ild ing  d iffer significantly. Poortinga and Malpass 

(1986, p. 38) suggest two m ajor views -- the universalistic view and the 

non-universalistic view.

The universalistic view posits tha t a theory by de fin ition  is  universal 

(Faucheux, 1976, p. 274). Organizational theorists w ith  such a view 

(e.g., Hickson, H inings, M cM illan, & Schwitter, 1974; Kuc, Hickson, & 

M cM illan, 1980; M arch & M annari, 1980; Hsu, M arsh, & M annari, 1983) 

argue th a t organizations are alike, and theories o f organizations apply 

cross-culturally. A lthough culture needs to be considered in  theory 

development, it  is not necessary to develop culture-specific theories 

(Sechrest, 1977a, b; Brown & Sechrest, 1980). To include culture in  the 

theory building, Strodtbeck (1964) suggests treating cu ltu ra l factors as
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independent variables. A ll o f these position discourage the attem pt of 

developing culture-specific theories (Poortinga and Malpass, 1986).

A lthough these theoretical arguments are d iffic u lt to  dispute, the 

un iversa listic school has so fa r received little  em pirical support.

The non-universalistic view treats culture as a background factor 

w hich influences the psychology o f human beings. Poortinga and 

M alpass (1986, p. 40) m aintain:

C ross-cultural psychology can also be seen as a substantive area o f 
psychology, and "culture" as inextricably woven in to  the 
psychological m aking of a person. An im plication is th a t the 
concept o f culture does not only encompass sociological or 
anthropological d istinctions, b u t also has relevance as a 
psychological concept. In  th is  perspective a cu ltu re  is  taken a 
system w ith  complex interrelationships between variables, ra ther 
than as a collection of treatm ents each one o f w hich can be set 
apart to  serve as an "independent" variable in  a study, (p. 40)

It is  on th is  basis tha t some scholars (e.g., Hofstede, 1980, 1991; 

Adler, 1991; The Chinese Culture Connection, 1987; Lockett, 1988) argue 

th a t organizations are cu ltu ra lly  conceptualized, and organizational 

practices from  one culture may or may not w ork in  another culture. 

Further, it  is found tha t culture also plays an im portant role in  

determ ining behavior (Redding, 1990), and behavior reinforces cu ltu ra l 

values (Hofstede, 1984a, 1991). In  th is  respect, the culture-specific 

school suggests th a t d ifferent cultures should proceed to develop the ir 

own culture-specific theories by reconceptualizing the W estern 

m anagerial and organizational theories and practices (Hofstede, 1984a, 

1987; Lockett, 1988).

W hile the debate continues, a relevant question is  whether 

organizations become more convergent or divergent (Adler, 1986). I f  they 

become more sim ilar, then understanding cross-cultural differences are 

less im portant, and vice versa. To cla rify th is  issue, after a careful review
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o f cross-cu ltura l studies Child (1981) finds out th a t both the 

universa lists and the non-universalists are righ t. The difference is  th a t 

both sides have a different focus. The universalists focus on macro level 

issues such as the structure and technology of organizations themselves, 

w hile the non-universalists focus on m icro level issues such as values, 

beliefs, and behavior o f people. The conclusion is th a t w hile 

organizations worldwide are growing more sim ilar, cu ltu ra l behavior s till 

rem ain unique. In  other words, organizations worldwide may look the 

same from  outside, however, the cu ltu ra l dynamics are different.

Thus, the concept o f cu ltu ra l relativism  (Beny, 1972, 1981) is 

im portant. Due to cu ltu ra l differences, it  is "more appropriate no t to 

assume psychological universals across groups" (Berry, 1981, p. 397). In  

other words, our ideas, theories, or organizational practices are 

culturally-bounded, and one cannot use its  own pattern o f th ink ing , 

feeling and acting to  make a judgm ent on another one (Hofstede, 1991). 

For example, Bond and Hwang (1986) point out a typ ica l case. From  a 

W estern ethnocentric perspective, Solomon (1971) characterizes Chinese 

as weak-w illed in  the ir conform ity and deference to leadership. Such a 

conclusion presumes th a t independence is the healthy, norm al state o f 

hum an beings (Hogan, 1975), w hich no longer holds in  the Chinese 

society. As Wong (1982, p. 11) argues, "what is involved in  Chinese 

conform ity and acquiescence may only be a prudent and expedient 

m otive to avoid d isrupting the present relations. It has nothing to  do 

w ith  a lack of autonomy or self-assertion. Such a belief is  reinforced by 

the identified different patterns o f behavior in  areas such as m otivation, 

com m unication, and leadership (Lindsay & Dempsey, 1983, 1985). In  

order to  avoid an ethnocentric perspective, one alternative is to develop
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indigenous theories. Indigenous theories hold (1) th a t the theories are 

conceptualized in  a native cu ltu ra l perspective, and in  the meantime (2) 

th a t the theories are to reflect th e ir own cu ltu ra l rea lity  (Bond & Hwang, 

1986, p. 217). This approach w ill help understand how cu ltu ra l values 

and beliefs sustain human behavior.

However, in  order to fac ilita te  cross-cultural learning, another 

approach — cross-cultural comparison — has attracted significant 

attention in  the past decade. Such an approach is to seek opportunities 

to generate learning across cu ltu ra l boundaries. Although each culture 

tends to  have th e ir own salient dimensions, cross-cultural comparisons 

can be done by identifying a dim ension at a higher level o f abstraction 

(Triandis, 1972, p. 38). C u ltu ra l relativism  "does not mean th a t countries 

cannot learn from  each other," Hofstede (1984, p. 254) argues, "On the 

contrary, looking across the border is  one o f the most effective ways of 

getting new ideas in  the area o f management, organization, or politics. 

However, applying these in  one's own setting calls fo r prudence and 

judgm ent." Such an approach was exactly taken by the well-known IBM 

studies (Hofstede, 1980, 1990). W ith several dimensions th a t are 

common to  d ifferent cultures, it  can help people from  other cultures to 

understand and learn from a specific culture.

To sum  up, several im portant points can be made. F irs t, culture itse lf 

is a re lative concept. One should not judge one culture based on an 

ethnocentric perspective. However, one can leam  a great deal by looking 

across borders. Second, the East and the West are very cu ltu ra lly  

different. One should pay adequate attention to the cu ltu ra l 

im plications, when organizational theories or practices are cross- 

cu ltu ra lly  transferred.
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C ross-C ultural S tudies and T he ir L im ita tio n s

Contemporary cross-cultural studies are faced w ith  several significant 

lim ita tions. F irst, there is a tendency to over-generalize management and 

organizational theories (Hofstede, 1980, 1984, 1991). In  some o f the 

cross-cultural studies, culture is treated as a triv ia l factor w hich has 

received little  a ttention from  researchers. The resu lt is  theoretical and 

em pirical inconsistencies, divergent recommendations, and even 

contradictory over-generalizations (Hesseling, 1973; Bhagat & McQuaid, 

1982). In  such studies, there is a possib ility th a t researchers impose a 

d ifferent cu lture onto the organization, and even devise and define 

realities fo r the organization. Consequently, the meanings attached to 

actions by organizational members, and the organizational members' 

realities are ignored.

The second lim ita tio n  is the strong bias in  favor o f management 

concerns ra ther than studying an organization h o lis tica lly  (Ogbor, 1990). 

Consequently, rea lities o f the common organizational members — 

employees — are never uncovered, and such studies are incomplete 

(Hesseling, 1973). Further, the dynamics of how the common 

organizational members' realities affect the actions o f the management 

rem ain unknown.

The th ird  lim ita tion , related to the second, is  a m ethodological one. 

Most research studies are done by using questionnaires and interviews 

w ith  managers or documents w ritten  by managers. Consequently, the 

organizational re a lity  cannot be differentiated from  the management 

rea lity. Such an approach to research, which promotes an e litis t view, is 

challenged by an alternative p lu ra lis tic  view th a t takes organization as 

composed o f actors and coalition of actors each w ith  th e ir own values,
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goals, divergent interests, and perceptions (Pettigrew, 1973; Crozier & 

Fredbeiy, 1977),

Another m ethodological lim ita tion  o f the cross-cultural perspective is 

ahistoricism . Researchers tend to disregard the h isto rica l development o f 

organizations or they assume h istorica l factors have little  or no effect on 

the organization being investigated (Ogbor, 1990). According to  Ogbor, 

the irony is  th a t cross-cultural researchers define culture from  a 

h isto rica l view — cu ltu re  as acquired knowledge and experience, and yet 

they tend to ignore the h istorical processes and premises th a t lead to 

acquired knowledge and experience.

Another inconsistency regarding whether industria liza tion  leads to a 

pa rticu la r society's redefinition o f organizing or not can be found in  the 

lite ra tu re  (Ogbor, 1990). Harbison and Meyer (1959) assert th a t 

m anagerial beliefs are correlated w ith  phases of in d u stria l development 

in  a country as it  moves from  "autocracy to democracy." On the other 

hand, Cummings and Schmidt (1972) in  th e ir study on m anagerial 

a ttitudes o f Greeks suggest th a t culture may provide a broad fram ework 

w ith in  w hich beliefs are developed and reinforced, while degree o f 

industria liza tion  w ith in  a cu lture  may influence the behavioral 

m anifestation o f these beliefs. In  other words, such a form ulation 

suggests th a t industria liza tion  does not necessarily lead to cu ltu ra l 

d iscontinu ity, ra the r it  influences how certain cu ltu ra l beliefs are made 

m anifest.

Such a form ulation makes sense because forms, processes, and 

meanings attached to  a particu lar ideology may vary greatly from  society 

to society, and the mechanisms by which such ideologies are made 

m anifest in  the organizational lives o f these societies may have d iffe rent
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patterns. For example, in  the USA, the emphasis on management by 

objective (MBO), management by participation, and strong avoidance of 

union involvem ent reflects a democracy rooted in  strong ind ividualism  

(Hofstede, 1984a). In  France, democracy is m anifest w ith in  the 

organizations in  the form  o f individualism , paternalism , and legalism , 

whereby the model o f organization is  a hierarchical structure  (Gallie, 

1978). In  Sweden, democracy is  made m anifest in  the form  o f union 

involvem ent and co-deteim ination.

In  fact, as a country industrializes, a cu ltu ra l synthesis w hich 

integrates some strong trad itiona l cu ltu ra l elements and modem 

organizational practices can be achieved. On a theoretical level, two 

approaches to achieving cu ltu ra l synthesis are called fo r in  the 

lite ra tu re . One of them is th a t when im ported organizational practices 

are not in  harm ony w ith  trad itiona l cu ltu ra l values, the form er needs to 

be m odified or even reconceptualized to realign development to  cu ltu ra l 

values (Hofstede, 1988; T ripath i, 1988). For example, in  Japan, modem 

organizational practices are borrowed and altered to f it  in to  the cu ltu ra l 

background. Consequently, the organization is  viewed as a co llectiv ity to 

w hich employees belong rather than ju s t a w ork place ind ividua ls come 

to fo r money (Morgan, 1986). Negandhi, Mengen, and Eshghi (1987) also 

suggest th a t Japanese lifetim e employment can be traced back to 

Japanese paternalism .

The other approach is for when cu ltu ra l values are not in  alignm ent 

w ith  im ported organizational practices involves re interpreting and 

reorganizing those cu ltu ra l values which do not f it  the need fo r 

development and reinforcing those cu ltu ra l values th a t fit. For example, 

Sinha (1988) suggests tha t in  the Indian context some o f the values such
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as dependency, loyalty to groups, and sensitivity to relationships rather 

than w ork goals be reinterpreted to make them conducive to development 

ra ther than condemning them. Triandis (1988) argues th a t both 

in d iv id u a lis tic  cultures and collectivistic cultures need to be m odified, 

because both o f them provide one-sided influence on organizational 

effectiveness. W hile ind ividua listic cultures need to be more sensitive to 

personal relationships, members of collectivistic cultures require greater 

se n s itiv ity  to  tasks.

Culture and Organizational Theories and Practices

Previous discussions focus on how organizational practices and 

organizational change may be conceptualized from  diverse perspectives. 

In  th is  section, I shall have a theoretical exam ination o f the cu ltu ra l 

assum ptions upon which W estern organizational theories and practices 

are based.

Some Maior Cultural Assumptions

Every cu lture has assumptions about the rea lity  th a t the members 

share. Schein (1992) indicates th a t human behavior is guided by the 

cu ltu ra l assumptions. There exist different c rite ria  fo r acceptable 

behavior in  d ifferent cultures. As w ill be described la ter, these crite ria  

sometimes can be opposites in  the Eastern and W estern cu ltu ra l 

context.

To understand how the Western culture is related to organizational 

theories and practices, cu ltu ra l assumptions in  the West are explored in  

th is  section. S ix major cu ltu ra l assumptions are established to explicate 

the characteristics of the Western culture. One of them is  reality and 

truth orientation which concerns what is real and w hat is not

52

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



(Hofstede, 1991; Schein, 1992). The other five o f them come from  

K luckhohn and Strodtbeck's (1961) classic comparative study o f cultures 

in  the Southwest, USA. These five assumptions around w hich cu ltu ra l 

patterns are formed are: (1) human nature orientation w hich concerns 

the meaning of hum anity; (2) man-nature orientation which is  about 

the re lationship between man and environment; (3) tim e orientation  

w hich concerns people's temporal focus toward the past, present, and 

fu tu re ; (4) activity orientation which concerns the cu ltu ra l judgm ent on 

the th ings fo r human beings to do in  re lation to rea lity; and (5) 

relational orientation which concerns the relationships among people.

Cultural Assumptions and Their 
Organizational Manifestation

The previous discussion on cu ltu ra l assumptions provides a vehicle to 

examine a t a theoretical level how Western organizational theories and 

practices are manifested and to fu rthe r our understanding on the 

cu ltu ra l values and beliefs on which these theories and practices are 

conceptualized.

Reality and Truth and Its Management and Organizational 
M anifestation

Every culture has a set o f assumptions about w hat is real and how 

one determ ines or discovers what is real (Schein, 1992). It is argued tha t 

the W est is pa rticu la rly concerned w ith  T ru th  (Hofstede, 1991). In  the 

W estern logic, there exists an axiom tha t a statem ent excludes its  

opposite: I f  A  is true, B — the opposite of A — m ust be false (Hofstede,

1991). In  contrast, the Eastern logic does not have such an axiom. I f  A is
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true, B — the opposite of A — may be also true. A and B together may 

form  a wisdom th a t is superior to either A or B (Hofstede, 1991).

D uring the great revolutions -- the Scientific Revolution and the 

Industria l Revolution — the W estern concern for T ru th  was an asset 

(Hofstede, 1991). I t  led people to search fo r laws of nature, w hich in  tu rn  

led to numerous discoveries and scientific inventions. Graham (1971) 

refers to the scien tific method as "discovery o f how to discover." The 

Western th in k in g  is  characterized as analytical. It reduces the whole in to 

parts to  understand the whole. In  contrast, the Eastern th ink ing  is 

synthetic — from  the whole to the parts.

Schein (1992) argues th a t there exist d ifferent levels o f rea lity, and 

the external physical rea lity  and social rea lity  are relevant in  th is  

context. D ifferent cultures have different assum ptions about w hat 

constitutes external physical rea lity. "In many cultures w hat we would 

regard as the s p irit world, which is not real to  us, would be regarded as 

real" (Schein, 1992, p. 98). In  the Western trad ition , the external 

physical rea lity  is  determined em pirically by objective or scientific tests. 

Such assum ptions are manifested in  the organizational practices. People 

tend to tiy  or experim ent to find  ou t the results. If two managers argue 

over which product to produce, they can define and do a test m arket 

(Schein, 1992).

Social re a lity  refers to the shared constructed rea lity, w hich is  not 

externally, em pirically testable (Schein, 1992). The most obvious 

domains o f social rea lity concern the nature of relationships, the 

d is tribu tion  o f power and process, the meaning of life , ideology, relig ion, 

and cu lture  itse lf. In  these domains, it  is  up to the culture to define 

what is real. In  the Western context, such an assum ption seems to be
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manifested in  the form  of consensus practice in  organizational settings. 

We tend to use voting to reach consensus in  the decision m aking 

process. Management by participation is such a practice.

Human Nature and Its Management and Organizational 
Manifestation

Every cu ltu re  has shared assumptions about w hat is  "hum an" and 

what is "inhum an" (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961). U sually hum an 

nature is considered either good, evil, or neutral. Further, there exists a 

question whether human nature is perfectible or not. In  th is  respect, the 

Am erican cu ltu re  takes hum ans as bom evil or a m ixture o f Good-and- 

Evil b u t perfectible (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961). In  contrast, under 

the influence o f Confucianism , the East believes th a t hum ans are bom  

good. However, how one directs a baby in to  adulthood is  very im portant. 

Humans can be perfected, if  taught properly.

Based on these assum ptions, some other form ulations about hum an 

nature are evolved in  the West. Schein (1992) indicates th a t hum ans 

have been taken as "rational-econom ic actors" (p. 125). In  the scien tific 

management period, theories o f m otivation in  the West were dominated 

by the assum ption th a t hum ans are only after economic interests. 

W orkers were measured by th e ir capacity, and challenged by the 

managers to increase productivity in  order to get higher pay. 

Consequently, humans were treated as something w ith  no sign ificant 

difference from  machines, as fa r as profits were concerned.

Later, hum ans were taken as social anim als — hum ans have needs o f 

belonging and association -- and such needs may override the economic 

interests. Such an assum ption was originated in  the well-known 

Hawthorn studies conducted in  the Western E lectric in  the 30’s
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(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). Researchers in  one o f the studies were 

to fin d  how the ligh ting  affected productivity, and they changed the 

lig h tin g  in tensity from  tim e to tim e. However, strangely the researchers 

found th a t no m atter how they changed the lighting, p roductiv ity kept 

increasing. Later, a theoretical form ulation about hum an needs to relate 

to others was developed.

S till la te r, humans were taken as social anim als who are self- 

actualizers who have prim ary needs to  be challenged, and they need 

in teresting w ork fo r self-confirm ation (Argyris, 1964). Such an 

assum ption was developed in  la te r studies o f assembly lines. A t th is  

stage m otivational theorists realized th a t human needs were m ultip le , 

and they began to categorize human needs. M aslow 's (1943; 1954) need 

hierarchy theory is w orth m entioning here. In  Maslow's scheme, 

deficiency needs are hierarchical, and there are five kinds o f needs from  

the bottom  up — physiological needs, safety, belongingness, esteem, and 

se lf-actua liza tion .

In  the same period, McGregor (1960) developed h is famous Theory X  

and Theory Y by categorizing assumptions about hum ans. He observed 

th a t when managers held different assumptions about humans, the 

outcome would be different. Theory X  managers assumed th a t humans 

are lazy and they m ust be forced to work by controlling. In  contrast, 

Theory Y managers held tha t humans are self-m otivated and they need to 

be challenged. In  Theory X  the ind ividua l's goal cannot be aligned w ith  

the organizational goal, whereas in  Theory Y the two goals can be 

congruent.

More recent w ork in  th is  area seems to have a contingent or adaptive 

dim ension. Human nature is viewed as complex and malleable and one
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cannot universalize statements about human nature (Schein, 1992). 

Instead, we m ust accommodate human variab ility . Schein (1992) 

explains the meaning o f human variab ility:

Such va ria b ility  w ill reflect (1) changes in  the life  cycle in  th a t 
m otives may change and grow as humans m ature and (2) changes 
in  social conditions in  th a t humans are capable o f learning new 
m otives as may be required by new situations. Such va ria b ility  
makes it  essential fo r organizations to develop some consensus on 
w hat th e ir own assumptions are because management strategies 
re flect those assumptions. Both the incentive and contro l systems 
in  m ost organizations are b u ilt on assumptions about hum an 
nature, and if  those assumptions are not shared by the managers 
o f the organization, inconsistent practices and confusion w ill 
resu lt, (p. 126)

Assum ptions about Humanity’s Relationship to Nature and Their 
Management and Organizational Manifestations

In  every cu lture  there is also a core assumption about how m an- 

nature relationships are defined. In  th is respect, K luckhohn and 

Strodtbeck (1961) make the follow ing categories: (1) subjugation-to- 

nature, (2) harmony-with-nature, and (3) mastery-over-nature. 

Subjugation-to-nature refers to a situation whereby people sim ply 

subject themselves to nature by accepting the inevitable, and it  is 

predom inant among Southeast Asian countries (Schein, 1992). 

Harmony-with-nature im plies th a t there is no real separation o f man, 

nature, and the supernatural, and such belief is prom inent in  oriental 

societies (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961) such as China where Taoists 

prevail. Mastery-over-nature im plies tha t the environm ent can be 

controlled, and human beings can control th e ir fu ture (Kluckhohn & 

Strodtbeck, 1961; Nevis, 1983). Such a perspective is dom inant in  the 

West, especially in  the USA (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961).
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The W estern emphasis on the control o f the environm ent are 

m anifested both at the ind ividua l behavior and organizational behavior 

levels. A t the individual level, Westerns tend to have a strong sense of 

contro l fo r one's future. As Gadalla and Cooper (1978) m aintain "man 

may regard him self as a contro ller o f his contexts w hich im plies an 

instrum enta l use of environm ental resources in  order to enhance his 

personal satisfaction" (p. 350). When one has am bition and is 

com m itted, one can one day realize her dream.

A t the  organizational level, a theme coming out o f the "mastery-over- 

nature" assum ption is tha t the environm ent has use value, and thus can 

be exploited fo r the concern of in d u stria l and social development. In  the 

w ritings o f Western management scholars, the emphasis is on regulation 

and contro l (Gadalla & Cooper, 1978; Hofstede, 1984b). For example, 

organizations are encouraged to be proactive in  term s o f strategic 

p lanning.

According to Gadalla and Cooper (1978), regulative management 

attem pts to externalize problems and to reduce com plexity. For example, 

the goal-setting theory posits th a t one should set up specific goals, and 

use specialized, standardized means to reach the goals.

For a po int o f departure, influenced by the Neo-Confucianism which 

is  an in tegration of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism , the Chinese 

seek harm ony w ith  almost everything — humans, society, and nature. 

Taoism  and Buddhism share a concern about the harm onious man- 

nature relationship. Such a relationship means th a t there is no 

separation o f man, nature, and the supernatural. Under th is  approach to 

m an-nature relationship, according to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961,
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p. 13), "one is sim ply an extension of the other, and a concept of 

wholeness derives from  th e ir un ity."

Hiimnnitv's Relationship to Time and Their Management and 
Organizational M anifestations

W ith regard to tim e, a ll societies have the three-point range o f past, 

present, and fu ture . Where they d iffe r is in  the preferential ordering of 

them. Americans place an emphasis on the near fu tu re  (K luckhohn & 

Strodtbeck, 1961), and theories and practices are form ulated to  the 

assessment of the fu ture  as in  methods o f "forecasting." The concept o f 

tim e also affects the types o f planning in  use (Hofstede, 1984a) and the 

degree o f emphasis on efficiency, punctuality, and planning (Schein,

1992). In  contrast. China has been known to emphasize the Past. 

K luckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) w rite:

H istorical China was a society which gave firs t-o rder value 
preference to  the Past tim e orientation. Ancestor worship and a 
strong fam ily tra d itio n  were both expressions o f th is  preference. So 
also was the Chinese a ttitude tha t nothing new ever happened in  
the Present or would happen in  the Future; it  had a ll happened 
before in  the fa r d istan t Past. (p. 14)

Edward H all (1983, p. 46) has identified another dim ension o f tim e. 

He believes th a t there exist two types of tim e — polychronic tim e (P-time) 

and m onochronic tim e (M-time). P-time means doing many th ings at 

once, and M -tim e means doing one th ing  at a tim e. The W estern w orld is 

operated on a M -tim e, and it  is manifested on the divided appointm ents 

and compartments w ith in  w hich only one th ing  can be done a t a tim e. 

According to Schein (1992):

I f  more than one th ing  m ust be done w ith in , say, an hour, we 
divide the hour in to  as many un its as we need and then do "one 
th ing  at a tim e." When we get disorganized or have a feeling o f 
being overloaded, we are advised to "do one th ing  a t a tim e." Time 
is viewed as a valuable commodity th a t can be spent, wasted,
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k illed , or made good use of; bu t once a u n it o f tim e is  over, it  is 
gone forever, (p. 107}

Under the mode o f M -tim e, short-run efficiency and punctua lity are

valued. Thus, it  is not only th a t we control time, b u t th a t tim e also

controls our lives. As H all (1983) describes:

. . . people in  the W estern world find little  in  life  exempt from the 
iron  hand o f M -tim e. Time is  so thoroughly woven in to  the fabric 
o f existence th a t we are hardly aware of the degree to  which it  
determ ines and coordinates everything we do, inc lud ing  the 
m olding o f relations w ith  others in  many subtle ways, in  fact, 
social and business life , even one's sex life , is com monly schedule- 
dominated. (pp. 47-48)

For a po in t o f departure, the Chinese may have a characteristic way of 

handling th e ir da ily lives w ith  P-time. As Bond (1991) puts it:

The Chinese are fu lly  capable of structuring events w ith in  the ir P- 
tim e fram ework by relying on the dictates of h ierarchy and 
re lationship to d irect the unfolding o f the ir lives together. I f  a 
p a rticu la r in teraction is not completed, a longer tim e perspective 
and a cyclic view o f tim e w ill reduce any sense o f panic. Everything 
w ill happen in  its own tim e! (p. 50)

When people operating d ifferent types o f time in te ract, problems arise. 

As H all (1983) describes:

P articu larly distressing to Americans is the way in  w hich 
appointm ents are handled by polychronic people. Being on time 
sim ply doesn't mean the same thing as it  does in  the United 
States. M atters in  a polychronic culture seem in  a constant state 
o f flu x . Nothing is  solid or firm , particu la rly p lans fo r the future; 
even im portant plans may be changed rig h t up to  the m inute o f 
execution, (p. 47)

A ctivity Orientation and Its Management and 
Organization Manifestation

W ith regard to assum ption about activity and its  management and 

organizational m anifestation, Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck (1961) provide 

the follow ing three d ifferent types o f orientations: (1) being, (2) being-in- 

becoming, and (3) doing. Schein (1992) posits th a t the doing orientation
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is  closely correlated w ith  (1) the assumption tha t nature can be 

controlled and m anipulated, (2) a pragmatic orientation towards the 

nature of reality, and (3) a belief in  human perfectib ility . In  other words, 

under th is assum ption people act out to take charge and control th e ir 

environment.

In  contrast, the being orientation im plies fatalism , w hich is 

subservient to nature. One is  controlled by nature, and one m ust accept 

w hat comes and enjoy w hat one has. Under th is  assum ption, people as 

w ell as organizations always try  to adapt themselves to external 

environment.

The being-in-becoming orientation emphasizes harm ony w ith  nature 

and self-development. As Schein (1992) explains:

Through detachment, m ediation, and control o f those things th a t 
can be controlled (for instance, feelings and bodily functions), one 
achieves fu ll self-development and self-actualization. The focus is 
on what the person is rather than what the person can 
accomplish, on achieving a certain state o f development ra ther 
than doing and accomplishing, (p. 129)

According to Schein (1992), the doing orientation w hich is 

predom inant in  the USA focuses on the task, efficiency, and discovery. 

Such an assum ption is manifested by the phrases such as "getting things 

done," and let's do som ething about it."  Whenever there is a problem  or 

d ifficu lty , people tend to force themselves to diagnose, prescribe 

solutions, and fin a lly  solve the problem. It is a n ti-cu ltu ra l to le t it  fester.

Thus, the doing orientation is associated w ith  the Western 

achievement m otivation, w hich has roots in  the Protestant ethic (Weber, 

1930). The cu lture  w ith  a doing orientation emphasizes ind ividua l 

performance, and th a t is why the American management focus on 

performance appraisal (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961). Under such an
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orientation, people are judged and rewarded on the basis o f achievement,

and ind ividua listic aggressiveness and com petition are encouraged. Such

values and beliefs permeates every comer o f the American society

(Parsons & Shils, 1952; Kluckhohn, 1952). In other words, it  is also

believed th a t the doing orientation is closely related to  achievement and

individualism . These authors argue tha t the doing orientation leads to

the kind o f activ ity  which results in  accomplishments th a t are

measurable by clearly identified standards tha t are m eaningful

(Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961, p. 17). As Ogbor (1990) quotes

Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck (1961);

Those who achieve are rewarded m aterially and in  prestige terms. 
There are convenient cu ltu ra l rationalization fo r those who fa il to 
achieve, though a ll are urged to do so . . .  the success theme is a 
pecu lia rity o f the American C ulture, (p. 414)

The achievement orientation is deeply manifested in  the management 

and organizational theories th a t reflect the dom inant cu ltu ra l patterns.

It is on th is  basis th a t Hofstede (1984) argues tha t achievement 

m otivation is seen as outcome o f achievement society. Achievement 

societies produce humans who strive to achieve, and hum ans seek 

achievement fo r its  own sake and work because o f the sense o f challenge 

(McClelland, 1965). The Western theory o f management by participation 

is a way to achieve such a m otivation. It allows people to  participate in  

the decision-m aking process whose outcomes affect them . "By actively 

involving people in  im portant decision-m aking, participative 

management allows individuals to have the opportunity to experience a 

sense o f achievement in  the organization" (Anthony, 1978, p. 22). 

S im ilarly, the m otivation-hygiene theory (Herzberg, M ausner, & 

Snyderman, 1959) m aintains th a t m otivating factors are (1) achievement,

62

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



(2) recognition, (3) advancement, (4) the work itse lf, (5) responsib ility, 

and (6) possib ility fo r growth.

In  term s of orientation towards activity, the view of w ork is w orth 

m entioning. In  th is  context, orientation towards a ctiv ity  (work) may fa ll 

in to  two categories -  instrum ental and non-instrum ental — w hich in  

tu rn  "may affect a society's mode of organization, purpose o f w ork and 

meaning of organization" (Ogbor, 1990. p. 71).

Instrum entality-oriented th inking  is dom inant in  the W estern w orlds, 

and it  is  believed th a t such th inking  has roots in  Plato's instrum enta l 

hum anism  w hich advocates giving human control to h is w orld (Gadalla 

&  Cooper, 1978). Further, such th inking  leads to the m ateria listic and 

ra tion a lis tic  theories and practices o f organization in  the W est (Gadalla 

& Cooper, 1978; Berg, 1982). Weber (1930) argued tha t instrum entalism  

and rationalism  were to dehumanize human activ ity by subjecting it  to 

physical measurement and control. In  doing tha t, a ll other aspects o f 

hum an activ ity such as religious and m oral values are denied. In  term s 

o f ra tion a lity , decision-m aking in  an organization is goal-oriented. A  

logic o f effectiveness based on technical ra tiona lity  operates. Accordingly, 

"the decision-m aking process is represented as an exercise in  

engineering" (Astley &  Van de Ven, 1983), which is based on a logic o f 

cost and efficiency.

In  an organization, instrum entalism  is manifested in  the view  th a t 

the m an-organization relationship is  instrum ental. As Ogbor (1990) 

quotes Gadalla and Cooper (1978):

The image o f man reflected in  contemporary organization and 
management theory is defined largely in  term s o f an instrum enta l 
relationship w ith  context. W hat is emphasized is man as a 
satisfier o f h is needs and th is  leads to a management philosophy 
which sees control o f environment as dom inant, (p. 350-351)
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For a po in t o f departure, the Chinese seem to embrace the being 

orientation. Under such an orientation, nature is perceived as pow erful 

and humans are subservient to it  (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961).

"This orientation im plies a kind of fatalism : since one cannot influence 

nature, one m ust become accepting and enjoy w hat one has" (Schein, 

1992, p. 128). Redding (1980) points out tha t the overseas Chinese 

believe in  such fata lism , and perceive tha t tiy in g  to calculate the fu tu re  

is naive.

Human Relationship and Its Management and 
Organization Manifestation

Every cu ltu re  has specific assumptions or rules about hum an 

relationships w hich determine social interactions among people. In  other 

words, th is  set o f assumptions deals w ith  the nature of the hum an 

relationship w ith in  a group. Such assumptions can be related to  the 

issues o f power, influence, hierarchy, intim acy, love, and peer 

relationship (Schein, 1992).

When one looks a t the nature o f human relationships, she needs to  

pay a ttention to  how humans relate to each other and w hat the basic 

social u n its  are. In  th is  respect, some cultures are in d iv id u a lis tic  and 

some others are "collateral or group cooperative" (Schein, 1992). I t  has 

been indicated th a t self-orientation or individualism  in  the W est prevails 

more than any where else (Parsons &  Shils, 1952; Redding & M artyn- 

Johns, 1979). The emphasis on individualism  has direct effects on 

theories and practices o f organization developed in  the W estern societies. 

For example, Douglas McGregor's Theory X  and Theory Y were developed 

on the basis o f W estern individualism . Theory X  assumes th a t people are 

lazy and need to  be motivated and controlled; on the contrary, Theory Y
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assumes th a t people are self-motivated and need to be challenged not 

controlled. S im ilarly, Argyris (1964) suggests th a t employees are self

m otivated and need interesting work to provide self-confirm ation.

Maslow (1954) in  h is need theory argues th a t self-actualization is the 

u ltim a te  goal o f human life .

For a po in t o f departure, in  contrast to the W estern ind iv idua lis tic  

cu ltu re , it  is generally believed th a t China goes to the other extreme 

(e.g., Redding & M artyn-John, 1979; Bond &  Hwang, 1986). In  the 

Chinese perspective, human society is based on hum an relationship 

ra the r than the ind iv idua lis tic  self, as no ind ividua l object or human 

being can survive by itse lf. In  other words, the basic core o f society is the 

b ind ing  hum an relationship ra ther than the "free" ind iv idua l (Redding, 

1991, p. 44). In  addition, fu lfillm e n t comes from  the continuing 

harm onious relationship among the individuals, and the Chinese 

emphasize belonging more than anything else (Ketcham, 1987, p. 111).

In  term s o f how humans relate to each other, another characteristic 

o f the W estern culture is universalism  — the tendency towards equal 

d is trib u tio n  o f power and authority. Under universalism , people are 

related to each other in  a democratic, equal way. Under universalism , the 

W est emphasizes "objective c rite ria  of evaluation th a t are universally 

accepted" and "particu la ristic standards of diverse ingroups, in tu itive  

judgm ent and hum anistic values not susceptible to em pirical 

ve rifica tion" are displaced (Blau & Duncan, 1967, p.429). Yum (1988) 

also indicates th a t the West emphasizes short-term  and contractual 

reciprocity, non-distinction between ingroup and outgroup, and a 

separate relationship between personal life  and pub lic life .
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The value o f universalism  was also perceived to be responsible for 

performance measurement and allocation of manpower (Blau & Duncan, 

1967):

The growing emphasis on ra tiona lity  and efficiency inherent in  th is 
spread o f universalism  finds expression in  rapid technological 
progress and increasing divisions o f labor and d ifferentia tion 
generally, as standards o f efficiency are applied to the performance 
o f tasks and the allocations o f manpower for them . (p. 429)

The W estern universalism  also leads to equality among people. 

Hofstede (1980) indicates tha t the West has a sm aller power distance, in  

com parisons w ith  the East. In  other words, people are equal or near 

equal in  hum an relationships. Lipset (1961) posits th a t the Western 

values o f egalitarianism  and achievement m utually support each other.

Theories o f m otivation and leadership can be seen to have roots in  

un iversa listic cu ltu ra l orientation. For example, management by 

pa rtic ipa tion  is based on the ideology tha t people value equality and 

democracy. Superiors and subordinates should share authority. In  the 

W estern universalism  it  is believed tha t decisions should be made jo in tly  

by those who are affected and those who have powers to  affect. Status 

differences in  the organization is m inim ized, in  order to  establish a 

participative environment. W ith such values and beliefs, leaders are 

encouraged to delegate not only tasks and responsibilities b u t also power 

and contro ls as well, as reflected in  Schein's leadership principles (1992).

Summary

Three perspectives — in stitu tio n a l perspective, organizational culture 

perspective, and cross-cultural perspective — tha t are relevant to the 

present study were examined. To summarize, they are compared in  terms
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o f dispositions, interests and focus, inqu iry direction, and im plications 

(see Figure 3).

Perspectives
Institutional
perspective

Cultural
perspective

Cross-cultural
perspective

Dispositions

Organizations are 
established via 
repeated patterns of 
actions.

Organizations are 
shared, constructed 
realities among 
organizational 
members.

Organizations are 
manifestations of 
societal culture.

Interests and focus
Institutional rules 
and myths that 
legitimize 
organizations

The way that 
human beings 
infuse meanings 
into reality

The relationship 
between culture and 
organizational 
manifestations

Inquiry direction

The process of 
institutionalizing 
the new norms and 
rules into the 
existing ones

The meanings 
constructed by 
organizational 
members

Developing 
universal theories

Implications for the 
present study

Focus on the 
process as well as 
outcomes of the 
institutionalized 
practices, and the 
meaning of 
organizational 
change

Focus on the 
meanings 
constructed by 
organizational sub
cultures as well as 
the dynamic 
interactions 
between these 
subcultures

Focus on the 
similarities as well 
as differences 
between the Eastern 
culture and the 
Western culture, 
and the
synthesizing process 
between the 
cultural interplay

Figure 3. The comparisons between the major perspectives

F urther, six basic assumptions — rea lity and tru th  orientation, 

hum an nature orientation, m an-nature orientation, tim e orientation, 

activ ity  orientation, and re lational orientation — in  the W estern cu ltu re  

were u tilize d  to explain the characteristics o f the W estern cu lture . It can 

be said a t th is  point th a t the Western culture is d istinctive, as w ill be 

clearer as the discussion unfolds in  the later chapters.
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Furtherm ore, in  order to understand the connection between cu lture  

and behavior, especially organizational practices in  the W estern context, 

various m anifestations of these cu ltu ra l assum ptions in  the form s o f 

practices were identified and discussed. Along the same lines, some 

m ajor management and organizational theories in  re la tion  to these 

cu ltu ra l assumptions were examined.
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH PLAN 

Introduction

Having form ulated research questions, it  is tim e to present a research 

plan through w hich the proposed study can unfold. In  th is  section, 

research methodology, and research method and procedures are 

discussed.

When one tries to understand cu ltu re , s/he has to  operationalize 

cu ltu re  in to  some constructs. Then, the researchers have to find 

observable phenomena from  w hich those constructs and th e ir 

in terre lationships can be inferred. A t th is  stage, depending on research 

issues, one may choose to use quantitative techniques or qualitative 

techniques or a methodological m ix (Patton, 1990). In  the proposed 

study, the researcher attem pts to understand the phenomenon o f cross- 

cu ltu ra l transfer o f organizational practices, thus it  is  a qualitative 

study.

As shown in  the lite ra ture  review, previous studies, especially those 

cross-cultural ones, have not provided adequate theoretical and 

methodological frameworks upon w hich the study o f cu ltu ra l 

transposition in  the context o f organizational change can be 

conceptualized and em pirically investigated. Thus, the design o f th is  

study is done w ithout preconceived hypotheses. In  other words, such a 

study is in  nature exploratory and descriptive. It is designed to explore
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new insights about the phenomenon of cultura l transposition in  the 

context of organizational change, and to describe how cu ltu ra l 

orientation is related to behavior.

Research Methodology

A research methodology is simply a theoretical orientation which 

guides research, as a research needs a theoretical orientation o f some 

sort (Bogdan, 1982, p. 30). In addition, a methodology can be taken as a 

method of method. In other words, a research methodology determines 

research methods for the intended research.

Alternative research paradigms have been described in  the literature. 

For example, Patton (1990) divides research methodologies in to  two large 

categories -- quantitative research and qualitative. Guba (1990) describes 

four research methodologies — positivism, post-positivism, critica l 

inquiry, and constructivism — which shape social science research. This 

particu lar theoretical research orientation can be named as an 

interpretive paradigm, whose central th rust is drawn from several 

overlapping areas of philosophical foundations in research — natura listic 

inquiry (e.g., Guba, 1978), grounded theory approach (e.g., Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990), phenomenological research (e.g., Schutz, 1966), and 

constructivism  (e.g., von Glasersfeld, 1984, 1991).

Guba (1978) defines naturalistic inquiry as a "discovery-oriented" 

approach. Such an approach minimizes the researcher's m anipulation of 

the researched situation and does not place any constraints on the 

research outcomes (Patton, 1990, p. 41). Similarly, the grounded theory 

approach is also discovery-oriented. As Strauss and Corbin (1990) pu t it:

A grounded theory is one tha t is inductively derived from the study 
of the phenomenon it  represents. That is, it is discovered,
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developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data 
collection and analysis of data pertaining to tha t phenomenon. 
Therefore, data collection, analysis, and theory stand in  reciprocal 
relationship w ith each other. One does not begin w ith  a theory, 
then prove it. Rather, one begins w ith an area o f study and what is 
relevant to that area is allowed to emerge, (p. 23)

In  the study of cu ltura l transposition of cross-cultural transfer of 

organizational practices, such an approach implies tha t the researcher 

should go into the situation w ithout any presupposed scheme to discover 

the reality held by organizational members, or how cu ltu ra l orientation 

is interrelated to organizational member's behavior. The researcher does 

not only describe, but also develops a theory about a phenomenon.

Phenomenology believes tha t human beings are constantly creating 

and recreating the ir own worlds (Berger & Luckmann, 1987; Schutz, 

1966). Phenomenological studies focus on meanings tha t people share 

intersubjectively (Berger &  Luckmann, 1987; Van Peursen, 1970). For 

phenomenologists, human beings live in  a reality b u ilt out of the ir 

subjective interpretation (Van Peursen, 1970). Thus, such a perspective 

enables the researcher to understand how participants interpret imported 

organizational practices and how they perceive cu ltu ra l transposition in  

cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices. It  fu rther helps 

explain how organizational members’ provinces o f meaning interact and 

affect organizational change processes. For phenomenologists, 

organizational change occurs in  one of the following ways; (1) changing 

organizational members' constructed realities, and (2) changing the 

meanings attached to activities embedded in  the constructed realities 

(Ranson, Hinings, & Greenwood, 1980). This implies tha t in  the study of 

cu ltu ra l transposition of cross-cultural transfer of organizational 

practices it  is critica l to understand how organizational members
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construct the ir province of meanings and how meanings are attached to 

activities from a cross-cultural perspective.

Phenomenology and constructivism share a common stand on issues 

concerning ontology and epistemology, in  contrast to trad itiona l research 

methodologies. Constructivism (e.g., Georgian, 1982, 1985; Mead, 1968; 

von Glasersfeld, 1984, 1991; von Foerster, 1984, 1991; Steier, 1991) does 

not claim a universal tru th . It views claims made by researchers not as 

tru th , bu t as subjective interpretations (Steier, 1991). In the fields of 

social sciences, no m atter what research methods are used, human 

subjectivity w ill invariably enter the scene. Some of those methods such 

as questionnaires, interviews, and experiments are more or less 

provocative. Other methods such as content analysis o f documents, 

discussions, and speeches are not intrusive, bu t they cannot avoid 

subjective human interpretations either. In  other words, there is no such 

th ing as objectivity in  the world of social sciences.

In fact, there is a significant reason for scientists' not being able to be 

objective in  the research process. Systems theories suggest tha t systems 

can be classified in to  nine levels of complexity: (1) static framework; (2) 

dynamic systems w ith  predetermined motions; (3) closed-loop control or 

cybernetic systems; (4) homeostatic, self-controlling systems like  the 

biological cell; (5) the living plant; (6) the animal; (7) man; (8) human 

organizations and society; and (9) transcendental systems (Boulding, 

1956). It is clear tha t we as researchers can never understand our 

"objects" -- organizations and societies, due to the different levels of 

complexity tha t the researchers and the researched are located at. 

Whenever we try  to understand them, we have to sim plify them to a
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degree tha t is understandable to us. It is th is sim plification process that 

involves human subjectivity.

However, even though we human beings cannot fu lly  understand 

things such as organizations and societies, and cannot be objective in  

the research process, i t  does not mean that we should not try  to 

understand them. A t least, we should try  to achieve "intersubjectivity" in  

which learning lies. In  th is respect, objectivity is nothing but 

intersubjectivity. Hofstede (1984) explains th is succinctly and 

convincingly:

Social scientists approach the social reality as the b lind men from 
the Indian fable approached the elephant; the one who gets hold of 
a leg th inks it  is a tree, the one who gets the ta il th inks it  is rope, 
bu t none of them understands what the whole anim al is like. We 
w ill never be more than blind men in  front of the social elephant; 
bu t by jo in ing forces w ith  other blind men and women and 
approaching the animal from as many different angles as possible, 
we may find out more about it  than we could ever do alone. ( p. 15).

Steier (1991) distinguishes two types of constructivism  — firs t order 

constructivism  and second order constructivism. By taking firs t order 

constructivism , the searchers "take an 'object' of study other persons' 

constructions o f reality as some things to be studied in  an objective 

manner, somehow apart from the researchers’ own tools and methods 

w ith  which the researchers' study is accomplished" (Steier, 1991, p. 4). In 

contrast, second order constructivism recognizes the researchers' role in  

the co-production or co-construction of research outcomes (Steier, 1991). 

That is to say, in  the research process, researchers inevitably intervene in  

the whole process in  which research findings are claimed to be made.

This im plies that in  the research, I, as a researcher, should be aware o f 

the values tha t I hold and how my acts play out in  producing research 

results.
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In  relation to constructivism, Steier (1991) further advances the 

notion o f reflexivity in  research. According to him, being reflexive in  

research refers to a process of bending back on itself, which is in  nature 

a circu lar or self-referential one. Such a reflexive process implies a 

second order constructivism, since the research process is understood as 

socially constructed. Further, it  implies that the research is about 

understanding not only others bu t also ourselves in  re lation to others.

Reflexivity in  research further emphasizes that the construction 

process is "rooted in  language, not located in  one's head" (Steier, 1991, 

p. 5). In  other words, research should be viewed as having different 

conversations (Maranhao, 1991; Bamberger & Schon, 1991; Steier, 1991), 

which produces "an expansion of understanding" (Gergen &  Gergen, 

1991).

W ith such a notion, in  the study of cu ltura l transposition of cross- 

cu ltu ra l transfer o f organizational practices it  implies th a t the research 

is about moving back and forth between several different conversations. 

As it  is indicated later, the researcher has a conversation w ith  

organizational members in  China, another conversation w ith  people who 

have cross-cultural experiences, and another conversation between the 

researcher and the research process. The firs t two conversations can be 

described as first-order conversations, since they m ostly involve different 

domains or jo in t specifications (Becker, 1991). The th ird  one is intended 

to be a second order conversation or meta-conversation, because it  

intends to transcends or subsume the firs t two conversations.
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Research Process and Strategy

As shown in  Figure 4, there exist five phases in  the study, which w ill 

be described later in  th is  section. The first phase — In itia l understanding 

— was started almost ten years ago, when I was in  China. The other 

phases were done in  recent years.

Initial understanding
Past experiences 

in China 
Past experiences 

in the USA 
Close watch of the reforms 
in China
Literature review

The meta-conversation

Conversation between the 
researcher and the 
research process

V The cross-cultural
The Eastern conversation

4 --------------------
conversation

Research at Jiagong 
Research at other places

Interviews with cross- 
cultural informants

I
Data analysis ► Conclusion

Figure 4. The research process and strategy

It  needs to be noted tha t the decision to develop it  in to  a dissertation 

research was made after I finished the Eastern conversation. A t that
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time, I was fascinated by the research and developed a research proposal 

which received strong support from my dissertation committee.

Initial Understanding

In  the phase of in itia l understanding, I have used my past experiences 

in  China and the USA, which I believe have tremendous impacts upon 

the study. W ithout them, I do not th ink  I would have been interested in  

such research at all. An account of my past experiences is included in  

Chapter Eight. Suffice it  to say here that m y experiences have taught me 

tha t there are certain criteria for acceptable behavior in  each culture. 

Further, these criteria are sometimes cu ltu ra l oxymorons and sometimes 

complementary.

Another part o f the in itia l understanding comes from my close watch 

on Chinese reforms. Such an exploration includes two aspects. The firs t 

aspect is the close look at the transformation which has been occurring 

since the earlier 80's. Particularly I have paid attention to the reforms in  

the state industries.

The second aspect is the close follow-up o f the studies or writings 

done in  th is  area. Particular interest is focused on w hat and how 

Western practices are applied to the Chinese enterprises, and how the 

problems o f culture and organization can be resolved. The previous major 

studies on Chinese management (e.g., Laaksonen, 1988; Tung, 1984; 

Andors, 1977) are reviewed. The writings produced by the jo in t center of 

European Community and China in  Beijing have been closely examined. 

Such an effort proves to be useful, although most o f the writings remain 

at a shallow, descriptive level and many questions are le ft unanswered.
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A first-hand exploration about such a problem started w ith  my firs t 

trip  back to China in  early 1992. Before I left the USA. interactions w ith  

officials at the provincial level, major researchers — "th ink ta n ks"- in  a 

major commission o f the central government, and four industria l 

organizations were arranged. Such interactions focused on the issues 

concerning problems existing in  the industries and how the Western 

organizational theories and practices could help.

Some of the findings w ill be woven into the later chapters. Suffice to 

say that the pressure to reform at various levels was high, and a quick 

fix  approach was being sought. In  such an approach, culture is more or 

less ignored, as exemplified in  the "breaking three irons" movement. The 

perspectives of the government, the enterprise management, and the 

employee were varied, and blaming each other was normal. In other 

words, the meanings about such transfers of organizational practices 

held by them are different, resulting in  some of the conflicts among 

them. Further, I was convinced that the fit between the Chinese culture 

and the Western practices was very critical and deserved studying.

The exploration of the Western culture and management began w ith  

my studies in  the USA. I am confident that I have gone through every 

major management and organizational theory. Of particu lar interest, in  

my early studies I was aware of the differences between Eastern thought 

and Western thought. Such an awareness has made me study these 

theories from  a cross-cultural perspective, which sets up a good 

foundation for fu rther research.

Another source for me of Western culture and behavior comes from 

the detailed literature review on the lin k  between organization and 

culture. Such an exploration further enlightens me about the interaction
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between cu ltura l orientations and the manifestations of organizational 

behavior.

The Eastern Conversation 

Gaining Access to the Case Organization

For the study of cu ltura l transposition in  the cross-cultural transfer 

o f organizational practices, involving an organization which is 

experiencing cross-culturally transferred organizational practices in  the 

study is im portant. W ithin such an organization, the relatedness of 

organizational members constitutes a sound vehicle to study both the 

problem of meaning and the problem of cu ltura l transposition in  the 

cross-cultural transfer of organizational practices. Specifically, i t  is 

possible to investigate values and beliefs held by various organizational 

members, how they collectively construct organizational reality, how they 

in terpret the newly imported organizational practices as well as the 

changes brought about in  the process of implementing new 

organizational practices, and how they integrate the imported 

organizational practices w ith  the host cu ltu ra l orientations.

To protect the identity o f the case organization, I was asked not to 

use the ir name. Thus, in  the dissertation, Jiagong is created to refer to 

the case organization.

In early 1992,1 began to use some of my contacts including fam ily in  

China to develop research opportunities. A fter a few months, I had 

several organizations in  China lined up for research and consulting 

possibilities. On April 23, 1992, I arrived in  China, beginning a four 

organization visit. These included industria l organizations, a provincial 

governmental organization, and a central governmental organization.
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Jiagong was the last organization I visited. My father had pre

scheduled a meeting w ith  Mr. Ding, the Director of a large enterprise 

before I came back to China. My father is a business man and the 

organization is one of his major clients. He has personally known Mr. 

Ding for almost twenty years. On May 6, 1992, as soon as my father and 

I got o ff the tra in, a group of people took us to his office. Then, my father 

and I had an introductory meeting w ith Mr. Ding. He appeared to be very 

warm, and complained his bad luck in  not being able to reach me in  the 

USA while he was visiting there in  1991. My father talked a little  about 

the ir close relationship and told me that I could call him  Uncle Ding 

when others were not present. This was an obvious signal to me tha t Mr. 

Ding is one of my father's guanxi A t that moment, I took out a small g ift 

— a Gillette razor, as I did for many others such as my families and 

friends. This is a way of showing my respect and treating Mr. Ding as one 

o f the ingroup members. We continued to chat for about ha lf an hour. A t 

tha t time, everyone of us was quite relaxed.

Then, he asked me about my studies and interests, and the like. I 

explained the purpose of th is trip  and exchanged views on the current 

problems in  the industria l organizations in  China. He seemed to enjoy 

listening to my experiences w ith  the governmental people as well as my 

experiences w ith  some of the other industria l organizations. Then he 

went on describing some of the major problems associated w ith  the 

modem management reform in  the last few years. A t the end of the 

meeting, he politely expressed:

Little Tang, as soon as your father told me that you have interests 
in  working w ith  Chinese industries, I immediately asked him  to 
arrange a trip  to our place. I believe tha t you come at the veiy 
critica l time, and our enterprise does need a person like you.
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A t 6:30 p.m. Mr. Ding, along w ith  some of the major leaders of the 

enterprise, hosted a dinner party for us. Besides a ll of the politeness and 

hospitality, he explained why we were invited to v is it here, and asked 

these people, especially Mr. Gai — the director of the Office of Enterprise 

Management, to work w ith me, whenever I needed them. After dinner, Mr. 

Gai and I had another half-hour meeting for details. The next day, we 

started to work.

Indepth Interviewing

Indepth interviewing is a major qualitative research method designed 

to explore the informants' perspectives on the ir lives, experiences, or 

situations as expressed in  the ir own words (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). 

Several reasons led me to the decision of doing in-depth interviews in  the 

case organization. First, indepth interviewing is probably the best 

qualitative research method to inquire into the history o f the 

organization. For any researcher, s/he can not be aware o f the past 

events which m ight have significant meaning to the present situation 

w ithout asking. This is especially im portant, since the Chinese 

organizations lack documentation on such matters (Lockett, 1988). 

Second, indepth interviewing is taken to remedy the lack o f accessibility 

to certain im portant information. In my case, my time in  the 

organization was lim ited. Further, in  any Chinese organization, there are 

certain areas that are highly restricted. Certain decision-making 

processes cannot be observed, and certain documents are not available to 

me. In  these cases, indepth interviewing could help to get some 

im portant, rich information not otherwise available.
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Third, indepth interviewing allowed a holistic investigation of the 

enterprise. The enterprise itse lf is too large to be dealt w ith  completely, 

as w ill be described later. However, to have a systemic investigation of 

the organization is important for my research. My strategy for doing that 

was to take a systemic slice which represented the im portant 

connections among various parts. In other words, I employed this 

research method, one in which I interviewed some people from different 

parts and levels of the whole enterprise. Finally, indepth interview is 

applied to explore the inner perspective — values, beliefs, feelings, and 

meanings -- held by the informants. It  is obvious tha t such inner 

perspectives cannot be obtained otherwise. As the present research is to 

understand the meanings of the cross-culturally transferred 

organizational practices, indepth interviewing is critica l. Through 

interviews, the researcher is able to understand the different realities 

shared by different people, and the relationship between socially- 

constructed realities.

The Interview Schedule

To explore people’s values and beliefs and how the ir values and beliefs 

relate to organizational practices, a sound design for the interview 

schedule is needed. The systems strategy in  Redding's (1990) studies on 

the overseas Chinese societies is employed. Such an approach is very 

sim ilar to the conditional m atrix approach as an analytic tool in  

grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It is oriented to not only 

describe a phenomenon but also to develop a theory about such a 

phenomenon. In this approach, values and beliefs are taken as if  they 

existed as a cluster of concentric circles. A t the center is the self,

81

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



surrounding that are relationships, surrounding tha t is the organization, 

and surrounding tha t is society at large.

W ith such a strategy, questions concerning self, relationships, 

organization, and society are developed. As indicated earlier, this 

particu lar research intended to understand the realities held by both 

employees and employers. Thus, two different interview schedules are 

respectively developed for the two parties (See appendix I, and II).

Interviewee Selection

Purposive sampling was employed in  the case organization. According 

to Taylor and Bogdan (1984), interviewees are purposively chosen because 

they have the promise to facilitate the process of theory development. My 

strategy used in  the case organization was tha t I continued my interview 

u n til no fu rthe r im portant inform ation was discovered, which is a typical 

practice in  research (Glaser & Strauss, 1978, p. 61).

My m ajor concern was to understand organizational problems — such 

as m otivation, leadership, and organizational structure — associated 

w ith  the change process, as the organization had been implementing new 

forms o f organizational practices. Thus, the purpose of the interviews 

was to search for meanings held by different groups o f organizational 

members — top management, branch organizational management, and 

employees, and some organizational stockholders such as suppliers and 

customers. In  the organization, I used an interview schedule directed to 

managers (see Appendix I) and another one to employees (see Appendix 

II), each o f which bears a lis t of general questions to get me focused. 

However, most interviews were unstructured, which means tha t the 

interviews did not follow the order of the lis t. Some other interview
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questions which concerned specific organizational phenomenon were not 

on the lis t.

In  terms of criteria for inform ant selection, the managers are chosen 

based on the ir availability and the ir usefulness in  providing inform ation. 

Since I had a deep commitment from the top management of the 

organization, I could select almost anybody I wanted.

For employees, I had more concerns, which led me to use the 

follow ing criteria to select informants who are employees:

1. A rticu la tion and Willingness: Each person should be w illing  to 

engage in  conversations w ith  me, and s/he has to be articulate.

2. More than 2 years' association w ith  the organization: This 

criterion is set because of the belief that very new organizational 

members do not contribute much to th is research.

3. Sample Balance: The sample should be gender-balanced and 

seniority-balanced.

Apart from the case organization, I had opportunities to have 

interview conversations w ith  basically the management at other 

industria l organizations as well as government officials. These 

conversations centered around the issues of existing problems in  

organization and government and how to improve performance w ith  

modem organizational practice. These interviews were precarious for 

various reasons, and the interview schedule was not used. Such 

interviews can be labeled as the informal conversational interview 

(Pattern, 1990), which was another im portant supplementary source. As 

a result, the number of interviews was as follows.
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The Case Organization (Jiagong):

Managers in  the enterprise: 10 

managers in  the branch organization: 6 

Individual interviews employees in  the branch organization: 7 

Group interviews w ith employees in  the branch organization: 12 (2 

groups, each is 6).

Retired employees: 2

Clients of the organization: 2

Total number in  the case organization: 29

Other organizations:

City Real Estate Corporation: 2 

City Glass Works I: 2 

City Glass Works II: 3 

Materials Trading: 2 

Provincial government: 1 group (14)

Central government: 3

Total number in  other organizations: 13

The Actual Conduct of the Interview

Most interviews in  the case organization were conducted in  an office 

space, and a few others were done in  my hotel room. The lis t o f questions 

was basically to help me get focused. Most interviews were unstructured 

and did not follow the order o f the lis t. Not all o f the questions were 

directed to a ll o f the respondents, either. Some of the questions directed 

to specific situations were not on the lis t.
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I, as a participant, conversed w ith  them. Certain skills were necessary 

to probe, encourage, and challenge. The aim of th is was to ta lk  not too 

much b u t enough to keep the conversation going.

The Limitation of the Interview Method

The most serious lim itation o f the interview method is perhaps its 

inab ility  to uncover meanings reflected in  things people do and make.

The interview method essentially relies upon second accounts o f what 

actually happened (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). What actually happened may 

or may not be the same as what was described, since there is always a 

difference between the espoused theory (what people say) and theory-in- 

use (what people do) (Argyris & Schon, 1978).

To overcome such a drawback, the idea of "triangulation" comes to be 

useful (Patton, 1990). To increase validity, researchers usually take more 

than one way to approach operationalization, and look for convergence 

between these approaches. In th is research, lim ited observation and 

official documents were used. In what follows, the function of each of 

them is discussed.

Observation

During the period in  which I paid my visits to the case organization, I 

tried to observe as much as possible. A ll of the interviews were done 

w ith in  the case organization, which provided some opportunities for 

observation. The observations I did included new technology 

implementation, cultural artifacts, interactions between subordinates 

and supervisors, some meetings, and the normal working behavior of the
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employees in  one of the branch organization in  the company. Such an 

observation can be called participant observation (Whyte, 1984).

During my research in  the case organization, I was absolutely 

fascinated about almost everything that I saw: the arrangement o f an 

office, the way people interact w ith  each other, the behavior o f the 

management and employees. My mind was open and fu ll o f questions, 

and I recorded what I observed as fast as possible.

The observations I did in  the case organization played two m ajor roles 

in  my research. One of them is tha t observation is a source which helps 

me check the va lid ity of the inform ation gathered via interviews. The 

other one is tha t the observed phenomenon raise some more questions, 

leading to more discoveries.

Official Documents

Through my connections in  the case organization, I had some lim ited 

access to some official documents. Official documents reflect the 

perspectives, assumptions, and concerns of those who produce them 

(Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). Thus, official documents became another 

im portant source o f data-gathering, which supplemented the data 

obtained from interviews and observations.

The Limitation of the Eastern Conversation

The research in  the case organization was at best labeled as an 

attempt to have an indigenous understanding about the organizational 

phenomena. The research in  the case organization in  China was designed 

to explore how the organizational members attempt to achieve cu ltu ra l 

transposition in  the cross-cultural transfer of organizational practices.

In other words, the research in  the case organization was designed to
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explore how cu ltura l orientations are related to organizational practices 

and how values and beliefs impacted on the construction and 

reconstruction o f the organizational reality.

However, during my research in  the case organization, I found there 

existed a lim ita tion  in  terms of perspective. From the researcher's po int 

of view, a cross-cultural comparative perspective is obviously needed to 

study the issues of cu ltura l transposition in  cross-cultural transferring 

of organizational practices. From the organizational practitioner's point 

o f view, the cross-cultural comparative perspective is also im portant. In  

order to successfully integrate the imported organizational practices w ith  

the existing organizational culture, the ab ility  to stay above th e ir own 

culture and in  the meantime to view the Western culture is critica lly  

im portant, one has to know the cultura l f it  between the existing culture 

and the culture underlying those imported organizational practices.

Such a comparative perspective did not exist in  the case organization. 

This was sim ply because few people in  the case organization had a clue 

about the cu ltu ra l orientations in  the West and the interrelationships 

between cu ltu ra l orientations and Western organizational practices. 

Thus, most traditional values and beliefs are taken for granted, while 

they were integrating the imported organizational practices w ith  the 

existing culture. Such a phenomenon is understandable, as Berger and 

Luckmann (1987) posit th a t the validity of one's knowledge is taken for 

granted u n til fu rther notice.

The Cross-cultural Conversation

A t the indigenous level, many native constructs — concepts or notions 

— were used. However, such constructs can not satisfy the social
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scientists' desire to develop theoretical apparatus of science (Schutz, 

1964). Although the indigenous constructs produce tremendous 

understandings about the local culture, it  prevents us from seeing the 

culture from  a comparative perspective in  the context o f other cultures 

(Bond &  Hwang, 1986). Consequently, it  prevents us from using 

knowledge from other cultures and it  also prevents us from producing the 

kind o f knowledge that is helpful to other cultures. In the study of 

cu ltu ra l transposition in  the cross-cultural transfer of organizational 

practices, th is is obviously a lim ita tion.

To complement the Eastern conversation, a cross-cultural 

conversation, intended to achieve a cross-cultural understanding of the 

phenomenon of cu ltura l transposition in  cross-cultural transfer of 

organizational practices, was made. In such a conversation, two 

strategies were used. First, some second-order constructs, used by 

scientists for the representation o f empirical observation, were utilized. 

This use o f second-order constructs enables us to understand the local 

culture in  the context of world cultures.

Second, some cross-cultural informants were chosen to participate in 

the conversation. Cross-cultural informants refer to those Chinese 

individuals who understand the constructed realities in  both Western 

and Eastern cultures, and further can "fly" across cu ltu ra l boundaries.

As a Chinese, s/he has lived and participated in  the Chinese culture. To 

a reasonable degree, s/he knows the rules of social behavior in  that 

culture. In  other words, they understand how the Chinese culture is 

made manifest in  organizations through their work experiences in  China. 

In addition, since the patterns o f the organizational practices 

investigated in  China are sim ilar, they can easily relate the research I did
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in  China to the ir personal experiences and perspectives. On the other 

hand, since they are educated and work in  the USA, they probably can 

look a t the Chinese culture from outside. They also understand how the 

Western culture is manifested in  organizations through the ir education 

and work experiences.

Further, it  is believed that cultural synthesis is to a certain extent 

realized through individual experiences. These people have to struggle to 

m aintain and in  the meantime to suspend the ir values and beliefs, as 

they are creating and recreating the ir worlds in  the ir every day life. Thus, 

they are in  a position to compare the two cultures and help formulate 

strategies for achieving cultura l synthesis, because they are no longer 

conceptually trapped by the lim its of a single culture.

The Interview Schedule

In  the interview, the same interview themes — self, relationship, 

organization, and society — were s till applied. However, the design was 

done from  a comparative perspective (See appendix III). In  other words, 

participants were asked to comment on the sim ilarities as well as 

differences in  terms of the cu ltura l differences manifested at the level of 

self, relationship, organization, and society between the West and the 

East. Such an effort aimed at transcending the two conversations done 

earlier.

Participants were then asked to compare the ir work experiences in  

both countries to identify the organizational practices which made them 

most productive. During these conversations, the patterns o f the 

organizational practices would arise and participants were asked to 

comment on these patterns of organizational practice from a cross-
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cu ltu ra l perspective. Further, participants were asked to comment on the 

strategies for achieving cu ltura l synthesis in  the cross-cultural transfer 

o f organizational practices.

A fin a l feature of the interview schedule was tha t the interview 

schedule was w ritten in  both English and Chinese, sometimes the two 

languages were mixed in  one question. This is because I found tha t some 

concepts have different meanings in  the two cultures. In  other instances, 

some other concepts in  one culture do not have comparable ones in  the 

other culture. As part of the research, I paid attention to such 

differences.

Interviewee Selection

Again, purposive selection method was applied to choose interviewees 

conducted in  the USA. A lis t of criteria was made for interviewee 

selection:

1. Cross-cultural working experiences: A prerequisite for participants 

was th a t they had to have work experiences in  both countries, so tha t a 

basis fo r comparison could be established.

2. Cross-cultural perspectives: Such a criterion was to make sure that 

participants had cross-cultural perspectives. In my interactions w ith  

some o f the Chinese fellows, I found out tha t not everybody who had 

work experiences in both cultures would necessarily possess a cross- 

cu ltu ra l perspective. Due to a variety of reasons, people may use their 

own cu ltu ra l orientation to perceive their own worlds in  the West.

3. A rticu lation: I wanted to choose those participants w ith  good 

communication skills. To my knowledge, some Chinese do not ta lk  much
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for some cu ltu ra l reasons which w ill be discussed later. W ith such a 

research project, articulate participants were necessary.

4. Interests: Potential participants had to have some interests in  the 

project.

5. Balance in  the sample: The sample was meant to be gender- 

balanced.

As a result, participants were selected from Philadelphia, Washington, 

D.C., V irginia, Chicago, and San Francisco. Ten people were interviewed. 

Three individual interviews and several group interviews were done. I 

preferred group interviews over the individual ones, so that divergent and 

convergent opinions could be compared.

The Meta-conversation

The research at this level sets out to have a conversation between the 

researcher and the research process in  which the researcher is involved. 

As previously discussed, th is  particular research is guided by second 

order constructivism  (Steier, 1991). That is to say, the research results 

are co-produced or co-constructed by the researcher and the researched.

A  meta-conversation is designed to observe how the researcher influences 

the research.

There are several ways tha t the researcher can influence the research 

process as well as the research outcomes. First, the researcher’s 

assumptions, values, and beliefs w ill influence the research design. The 

belief tha t the researcher influences the research process is a good 

example. Second, the role o f the researcher and the interactions between 

the researcher and the researched all have influences on research 

outcomes. As w ill be shown later, some surprising results are obtained by
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such an observation of the research process. Finally, since the researcher 

has conversations w ith  different people w ith different perspectives or 

perspectives at different levels, the researcher lite ra lly  acts as several 

researchers. It  w ill have some implications on the research outcomes.

The research method can be described as a meta-observation -  the 

researcher's observing the research process in  which the researcher is 

involved. The research findings come from the researcher' ab ility  to 

observe the research process in  which the researcher is deeply involved. It 

is  an a b ility  to stand out of the research situation and view the research 

process a t a meta-level. Since the meta-conversation is about observing 

the research process which encompasses other conversations, double 

arrows are used to depict such relationships in  Figure 4.

Data Analysis

The data analysis method was drawn from the grounded theory 

approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It began w ith  reading research notes 

and transcripts. For the research in  the Chinese organization, I did 

in itia l analysis of the research notes every n ight before I went to bed. The 

purpose was m ainly to draw some themes out o f the interviews and 

observations. Such an effort was fru itfu l. Not only some in itia l themes 

began to emerge from  the data, but also led me to ask some more 

inform ative questions to continue the effort o f developing themes. For 

the research in  the USA, data were transcribed and coded before the next 

interview started. In other words, data analysis in  th is research was 

conducted almost simultaneously w ith the research. That is why a 

double arrow is used to describe the relationship between data analysis 

and the research.
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In th is research, several levels of themes were derived. A t the firs t 

level, large themes of self, relationship, organization, and society stood 

out, because the interview schedules were constructed tha t way. Second, 

themes in  terms o f motivational behavior, leadership, and organizational 

structure were also developed. Third, themes of relating cu ltu ra l 

orientation to organizational behavior were also developed. As each of 

the themes was more elaborated, connections between these themes 

began to occur, resulting in  a largest theme, which was used to explain 

the research in  la ter chapters.

On Objectivity. Reliability, and Validity

Objectivity, re liab ility , and valid ity are the common crite ria  used to 

judge a particu lar research. Taking an interpretive approach, th is 

particular research is designed to search for subjective meanings. Such a 

position is congruent w ith  the position taken by many social scientists 

(e.g., Geertz, 1973; Berger &  Luckmann, 1987; Smircich, 1983a) who 

believe tha t social sciences are influenced by the researcher's values and 

experiences. Thus, objectivity in  th is research is out o f the question.

Validity refers to the extent to which research findings match 

realities. Thus, from  an interpretive perspective, va lid ity  has to be 

assessed in  terms of the constructed realities rather than the reality out 

there (Merriam, 1988). Taking the interpretive perspective, the reality out 

there does not exist per se because every reality is constructed.

Reliability refers to the replicability of the research results. Since the 

research is subjective and interpretive in  nature, re liab ility  in  the 

traditional sense can not be done. Further, it  is believed tha t va lid ity is
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interwoven w ith  re liability, and one cannot have re liab ility  w ithout 

valid ity (Guba & Lincoln, 1981).

In th is  kind o f research it  is inevitable that some distortions, 

exaggerations, or w ishful th inking are involved in  the data. In this 

research, to some extent, cross-checking inform ants’ statements w ith 

other inform ants, official documents, and observations are used to 

ensure va lid ity  and reliability.

Summary

This study is by nature qualitative. An interpretive paradigm which is 

manifested in  the perspectives of naturalist inquiry, grounded theory, 

phenomenological research, and constructivism is chosen to be the 

research methodology to study the phenomenon of cross-cultural 

transfer o f organizational practices.

The research process in  th is study is composed o f several 

conversations: (1) the Eastern conversation; (2) the cross-cultural 

conversation; (3) the meta-conversation. The research methods in  the 

process consist o f (1) indepth interviews; (2) observation; (3) archive 

analysis; and (4) meta-observation. Data analysis was guided by 

grounded theory approach to discover themes out o f the data. C ritical 

incidents were used to illustra te organizational phenomenon.

Finally, the issues concerning objectivity, re liab ility, and va lid ity are 

discussed. Guided by an interpretive paradigm, objectivity is not relevant 

to th is study. Due to the nature o f the research, the possibility of 

generalizing research findings to other situations is lim ited.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE EASTERN CONVERSATION: CULTURE AND BEHAVIOR

Introduction

As I  write, a Chinese movie -  the Confucius Family -  is showing on 

campus. It  is about afamiLy o f Confucius descent in the 90's in Quju -  the 

hometown o f Confucius. There are Jive generations living in one big Chinese- 

style complex. Kong n, 70 years old and a retired minister in the central 

government, comes a long way from  Beijing to jo in  the 90th birthday 

celebration o f his father, Kong I, and to celebrate the spring festiva l w ith  the 

rest o f the fam ily.

Kong III is the son o f Kong n  and his form er wife. Kong I I  married his 

wife through an arranged marriage during w ar times. He only stayed w ith  

his form er wife fo r a very short time, because he was in the army. Since he 

le ft her then, he never saw his form er wife again. Later, Mr. Kong II married 

a nurse who once saved his life. H is form er wife, expecting him to come 

back to her everyday, lived a miserable life w ith  Kong m. — As soon as Mr. 

Kong III learned o f the situation, he has despised Mr. Kong I I  a ll the time. 

Realizing that a conversation between the two could be explosive, Kong in  

refused to even talk to Mr. Kong II. This makes his father, Kong II, fee l gu ilty  

and miserable.

Kong IV, a  son o f Kong III, is also married and has a son. He is holding 

a teaching position in a middle school However, he has not been teaching 

fo r  a year or so, and he is going to be fired, i f  he does not show up to teach
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in a few  days. He does not want to teach, he wants to make money, and he 

wants to go abroad to study. He secretly sold the coffin prepared fo r Kong I  

and bought a used car. His life model is his grandfather Kong II, not his 

fa ther Kong IE. On the other hand, his father Kong III  believes that Kong IV  

is not an honest, serious man, and he has tried very hard to persuade Kong 

IV  to go back to teach. He is o f course very angry about the selling o f his 

grandfather's cofpn.

As soon as Kong n  arrives, the tension between Kong n  and Kong IE, 

and Kong E l and Kong IV, escalates. Kong IE refuses a g ift from  Kong I I  in 

fron t o f the whole fam ily, and Kong IE can not persuade Kong IV  to go back 

to teach. Then, Kong IE  and Kong E have a bitter argument, because Kong 

IE finds that behind his back Kong E is supporting Kong IV s ideas and 

plans. When Kong E cannot control his sort, Kong IE, he explodes by yelling 

"I am yourfather." Realizing that his son hates him and his yelling does not 

work, he almost has a heart attack. When Kong IE cannot discipline his son, 

he forces Kong IV  to leave the family. The whole fa m ily  is tru ly in a crisis.

A t this very moment, Kong I  intervenes. He is enraged w ith anger and 

leaves home. The others are very worried, and suddenly unite to look fo r 

him  The whole fam ily  fina lly  finds him in the "Forest o f Confucius" -- the 

cemetery o f Confucius fam ily. The whole fam ily is buried and hierarchically 

arranged there, w ith Confucius at the very top position. Kong I  says to the 

whole fam ily: "Look, please have a serious look. This is our fam ily! We aE 

have our ancestor called Confucius!"

A fter that, the whole situation turns around. GraduaEy, Kong II is able to 

communicate w ith  Kong III, and Kong E also persuades Kong IV  to come 

back home and to his teaching job. A fam ily atmosphere begins to emerge. 

Everything returns to where it was -- peace and harmony.

96

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Starting from th is chapter, findings from conversations at various 

levels w ill be discussed. This chapter is to investigate the indigenous 

perspective of the Chinese culture and behavior. The characteristic 

cultura l mechanisms which stabilized the Chinese society for thousands 

of years are examined. In other words, this chapter describes culture and 

behavior in  China from a native point o f view. In the Eastern 

conversation, an attempt to uncover the cu ltura l values and beliefs at 

the level of self, group, organization, and society is made. Further, 

behavioral manifestations of such cultural values and beliefs at each 

level are explored in  order to make the connection between culture and 

behavior.

Source of Influence on Values and Beliefs

To understand the cultural orientations underlying human behavior,

it  is obviously im portant to inquire about the forces which cultivate

these values and beliefs. In the interviews, two major forces —tradition

and modem Communism are invariably identified. As one said:

Our generation is heavily influenced by communism, because we 
have been taught communist ideals since we were bom. The other 
major in fluentia l force is from our parents, and such force is 
m ainly the traditional ethics, (interview no. 24)

Such forces seem to be natural and consequential. This is because 

China has gone through two major stages — the trad itional China and 

the new China. Before 1949, China was largely controlled by traditional 

emperors or war lords. During th is long histoiy, the Chinese were 

strongly influenced by the so-called Neo-Confucianism — the integration 

of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. After 1949, the Communist 

Party took over the country, and the new China was established.
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In  many ways, communism is incompatible w ith the traditional 

ideology. Since the new China was established, harsh attacks on 

Confucianism were conducted by communists. One of the reasons for 

th is was tha t Confucianism represented values belonging to a class 

society — the civil servant and intelligentsia (Laaksonen, 1988).

However, it  seems that although the new China has fought for 

e lim inating traditional influences, such influences are s till very strong.

In  the interviews, my informants indicated how much and how they were 

influenced by the traditional forces:

I am a traditional person. I tru s t tha t our masters were right, and I 
follow whatever they tried to convey to us. (interview no. 7)

My families and I are very much influenced by trad itional 
thoughts. This is because my parents were very much influenced by 
trad itiona l ideas, (interview no. 21)

Everybody in  China is more or less influenced by our tradition. It 
is ju s t too pervasive and powerful, (interview no. 3)

We do not ta lk about Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism any 
more. However, their influence on us is as deep as the genes in  our 
body, (interview no. 43)

I grew up w ith my grandmother, and was heavily influenced by her. 
She was deeply influenced by Buddhism. She often said: "EMI 
deserves evils, and mercy, mercy." (interview no. 41)

Further, the communists actually accept some of the Confucian 

values. For example, the idea tha t the fam ily is a hierarchically 

organized basic un it of the society and the idea tha t people should be 

loyal to the Son of Heaven -- the emperor — were taken by the 

communists who attempted to pu t the Party in  the place of the fam ily 

and the emperor in  the value system (Eberhard, 1977). Such a 

connection between Confucianism and Communism is identified by 

several informants. As one said:
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Although the communists say that they break o ff w ith our 
tradition, they even preach some of the things our trad ition 
inherited. Things such as "respecting elders and teachers, helping 
youngsters" are exactly something from Confucianism.
(interview no. 47)

Another point tha t stood out in  the interviews is tha t many believe

th a t there is a difference between how tradition and modem communism

influence people.

Marxism-Lenism is forced influence. It is not a voluntary 
influence. The influence of my parents on me is voluntary, 
spontaneous, and the ir influence on me becomes part of my 
values. My mother was influenced by the so-called Neo- 
Confucianism. (interview no. 42)

There is a significant difference between the kind of influence from 
communism and the kind of influence from trad ition. The form er 
takes a forced attitude toward people, and the latter takes a 
natural attitude. When people are forced to do something, i t  does 
not mean tha t people believe it. (interview no. 25)

Nowadays, I do not believe tha t people believe in  communism any 
more, including those communists themselves. The communists 
were trying to brainwash everybody w ith  the ir ideal, but 
unfortunately the ir ideals were ju s t not convincing enough. People 
have realized more and more about that, (interview no. 46)

Compared to our trad itional thoughts, communism is really 
nothing. Our trad ition influences people’s beliefs and values, as 
well as a ll kinds of behavior. Communism, however, has nothing 
b u t some illus iona iy ideals, (interview no. 28)

I am a communist. But to be honest w ith  you, nowadays, I do not 
believe communism much. I did not at the very beginning, either. 
A ll I have been doing is to act, and by doing so, I can have a better 
life, (interview no. 29)

I t  is also discovered tha t most informants indicate tha t the

communism in  China is also feudalistic, although the communists

themselves have attempted to fight against feudalism. Such a difference

between "theoiy-in-use" and "espoused theory" is counted as its  lack of

influence on people.
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One o f the reasons fo r the lack o f its  influence on people is  tha t 
they (the communists) do not practice what they preach. On the 
one hand, they have tried  to use communism to replace feudalism , 
especially Confucianism. On the other hand, the way they behave 
is very feudalistic! (interview  no. 45)

Viewing Self, Relationship, and Society

In  th is  section, issues perta in ing to cu lture and behavior a t the level 

o f self, re la tionship, and society are discussed. It is believed th a t such a 

discussion w ill set up a foundation fo r understanding cu ltu re  and 

behavior a t the organizational level, w hich is discussed in  the next 

section.

The Moral Being

Recognizing the significant influence o f such trad itiona l values and 

beliefs, Hu suggests tha t the nature o f human being is "m oral being" 

(1990, p. 139), which means th a t Chinese are after moral perfection. 

When questions about the nature o f hum an — ren — were raised, 

invariab ly inform ants began to ta lk  about m orality of man. W hat is most 

frequently talked about is the Confucian m oral codes fo r hum an 

behavior.

Several people talked about the defin ition  o f ren by the Chinese 

ideogram. As one said: "Look a t how we w rite ren, and you w ill know 

w hat I mean. It  means two people supporting each other" (interview  no. 

4). Meanings o f various comments are captured in  a statement:

I believe th a t Confucianism  is  s till influencing our lives in  
im portan t ways, although the teaching of Confucianism  has 
declined since new China was established. For example, we 
strongly believe in  jen, i, li yi, he, and xiao in  dealing w ith  others. 
They mean tha t a gentleman m ust be honest, loyal, respectful, and 
considerate, (interview no. 8)
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In  other words, these Confucian principles are the m oral codes o f

human behavior. The Chinese concept o f je n  shows the nature o f hum an

being. In  the physical form , it  refers to a relationship constituted by two

people. However, its  content means much more. As Carmody and

Carmody (1983) put:

Jen is humanness — what makes us human. We are not fu lly  
hum an sim ply by receiving life  in  a human form . Rather, our 
hum anity depends upon community, human reciprocity. Jen 
pointed in  tha t direction. It connected w ith  the Confucian golden 
ru le  o f not doing to others what you would not want them to do to 
you. . . People have to cultivate th e ir instinctive  benevolence, th e ir 
instinctive  a b ility  to p u t themselves in  another shoes, (p. 135)

The princip le  o f i  refers to faithfulness, loyalty, or justice . It suggests 

th a t one should "look beyond personal, immediate p ro fit and to elevate 

ourselves to the orig inal goodness of human nature" (Yum, 1988, p. 377). 

In  other words, reciprocity does not have to be im mediate, nor does it  

have to be promised since both parties understand th a t they are bound 

by I  Sometimes obligation can be fu lfille d  by the next generation, by 

th e ir fam ily, o r in  a com pletely different form  than the one orig ina lly 

received.

The princip le  o f li fu rthe r elaborates the ru le  of social behavior. As 

Yum (1988) puts:

If  je n  and 1 are the contents of the Confucian eth ical system, li 
(propriety, rite , or respect for social forms) is its  outward form . As 
an objective crite rion  o f social order, it  was perceived as the ru le  of 
the universe and the fundam ental regulatory etiquette o f hum an 
behavio r.. .  Mencius suggested th a t U originated from  deference to 
others and reservation o f the self. Confucius said th a t li follows 
from  jen , th a t is, from  being considerate of others. O nly when 
people overcome themselves and so re turn  to propriety can they 
reach humanness. On the other hand, propriety w ithout 
humanness was perceived to be empty and useless, (pp. 377-378).
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He — the Ultimate Quest

The principles of jen, i, and li lead to the principa l o f he — harm ony. 

Many inform ants indicated tha t he was the ultim ate quest fo r hum an 

beings. The people tend to avoid open conflict or confrontation in  every 

possible way. As one inform ant saw the character — yen (tolerance) -- on 

my belt, he said "you m ust have understood the meaning o f he." Indeed, 

"yen is the best strategy, and he is the best value." D uring conversations, 

most indicated he is very im portant.

The least th ing  I w ant to do is to have an argum ent or fig h t w ith  
people around. I have tried  to avoid th a t in  my life  tim e. It is ju s t 
im proper to argue or figh t w ith  somebody. I f  you do things like  th a t 
often, people perceive tha t you are im m ature, (interview  no. 23).

However, i f  a conflict does happen, he is threatened. The parties 

involved in  a con flic t often refuse to continue a friend ly re la tionship, and 

they often ignore each other. In  such cases, there exist some ways to 

restore he, as illustra ted  in  the following case.

The case o f restoring he

M r. L i, M r. Gai, and M r. Wang work in  one workshop, and they live  in  

the same apartm ent bu ild ing  outside of the enterprise. M r. L i and M r.

Gai both have a son who stay in  the same kindergarten of the enterprise. 

Lately, there have been some conflicts between the two boys, w hich lead 

to tension in  the two fam ilies.

One day, M r. Gai's son comes back crying. Mrs. Gai is runn ing ou t as 

quickly as possible to see what is going on w ith  her dear son. Her face is 

going red, when she sees the bleeding nose and some bruises on the face 

o f h is son. When she hears th a t her son was beaten by M r. L i's son, she 

im m ediately runs to M r. L i's home. As soon as M r. Li and h is w ife open
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the ir door, M rs. Gai accuses them o f th e ir boy's m isbehavior and 

com plains about th e ir lack of discipline on the ir ch ild . Before they get to 

know w hat is going on, Mrs. Gai is so mad tha t she damages th e ir 

m irrors in  the liv in g  room.

M r. L i and h is w ife cannot tolerate th is , and they go to M r. Gai's 

home to ta lk  to  them . Each fam ily com plains about th e ir boy being 

harassed by the other one. Since the two fam ilies are a ll angry, such a 

meeting tu rn s out to be another heavy argum ent between the two 

fam ilies.

Since then, the two fam ilies have not paid any a ttention to each 

other. Both M r. L i and M r. Gai ta lk  to  M r. Wang about th is , and M r. 

Wang know th a t they are a ll very upset. M r. Wang suggests to each o f 

them to calm  down and ignore each other fo r a while. In  the meantime, 

he asks the two fam ilies to te ll th e ir boys to stay apart.

A fte r about two weeks, Mr. Wang ta lks to each o f them  to see how 

they have fe lt about the way it  goes. Both M r. Li and M r. Gai recognize 

th a t th e ir boys have become good friends again, and they feel bad about 

the curren t situations between the two fam ilies. Each o f them  has also 

regretted the th ings they have said to each other. A fter such ta lks, M r. 

Wang invites both fam ilies to have dinner in  his home. Over the dinner, 

they apologized to each other, and M r. L i and M r. Gai toasted to each 

other fo r three tim es. Such a ritu a l signifies the ir regrets fo r wrong

doings and the w illingness to continue th e ir friendship. Since then, they 

become friend ly  to each other again.
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The Value of Hierarchy

In  the Chinese m ind, harmonious order is m aintained by hierarchical 

re lationships. Such a belief can be traced back to  Neo-Confucianism. 

Learning from  the Heavenly orderliness in  nature -- the orderly 

peacefulness among stars, anim als, and plants — the Neo-Confucianism 

generalizes nature's relationship in to  human society. The Chinese word 

Tian Ming — decree -  refers to "heavenly commands to man" (Ronan & 

Needam, 1978, p. 294).

In  th is  respect, the princip le o f xiao is im portant to note. Xiao 

o rig in a lly  means piety towards the sp irits  o f ancestors o r dead parents. 

However, it  is also applied to filia l duty to the liv in g  parents, w hich is its  

usual m eaning in  current China. Such a notion im plies a hierarchical 

re la tionsh ip  between parents and children. In  other words, children 

should respect th e ir parents' w ills  and guidance. Further, xiao is 

generalized in to  the social setting to respect tra d itio n , age, status and 

au tho rity . Age, here, refers both to generational and chronological age.

From  the principle of xiao, it  comes the value o f zun bei you xu  — the 

respect fo r hierarchy. Laotz once said: "Let the ru le r be a ru le r, the father 

a fa ther, the son a son" (Lau, 1979). The Confucian Five C ardinal 

Relations -- relations between sovereign and subject, fa ther and son, 

elder and younger brother, husband and wife, and friend and friend — are 

the social relationships o f param ount im portance (King &  Bond, 1985).

In  re la tion  to  the value o f hierarchy, Confucius distinguished two 

kinds o f men — Junzi (Great Man) and xiaoren (Petty Man). Jun orig inally 

means a "ru le r," and junz i is "a son o f a ru le r." This term  is applied to the 

"member o f the upper class." Since the upper class members have to 

follow  the m oral principles, ju n z i also im plies the superio rity o f character
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and behavior. The differences of meanings and behavior between ju n z i 

and xiaoren are manifested in  some of the Confucius' sayings: "Great 

M an, being universal in  his outlook, is im partia l; Petty Man, being 

p a rtia l, is  not universal in  outlook (Confucius, Book 2)"; He (Great Man) 

sets the good examples, then he invites others to follow  it  (Confucius, 

Book 2)"; Great Man cherishes excellence; Petty Man, his own com fort. 

G reat Man cherishes the rules and regulations; Petty Man, special favor 

(C onfucius, Book 4)."

In  the Chinese society, there is s till a high consciousness about one's 

position  in  the hierarchical structuring in  the interpersonal 

re la tionships. People have different labels to  signify th e ir d ifferent 

positions. A part from  the clear positions o f the fa ther and m other, the 

ch ild ren are also categorized in to  different positions by d ifferent title s . 

E lder brothers are gege\ elder sisters, jiejier, younger brothers, didv, 

younger sister, meimet Outside of the immediate fam ily, there exists also 

an elaborate system to label a ll o f the relatives. Such labels represent 

closeness o f relationship as well as the position in  the hierarchy. For 

example, my father's gege is my daye or dabe; my father's didu my 

shushm m y mother's gege, jujxx, my m other's sister, yiyL

In  a hierarchical relationship, people in  different positions exhib it 

d iffe ren t behavior, showing respect for hierarchy. Thus, when people meet 

each other, the firs t th ing  is  to make clear about one's position. 

O therw ise, it  is very d iffic u lt for people to know how to behave w ith  each 

other. When two people w ith  different status meet, the lower status 

person is  expected to ca ll the superior by the proper title . This signifies 

the acknowledgment o f the superior’s power, and the superiors always
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gladly accept it. Acting w ith  no respect to the hierarchy is perceived to be 

m eijiao yang — lack of proper education.

D uring conversations w ith  inform ants, a notion — tinghua — is

frequently used in  th e ir comments. Tinghua, listening to others, refers to

the phenomenon th a t people have the tendency to obey instructions from

superiors. In  order to achieve peace and harm ony in  the hierarchical

fam ily, tinghua has to prevail. As to ld in  the opening story, when the

younger did not follow  what the elders said, norm al lives were disrupted,

and everything was in  chaos. The restoration o f peace and harm ony was

made possible by the eldest -- Kong I -- who was the most powerful one

in  the fam ily. D uring conversations, most respondents indicated th a t

they had to be obedient in  th e ir fam ilies.

In  my fam ily, my father has the ultim ate authority. W hatever he 
says, we, including my mama, shall follow. He can be very 
stubborn and stupid sometimes. But, we have to follow  h is orders, 
(interview  no. 23)

Such values fo r hierarchical orders and harmony are cultivated and

manifested especially in  fam ily life . For example, w ith in  a fam ily, role-

taking is  a phenomenon significantly d ifferent from  the West. Laotz once

said: "Let the ru le r be a ru le r, the father a father, the son a son" (Lau,

1979). C hildren are taught to respect th is ordering throughout the

socialization processes. Further, interpersonal com munication w ith in  a

fam ily can be sim ply described as non-reciprocal -- top-down. Children

are taught not to take in itia tive  in  respect to adults and they are not

supposed to ta lk  back to parents or other elders. In other words,

obedience becomes a cultivated value.

My mama is more trad itiona l than my father. She is very s tric t 
w ith  our behavior. She teaches us how to s it, eat, ta lk , and w alk. I 
remember When I was sm all, I was often physically disciplined 
because o f the way I sat and ate. (interview no. 22)
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Since I understood things, I began to learn to be obedient to my 
parent and elder sisters and brothers. Whatever they said, I ju s t 
followed, (interview no. 30)

Whenever I did something wrong, I was te rrib ly  afraid o f my 
parent’s find ing out about it. I f  so, I was in  deep trouble, (interview  
no. 24)

D uring conversations, many people indicated th a t valu ing hierarchy

and harm ony was the Way o f life . The m ain reason fo r parents and elders

to discip line th e ir children is th a t children cannot leave them . C hildren

are brought up in  fam ilies w hich are the only place fo r protection and

nourishm ent. As one inform ant indicated th a t 'We Chinese believe th a t

the outside world is fu ll o f coldness, and the inside w orld is fu ll o f

warmness" (interview no. 17).

Even if  people grow up, such a respect fo r trad ition  and hierarchy is

im perative. People tend to perceive and evaluate each other, based on

one’s re lationship w ith  his or her fam ilies. As another in form ant

indicated, "when a person is throw n out o f the fam ily, you become a

dangerous, untrust-w orthy man. Nobody else wants to have anything to

do w ith  you." (interview no. 32)

A part from  fam ilies, schools are another place for cu ltiva ting  such

values. When children reach the age of schooling, parents hand th e ir

children to teachers for education. Children in  schools are educated to

love and respect teachers. In  fact, people in  China trea t teachers as equal

to  th e ir parents. Further, the value o f trad ition , hierarchy, and au tho rity

is  fu rth e r emphasized through schooling.

Soon after I entered the elementary school, I realized th a t the 
teacher was as powerful as m y parents. I could not do the things 
w ithou t teachers' perm ission. In  fact, everything I did was under 
instruction , (interview no. 37)

107

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



I f  children misbehaved, they would be disciplined in  the form s o f 

reprim and, laboring, or physical punishm ent. Sometimes, the teachers 

may report the m isbehaviors to the parents or even com plain about the 

parent's in a b ility  to educate the ir child. In  such cases, the parents may 

be doubly angiy, since th e ir ch ild  has lost face for the fam ily.

I remembered how I was dealt w ith  by my parents, when my teacher 
reported my second absence to them. They were extremely angry, 
and I had to kneel down a ll n ight, (interview  no. 33)

D uring conversations, many inform ants were c ritica l about the June

Fourth Incident a t Tiananmen Square in  1989. W hile people were

sym pathetic and appreciative about some o f the students' concerns such

as too much corruption and lack o f funds fo r education, it  was clear that

the way students dealt w ith  the government was fundam entally wrong. It

violated the norms o f respect for hierarchy and harmony.

I believe th a t the students behaved inappropriately. They openly 
criticized, even denounced the prem ier and other leaders o f the 
country. They also disrupted tra ffic  and the norm al life  people used 
to have. I knew th a t they would be punished one way or another, 
(interview no. 31)

I th in k  tha t students over-staffed th e ir stomach, and they forgot 
who they were. They were having free education, free food, and 
futures fu ll o f promises. However, they did not appreciate it  a t all. 
W hy did they go against power and the government? If I were them, 
I would not do such stupid things, (interview no. 22)

Such remarks were common. However, 1 was suspicious about such

feelings. Especially, I thought th a t these people m ight have been

brainwashed, and the Chinese government did not show w hat I saw on

TV in  the West. In  A p ril, 1993, when I was receiving a delegation from

China, I continued to ta lk  to them about th is  phenomenon. Over the

trip , they had seen the tapes we had in  the West.

The scenes you saw do not d iffe r greatly from what I saw in  China.
I th in k  those students were way too arrogant. They knew too little
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about our history. I f  they did, they would not have done such 
things, (interview no. 71)

Although it  was tragic, I believe tha t our government did 
something properly. Otherwise, China would have become a 
country like  the old Soviet Union. It would be worse, if  the 
government had not suppressed such a movement.
(interview no. 72)

The Art of Guanxi Work

Relationship is  treated as the basic u n it o f the Chinese society. C hina

has its  own word — guanxi — fo r relationship. Guanxi refers to the k ind  o f

m utual relationships in  w hich two parties are bonded together in  term s

o f obligations. It is believed th a t guanxi originates from  the fam ily sphere

(Fried, 1953). Some o f the typ ica l proverbs such as "Relying on parents at

home, and on friends outside o f home," "Friends are as close as

brothers," "W ithin the fou r seas, a ll men are brothers," reflects the need

to transcend the fam ily-style relationships to the m eta-fam ily level. In

other words, the notion o f J ia  — fam ily -- is very elastic (Fei, 1967).

Fam ily can mean only the members o f a nuclear fam ily, or it  may also

mean a ll members o f a netw ork or a clan (King & Bond, 1985). Such a

theory is confirmed by m any inform ants. As one commented:

The origin o f guanxi comes from  fam ily. In  a fam ily, bounded 
relationships are to  help each other. Such a relationship takes 
care o f people's need. In  China, it  is natura l th a t the parents raise 
the ir children, and children take care of the ir aging parent. Such a 
relationship is so desirable th a t people tend to develop the s im ila r 
bounded relationships between each other, as the saying goes, 
"when you are outside the fam ily, rely upon friends."
(interview no. 11)

The reason fo r the need o f guanxi is very clear to most participants. As 

a fam ily, guanxi w ill provide protection for individuals. As one in form ant 

said:
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We Chinese believe th a t the outside world is fu ll o f coldness, and 
the inside w orld is fu ll o f warmness. The inside world refers to the 
fam ily, where you feel safe, warm, and caring. When we are in  the 
outside world, we w ant to create the fam ily-style relationships 
where the kind o f protection we get from home can be provided, 
(interview  no. 17)

Guanxi signifies a clan group. When you get in , you w ill benefit 
what others could not dare to dream about. That is why we say 
"when one has got the Way, crooks and dogs w ill be in  the 
heavens." (interview  no. 43)

Just th in k , i f  you do not have guanxi, what a m iserable life  you 
w ill have? When a person is thrown out o f the fam ily, you become 
a dangerous, untrust-w orthy man. Nobody else wants to have 
anything to do w ith  you. (interview no. 32)

The im portance o f guanxi in  China deserves serious attention. It  is a

key concept fo r understanding Chinese behavior in  social (Fried, 1969),

po litica l (Jacobs, 1979), and organizational (Walder, 1983) settings. It is

so pervasive in  the Chinese society tha t people often ta lk  about

connectionology -- the science of guanxi. One o f the inform ants actua lly

refers to guanxi as "the Social G ravity Law" which ties people together.

Guanxi is very im portant. It is more im portant than your a b ility  in  
determ ining your fate. People often say: a b ility  3 plus guanxi 7 is 
equal to success. I to ta lly  agree, (interview no. 41)

People may feel guanxi distasteful. However, when one wants to do 
something, guanxi becomes im portant, and everyone wants to grasp 
it. A ll in  a ll, one more guanxi, one more way. It is a tra d itio n  
passed from  our ancestors thousands of years ago. (interview  no. 
27)

Guanxi is sim ply life-blood. You cannot survive w ithout it  in  th is  
society, (interview  no. 48)

In  fact, several people indicate tha t guanxi has become one o f the

basic needs.

Guanxi has becomes a type of human need. Everybody demands it. 
It is universal. To have a better life , one has to have it. The more 
you have it, the better you can do. I dare say th a t everybody who is 
up-beat in  th is  society has got guanxi. (interview  no. 24)
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Conversely, many inform ants said tha t the lack of guanxi was a 

serious threat. If  one does not have it, s/he  w ill have a lousy life .

I have been ju s t a worker for my life . If  I had guanxi, I would not be 
w orking here in  the shop. I have watched a num ber o f people who 
are promoted every year. I believe these people have more o r less 
guanxi My children com plain a lo t. Now, they believe th a t they can 
no t have a better future, because I do not have guanxi I sim ply say 
th is  to them: 'Y our father is dumb. Now, develop your own guanxi 
and help yourself!" (interview no. 28)

Consequently, many inform ants indicated tha t they spent 

considerable resources on developing and m aintaining guawci.

M aking guanxi is the top p rio rity  in  my life . It is more im portant 
than doing your regular job. I feel th a t I spend more tim e doing 
things to take care o f my guanxi Whenever needed, I w ill drop my 
regular work to work fo r guanxi (interview no. 23)

I would like  to bu ild  guanxi whether it  is fo r my w ork or fo r my 
self-interests. When I was working in  a shipping company in  
China, using guanxi to rent a ship is very im portant. I f  you do not 
have guanxi you lose a couple of thousands dollars every day. If 
you do, you w ill have a ship whenever you w ant it."
(interview  no. 41)

Guanxi not only benefits people bu t also costs a lo t.

Developing and m aintaining guanxi can be very costly for people 
especially like  me. I did not have a strong guanxi foundation, when 
I came out o f school. Since I got the job, I have been w orking very 
hard on it. I feel th a t I am near to the edge of psychological 
breakdown. I have to th in k  about things related to guanxi day and 
n igh t; I have to be ready to work fo r guanxi any tim e; I have to be 
very careful to m aintain good guanxi w ith  those people who have 
problems w ith  each other, which is veiy d iffic u lt to  do; we have to 
spend most o f our savings on guanxi (interview no. 14)

It  is  especially costly fo r common people like  me to develop or 
m aintain guanxi w ith  those people who are above you. They can do 
a lo t o f things fo r you. They are in  charge o f your life . Conversely, 
you cannot do anything useful for them. To m ainta in such a 
m utual relationship, you have to spend money on g ifts. Annual 
festivals, marriage, b irthday celebration, funeral, and occasional 
celebrations are tim es for gifts. China gets too m any festivals, and 
whenever these occasions come, we have a headache.
(interview  no. 35)
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Not a ll o f the people welcome guawcL Several expressed distaste, and a

few others expressed ambivalence about guanxi

I hate guanxi. If everybody grows by relying upon guanxi where is 
the justice? People should be judged on the ir ab ilitie s ra the r than 
guanxi (interview no. 21)

Z. Li, a senior engineer, comments:

I feel guanxi d istasteful. It  is a factor which corrupts the 
organization and the society in  general. When you see those stupid 
people use th e ir guanxi to catch a leadership position, you would 
understand why our country is le ft behind others. In  m y view, 
guanxi is ju s t like  the cancer of our society, (interview  no. 38)

Those w ith  street sm art in  China benefit a lo t. My connectionology 
is  not good a t a ll. I am very am bivalent about it. I hate the 
existence o f guanxi and in  the meantime w ant to  b u ild  some.
When I was w orking in  China, every leader believed th a t I d id  well 
in  my professional job . B ut I did not get adequate rewards such as 
a prom otion, because I did not know how to pa i ma p i -  push the 
rig h t button, (interview  no. 42)

In  order to explain how guanxi works, Hwang (1987) develops a model 

w hich conceptualizes the two parties to a dyadic in te raction  as petitioner 

and resource allocator. When a petitioner asks a resource a llocator to get 

a certa in kind o f resources, the resource allocator w ill firs t consider the 

guanxi between them and adopt appropriate rules to in te ra ct w ith  the 

petitioner. Hwang fu rthe r classifies three types o f guanxi — expressive 

ties, instrum ental ties, and mixed ties — on the basis o f th e ir expressive 

and instrum ental components.

1. Expressive ties. The m ost obvious one of th is  kind is  the guanxi 

between members in  a fam ily. The rule fo r resource a llocation in  a 

Chinese fam ily is the need rule: the capable members have the 

responsib ility to get resources to satisfy the needs o f each member.

2. Instrum ental ties. An ind ividual may establish tem porary 

re lationship w ith  others solely as a means to an end. An example of th is
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kind  is the relationship between a passenger and a taxi driver. The 

expressive component in  th is kind o f guanxi is little , and the rule for 

resource allocation in  th is  kind o f re lationship is the equity rule whereby 

a calculative attem pt for gains or losses is tried. Under such a 

re la tionship, the two parties may bargain on the basis o f universal and 

im personal standards.

3. Mixed ties. The mixed tie  is a k ind  o f guawd where an ind ividua l is 

m ost like ly  to play the power games. Such a guanxi exists outside o f an 

in d iv id u a l’s immediate fam ily. In  such a guanxi, both parties know each 

other and m aintain a certain expressive component in  th e ir relationship. 

In  such a relationship, the princip le  o f renqing plays an im portant role. 

As Hwang (1987, p. 946) explicates, "the princip le o f renqing im plies not 

on ly a norm ative standard fo r regulating social exchange b u t also a 

social mechanism tha t an ind iv idua l can use to strive fo r desirable 

resources w ith in  a stable and s tru c tu ra l social fabric."

In  the mixed tie  relationship, the two parties may get acquainted w ith  

one o r more in  common, and a guawd network is established. They may 

anticipate th a t they w ill meet in  the fu tu re  and others in  the same 

netw ork w ill evaluate the exchanges between them in  accordance w ith  

Chinese norms.

These three kinds of guanxi were a ll confirmed in  the research. The 

k ind  o f guanxi m ostly talked about is the mixed tie  guanxi.

In  China, there exist two types o f guawd. One is public relation, 
w hich refers to pure w orking relationship. The other one is a 
nepotic relationship, includ ing your fam ily, relative, friends, and 
other groups. I believe th a t the la tte r guanxi serves a m ajor role in  
our society, (interview no. 43)

According to Hwang's model, when a resource allocator is asked to 

d istribu te  the resource under h is or her control in  a way to benefit the
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petitioner, he or she has to take the ru le  o f renqing (favor) in to  account, 

and has to consider the follow ing: (1) the cost o f the resources: (2) the 

depth o f ganqing (affective component) between them ; (3) the probability 

o f reciprocation from  the petitioner; and (4) social evaluations from  

others in  the same guanxi network.

In  order to  strive for resources controlled by a pa rticu la r allocator, an 

ind iv idua l may choose several strategies to influence the allocator. The 

m ost popular one is to increase the social in teraction between the two 

parties deliberately. Such interactions may include visiting , giving of 

g ifts, and in v itin g  allocators to have parties together. The aim  of th is  

k ind  o f activities is to become the allocator's type, and to get closer to 

the resource allocator. I f  an ind ividua l is  barely acquainted w ith  a 

resource allocator, s/he may use an interm ediary to  introduce the 

pe titioner to the allocator and to so lic it a favor from  the allocator on his 

o r her behalf. Once the strategy o f using guanxi has been successful, 

people usua lly say tha t a "back door" is opened (Jacob, 1979; W alder, 

1983).

Another frequently used strategy to influence the resource allocator is 

face-work. Since an individual's mianzi can help influence the allocator, 

i t  is im portant to m aintain h is or her face and to do face-work in  fro n t of 

others in  the mixed tie . Mianzi means one's social position or prestige 

obtained by successfully perform ing social roles w hich are recognized by 

others (Hu, 1944). S im ilarly, Redding & Ng (1982, p. 203) defined mianzi 

o r face as "the positive social value a person effectively claim s fo r him self 

by the line  others assume he has taken during a pa rticu la r act." The 

concept o f face work refers to "projection of self-image and im pression 

management" (Hwang, 1987, p. 960), w ith  the goal o f presenting a
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favorable image to the m inds o f others (Schlenker, 1980). In the 

reciprocal relationship, m utual obligations are negotiated through face 

work. The consequences o f such negotiations may lead to enhancing, 

losing, or saving one's face, w hich in  tu rn  may result in  enhancing or 

weakening the relationship.

Thus, an individual may do impression management such as 

arranging the setting fo r social interaction, taking pa rticu la r care w ith  

h is or her appearance, and behaving in  a certain manner, in  order to 

shape a powerful and attractive image when dealing w ith  others. Usually, 

the a llocator is  inclined to grant the request. I f  the allocator rejects h is 

or her request, the petitioner w ill lose face and both sides may feel 

disaffected in  the long run . When the allocator is neither w illin g  to grant 

the request nor to h u rt h is or her face, the allocator may find  an excuse 

to give no definite answer to the petitioner. Both parties may then 

proceed as if  such a request had never been made, bu t w ith  a clearer 

understanding of the lim its  to th e ir guawd. I f  the request is pressed 

fu rthe r, the potential fo r d isruption to the two parties and th e ir social 

guanxi network escalates seriously.

The two strategies suggest th a t an ind ividua l has to behave

d ifferently, when s/he is  w ith  d ifferent guanxi A real master o f guanxi is

able to keep good guanxi w ith  a ll kinds of people. This is captured in  the

inform ant's comments:

In  order to develop and m aintain guanxi I have to learn to act. I 
have several very d ifferent groups o f people to associate w ith , and I 
have to be one of them whenever necessary. So, you w ill see me 
sometimes acting like  a rascal, some other tim es like  a real 
gentleman. Sometimes, you have to do things you really do not 
enjoy. For example, I hate smoking and drinking. B ut you may find  
an expensive package o f cigarettes in  my pocket or see me drinking  
w ith  someone. That is because my guanxi has those kinds of 
interests, (interview no. 27)
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There are many ways o f developing guarvci. The key is whether you 
can get what your partner wants. If  you can get him  or her 
satisfied to the extent tha t s/he needs you, you have got a strong 
guanxi. Under th is  circumstance, whenever you ask him  or her for 
something, s/he  would be a ll for it. For example, m y fa ther has 
several 'step sons' who have closer relationships than us w ith  him . 
He would do th ings fo r them, things which are unim aginable for 
us. My father always appraises the ir delicate ways of caring [hui lai 
shi). These people try  very hard to perceive what my father wants. 
They would do things w hich are delightfu l to my father, before he 
even asks. That kind o f behavior keeps my father very happy. When 
they conduct business together, h is step sons get more than 
enough returns, (interview  no. 36)

Thus, the way o f developing or m aintaining guanxi varies w ith  the 

resource allocator's age, position, and sex. Many indicate th a t the guanxi 

w ork w ith  people o f s im ila r age is the least d iffic u lt one.

To la guanxi w ith  peers who are your age is the m ost sim ple th ing. 
The best way is to in te ract w ith  each other via  ta lk ing  or 
exchanging inform ation. Through interactions, you w ant to 
develop sim ila r interests such as sim ilar personality, sharing meals 
together, or drinking. Overtime, guanxi na tu ra lly develops. "Things 
form  together by sorts, and humans form  together by grouping" 
means the same th ing, (interview no. 43)

One o f the things you m ust do to la guanxi w ith  your bosses or old 

people is to show respect. In  fron t o f them, an ind ividua l should behave 

in  such a way th a t acknowledges tha t the allocator is a good person. An 

ind ividua l should also v is it the allocator w ith  an appropriate g ift, 

especially during festival seasons.

To la guanxi w ith  your boss or elders, you have to adopt a way 
which is d ifferent from  the way you do w ith  your peers. I learned 
th is  the hard way. When I was working in  a Chinese organization,
I treated my bosses ju s t the way I treat my peers. I did not w ant to 
be respectful towards th e ir power and status. That is why they did 
not like  me. (interview  no. 33)

I know what these people want. They want people to respect them.
I respect old people, b u t not the Party secretary in  our 
organization. He is clearly dumb, and yet he tries every way to 
show his d ign ity. I can not respect th is  kind o f person. In  several 
occasions, I embarrassed him  in  fron t o f others. I knew th a t he
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hated me very m uch. Since then, whatever I tried  to do, he blocked 
it. He also gave me a hard tim e, when I was leaving fo r the USA to 
study, (interview no. 41)

I have a friend who was dating a beautifu l g irl. They loved each 
other so much th a t they wanted to get m arried. U nfortunately, 
When th is guy visited her parent, he somehow did not behave the 
way her parent liked. They had to end the relationship, because her 
parents believed th a t he was not a respectable person.
(interview  no. 22)

When people were ta lk ing  about guarvci work w ith  th e ir bosses, a

p o in t about loyalty was frequently made.

I t  is  very im portant to  know tha t once you are related w ith  a 
leader, you m ust be committed to such th a t re lationship.
Otherwise, you lose a ll o f your credib ility. As long as s/he  is  in  
power, you surely benefit. The danger is th a t when s/he loses, you 
fa ll w ith  him  or her. In  the organization I used to w ork w ith , there 
existed such a relationship. The follower fe ll w ith  the leader, 
(interview  no. 43)

Several people indicated tha t it  is most d iffic u lt to  do guanxi w ork 

w ith  bosses fighting against each other. A  strategy to  do guanxi w ork in  

th is  k ind  o f situation is  suggested:

M ost d ifficu lt o f a ll is  to handle guanxi w ith  several bosses who 
fig h t against each other. I had such experiences when I worked in  
China. Everyone o f them wanted my help, and they attem pted to 
have fam ily dinners w ith  me. I refused. This is  because if  I d id so 
w ith  one o f the leaders, the others would view me as a foe, m aking 
m y life  m iserable, (interview no. 41)

W ith  questions about doing guanxi work w ith  subordinates, a general

consensus was to care and make them loyal.

It is im portant to  be loving and considerate. Do not be selfish.
Even though your tem porary benefits suffer, you w ill gain in  the 
long run. You w ant to do everything possible to make them  loyal to 
you. When you have the ir loyalty, they w ill do whatever you w ant, 
(interview no. 9)
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Several people indicated tha t if  one wanted to have a better life , s/he 

should know how to do guanxi work w ith  both bosses and subordinates. 

O therwise, it  would be d ifficu lt.

The guanxi expert is able to develop and m aintain good guanxi w ith 
both the people who are above you and the people below. In  the 
Chinese company I used to w ork w ith , there was an engineer who 
m aintained a good guanxi w ith  h is boss, bu t poor guanxi w ith  his 
peers. I te ll you, those people made him  very ineffective in  h is 
w ork. Thus, he could not be promoted, (interview no. 13)

It seems th a t sex influences the way to  do guanxi work. A lthough the

com m unists have strongly advocated the equality o f men and women, the

status difference between them is s till very obvious. Women are often

perceived as weak and incapable. U sually women are the ones staying at

home and men are the ones developing guanxi work outside. I f  a woman

is active in  developing guanxi work, it  is  often believed to  be im proper.

For a man to la guanxi w ith  g irls is the most d iffic u lt one. G irls 
w ant to hear praises and have good treats. However, when people 
know th a t you do what g irls want in  order to get w hat you want, 
you w ill have no face, and be laughed at. Thus, people w ill tend 
no t to  la  guanxi w ith  girls. Conversely, for a g irl to  la  guanxi w ith  a 
m an, it  is the easiest o f a ll. I th in k  tha t the p rincip le  o f the 
pa te rn ity  plays a role here. As long as a g irl is not afra id to  ask, 
the man w ill give her what she wants, (interview no. 43)

A lthough inform ants agree in  general tha t guanxi is c ritic a l fo r one's 

grow th and better life , many indicate th a t guanxi is not always effective. 

This is  especially so in  the cases of organizational settings.

Leaders tend to use m ultiple standards to judge people, when 
opportunities such as prom otion and h iring  come. On the paper, 
there is  always a single standard: quality. However, the force 
outside o f the paper document — guanxi — can be very strong. So, 
leaders influenced by these two different forces make th e ir fin a l 
decisions, (interview no. 17)

The two standards -- the o ffic ia l one and the uno ffic ia l one -- a ll 
affect decision-m aking. Everybody knows tha t. So, when an 
opportun ity comes, a person has to evaluate his or her com petitors 
before s/he  goes to guanxi for help. If s/he finds out th a t s /he  is
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too weak to compete, s/he m ight decide to drop th is  opportunity.
In  other words, guawd is actually the secondary force. When you 
are no t qualified by the technical standards, it  is  rare th a t you can 
have it  sim ply because you have guawcL The interesting part, 
however, is  th a t if  s/he is close to competitors, guanxi w ill surely 
come in to  play. You do not see these scenes, b u t su rly  you would 
feel the forces are fighting against each other, (interview  no. 23)

O ther dim ensions of guanxi were explored. Most inform ants classified 

guanxi in  term s o f closeness between the two parties. A  close guanxi 

refers to a strong connection between a petitioner and a resource 

allocator. A  common phrase for close guanxi is an "iron  guanxi," which 

means th a t there is  a great probability for the allocator to do a favor. 

Conversely, a d istant one im plies a weak connection between the two 

parties.

Some others classified guanxi in  terms of degree o f satisfaction of 

guanxi Degree o f satisfaction comes from the h istory of the two 

in teracting parties. In  th is dimension, "OK guanxi" "good guanxi" and 

"very good guanxi' are often used to express the satisfaction o f the ir 

guanxi

Guanxi was also classified in  terms of length of association between 

two parties. In  th is  dimension, "old guanxi' and "new guanxi' are often 

used.

An old guanxi refers to the lasting relationship between two 
partner. In  other words, there are solid tru s t and obligations b u ilt 
between the two partners over a period o f tim e. In  contrast, a new 
guanxi is a one recently established. It takes tim e to strengthen 
such relationships. I keep up w ith both types o f guanxi because I 
am sure both of them w ill be useful some day. (interview  no. 15)

Guanxi can also be classified in  terms of ascription. If  the two parties 

come from  the same region, such a guanxi w ill be a "laoxiang" (regional 

guanxQ, the same school, a "xiaoyou" (school-mate guanxQ, the relative, 

"qinshii' (a relative guanxQ.
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It does not m atter when, where, and how you have got your guanxi. 
The question is whether you can m aintain it  in  such a way th a t it  
can be useful when needed, (interview no. 13)

An in form ant made a d istinction  between the quantity and qua lity o f 

the guanxi.

The qua lity o f guanxi is  more im portant than the quantity o f 
guawd. Nowadays, if  you are a son o f Deng Xiaoping, you have 
more than enough. Your fu ture is w ell taken care of w ithout 
asking. I f  you have many guanxi w ith  people like  me, it  means tha t 
you do not have good luck, (interview no. 28)

As m entioned earlier, a guanxi between two parties may grow in to  a 

guawd network where more than two people are bounded w ith  

obligations. In  other words, there is a clear d is tinction  between an 

ingroup and outgroup. When ta lk ing  about ingroups, "we," "our," and 

"ours" are often used. In  contrast, when ta lk ing  about outgroups, "they," 

"th e ir," and "theirs" are often used.

M ost people categorized th e ir ingroups in  a hierarchical fashion. 

Some others do believe th a t work can be considered as a low level 

ingroup.

I believe th a t there is a hierarchy o f ingroups. My fam ily is 
certa in ly at the top o f the hierarchy, my other groups are in  the 
m iddle, and I consider our work group as the bottom  one in  my 
hierarchy. Such a hierarchy determines your behavior. Generally 
speaking, if  there is conflict between these ingroups, one m orally 
goes w ith  the group a t the higher place, (interview  no. 26)

Your parent fam ily is defin ite ly the no. 1 ingroup. Your own fam ily 
cannot compare w ith  your parent fam ily. That is why when 
conflicts between mom and my wife arise, I often go along w ith  
mama, (interview no. 29)

As discussed previously, the Chinese au thority has tried to sh ift these 

group values to the work groups. D uring the interview s, questions 

concerning the extent to which work groups are considered as ingroups
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were raised. Most people indicated tha t they took th e ir work groups as 

ingroups, b u t it  is an ingroup at the lowest hierarchy o f the ir ingroups.

Among the ingroups I have relationship w ith , I take the w ork group 
as the one I have least connections w ith . This is because I do not 
have a lo t to do w ith  the people around me. Everyone o f us is 
assigned to work here, and every one is suspicious about each 
other. An ingroup is one which you have a stake and you 
participate vo lun tarily and actively. There are tremendous tru s t 
and responsibility among group members. The work group we have 
here is  purely a rtific ia l. Especially, the group leaders who are the 
watch dogs fo r some other people, (interview  no. 33)

I feel th a t I am s till connected to the organization. Such a feeling 
is  stronger when we are outside o f the organization. One day, I 
found tha t one of the workers in  our organization was figh ting  
against another guy on the street. I did not know him  a t a ll, b u t I 
knew he was working in  the same organization as I used to  w ork 
w ith , because he was wearing the company cloth. I fe lt th a t I 
should help him , and I did. (interview no. 36)

However, several people indicated th a t they had th e ir own ingroups 

w ith in  the organization.

The Relationship between Self and Group

It  is  obvious th a t Chinese fundam entally believe tha t hum an nature 

is  re la tiona l, and the principles of behavior are created to deal w ith  

hum an relationships. One contributes to a group w hich in  tu rn  protects 

you. The interests and desires o f self are supposedly fu lfille d  by a 

re la tionsh ip  or a group to which an ind ividua l belongs. J i t i guan nian — 

the value o f collectivity — is held strongly by the Chinese.

Essentially, you live w ith  groups. You contributes to groups, and 
the groups take care of you in  tim es o f needs. For example, when 
you are young, your parent are responsible fo r raising you. When 
you reach the age for schooling, schools are responsible fo r 
educating you. When you are m ature, you are supposed to w ork for 
your fam ilies. When you are old, your children are responsible fo r 
taking  care o f you. (interview no. 14)
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The Chinese concept of self cannot be separated from  others. The 
meaning o f self is the belongingness of others. Self is  not an 
independent identity. Self exists w ith  the iden tity  o f a whole.
When one th inks about oneself, others are being considered in  the 
meantime. Self-interests are realized through the realization of 
others' interests. That is why we say "saving the green m ountains, 
you w ill have wood to chop." (interview no. 46)

Self has two inseparable meanings. F irst, self means yourself, 
w hich is a sm all self. Second, se lf means a big self, w hich includes 
your fam ilies, your friends, etc. The sm all self exists in  the big self, 
(interview  no. 42)

An interesting question is how people feel about such arrangements. 

In  th is  respect, many people indicate th a t it  is the Way o f life . However, 

some others com plain about the inequality o f such relationships. 

In teresting ly, nobody ever com plains about the inequality situa tion  in  

fam ily or any other groups they belong to, although many indicate tha t 

they have a huge financial burden to raise the ir parent and offspring at 

the same tim e.

It is your fam ily, and you live w ith  it. You cannot calculate your 
relationship w ith  your fam ily the way you do w ith  the 
organization. I have to take care o f three generations in  m y fam ily. 
That is  the way it  is. (interview no. 13)

Role compliance and conform ity to a group is necessary to keep 

harm ony. Many indicate tha t one should defer to group need a ll the 

tim e. Being considerate for others is a value held by most inform ants.

We Chinese believe tha t one should not put self above the group 
s/he  belongs to. When self-interests are in  con flict w ith  the group 
interests, it  is natural we should drop the self-interests. I strongly 
believe th a t it  is the way it  should be. Otherwise, everything w ill be 
chaos. For example, what do you expect, if  everybody ignores the 
tra ffic  light? (interview no. 19)

Self does not have a place in  the Chinese situation. People are 
taught to be selfless. Anything th a t is considered fo r the benefit of 
se lf is taken to be inappropriate. When people strive fo r th e ir own 
needs, they are treated as having m orality problems.
(interview  no. 15)
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Chinese put group conform ity above everything else. Whenever you 
w ant or do anything for yourself, you would hear th a t "why don’t 
others do that?" Such a question is in  fact a statem ent. It stops 
you from  doing anything th a t is for yourself, (interview  no. 33)

Over the years, self has been p u t in  a better position than before. 
However, I s till believe th a t Chinese tend to be considerate o f 
others when conflicts o f interests arise. Chinese do not like  the 
idea of benefiting yourself, a t the cost o f others. People look down 
upon those who are self-oriented, (interview no. 42)

I consider firs t and a lo t for my ingroup members, whenever I want 
to do something. I w ill never do things tha t would h u rt them. For 
example, if  I have $500 ,1 would send it  to my parent instead of 
buying m yself a beautifu l su it, (interview no. 41)

Whenever I do something, I w ill th in k  about how it  w ill affect 
others whom I am concerned w ith . It  is a constant struggle 
between the interests o f self and the interest o f others. I f  somebody 
else w ill suffer because o f w hat I get for myself, I w ill not do it. 
(interview  no. 25)

Under the value of role compliance and conform ity, people tend to be 

re luctant about expressing th e ir own wants, interests, and righ ts. The 

denial o f self results from  the Confucianism and Mao's ideology th a t self- 

sacrifice fo r the state is "the highest ideal o f citizenship" (Pye, 1991, p. 

443). When probed in  tha t direction, some people indicated th a t people 

do not want to ta lk  about self much, because of the fear o f being labeled 

as having a selfish attitude. In  addition, several inform ants indicate th a t 

there exist a significant difference between what one rea lly wants and 

what one says th a t s/he wants. As Z. Wang commented:

I want a lo t o f things fo r m yself. I want to have more educational 
tra in ing . I want to have a better living. I want to  have a higher 
status in  the organization. B ut, I dare not say these things openly, 
because it  would be perceived th a t I am an extrem ely selfish 
person. When you are perceived to be selfish, nobody wants to look 
at you. So, I have to hide those wants a ll the tim e.
(interview no. 23)
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Viewing Organization 

J iaaona  Company: An Introduction

The Jiagong company occupies a place o f about 1,800,000 square 

meters. I could feel the size o f it, when I was w alking in to  the company 

in  the early m orning. The company was circled by b rick  w alls, and there 

is a large gate opening onto a spacious road.

People either ride bicycles or w alk to the company every m orning. 

Some people greet each other and have a conversation w hile entering the 

company. It  is the Chinese tra d itio n  tha t one only greets others who you 

know. When they get to the gate, people get o ff the ir bicycles and show 

th e ir IDs to the gate keepers, two well-dressed security officers a t the 

company. The two officers take a serious look at each ID and nod th e ir 

heads to the people who gave th e ir IDs. Such a head-nodding practice 

means perm ission to come in to  the company.

A  v is ito r has to have a w ritten  perm ission from  the office o f the 

enterprise d irector to  get in to the company. Since M r. Gai — my in te rna l 

contact — has arranged th is already, I have no d ifficu lty  getting in to  the 

organization.

The environm ent o f the company is clean and beautifu l. A fte r the 

gate, there are several m ajor roads leading to each ind iv idua l p lant. 

Facing the gate is the Russian-style m ain-building, where the enterprise 

management and m ajor adm inistrative offices are located. In  fro n t o f the 

m ain build ing, there are some trees and flowers.

The m ain bu ild ing  is divided in to  three parts. The center o f the 

build ing is four-stories, and the two sides o f the bu ild ing  are three 

stories. A t the top o f the center o f the building, there are large national 

symbols -- a red star and a red flag — waving w ith  the w ind. R ight
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beneath the star and the flag, the company name is inscribed. A t the top 

o f the two side buildings, there is a four-character slogan on each side. 

The one a t the le ft -- jia n  leu fen  dou -- says "thriving th riftily  and 

d iligen tly," and the one a t the righ t — zheng xian chuang you -- says 

"pioneering in  production and in  quality."

The h a ll o f the m ain bu ild ing is b right and spacious. On the le ft w all, 

there are directions fo r m ajor adm inistrative offices. On the other w alls, 

there are pictures o f the "excellent workers" at the enterprise. Each 

picture is large and every person took the picture w ith  a large red flower 

in  fro n t o f th e ir chest.

The Cultural Legacy of Jiaaona

Jiagong company was established in  1958. It became one o f the largest 

wood-m aking enterprises in  China. Jiagong company is a tru ly  

comprehensive company whose products are diverse -- ranging from  

woodworking to man-made boards, forestry products and products for 

chem ical industry, and machinery and electricity, and it  has over 10,000 

employees.

A lthough the enterprise has been owned by the government, the 

managing relationships between government, the Party, and the 

enterprise has been a changing one throughout the enterprise's history. 

U n til the early 80's, the in s titu tio n a l arrangement between the state and 

enterprises can be described as follows (Rawsky, 1980):

1. The state owns a ll capital goods held by the firm .

2. The firm  is governed by a bureau (ju). The ju  controls the inputs 

and outputs in  the form s o f m aterials and human powers, and claim s
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the residual on behalf o f the state budget. The ju  also decides how to 

allocate earnings between the state, the enterprise, and the ind ividua l.

3. The firm  does not have contractual rights.

4. Wages are fixed by the state, and the firm s can only use bonuses 

and other incentives such as housing and kindergarten to  m otivate 

people.

Under such in s titu tio n a l arrangement, the enterprise functions as a 

branch o f the governmental organization. In  other words, the enterprise 

does not function  as an entity w hich is  responsible fo r economic profits 

and losses. Instead, the enterprise management is responsible fo r 

im plem enting governmental plans fo r production. If  the enterprise 

intends to grow, the enterprise management w ill subm it a plan document 

to th e ir ju , and w a it fo r the decision to be made.

It is  w orth  m entioning tha t in  the early 60's there existed an attem pt 

to replace the plan target w ith  a p ro fit target in  the country. L iu  Shao-qi, 

the then vice-chairm an of the Central Committee o f the Com m unist 

Party o f China, was instrum ental in  in itia tin g  such a change. This 

change was often referred to as L iu Shao-qi's line. In  contrast to the 

tra d itio n a l system, the enterprise's power was sign ificantly enlarged. 

L itera lly, the enterprise had a ll decisive powers for enterprise 

management. The new policy activated and stim ulated the national 

economy (Laaksonen, 1988). However, th is  policy did no t continue for 

long, due to  the fa ilu re  of the movement.

Since the early 1980's, the government has taken a pragm atic 

approach to m odernization and economic development and has made 

th is  pragm atic development a central task. A significant move along th is  

line is to invigorate the state industries. This move includes two salient
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aspects w hich are relevant in  th is  context. One o f them  is the 

establishm ent o f a national m arket. This means th a t the commodities 

tra d itio n a lly  controlled by the plan system are gradually regulated by the 

m arket instead. By 1992, only about 10 percent o f the commodities were 

regulated under the plan system and the rest of them  by the m arket.

The other aspect is "to make the enterprises adapt to the m arket and 

become self-managing, economically self-responsible, self-developing, and 

se lf-restra in ing  organizations."4 It  encompasses d iffe ren tia ting  the tasks 

between the Party and the adm inistration, and between the 

adm in istra tion  and the enterprises. W hat is most relevant here is 

empowering industries.

To ca rry out its  responsibilities, the enterprise has a legal e n tity  to 

deal w ith  business matters in  the m arket system. Conversely, the 

governm ent has the rig h t to coordinate, supervise, and manage in  

appropriate ways, since the state owns the enterprise. In  deta il, the 

governm ent has the follow ing rights, according to  the recent 

management reform  principles5 :

(1) A ud iting  the enterprise's performance.

(2) Deciding the allocation o f p rofits between the state and the 

enterprise.

(3) Deciding whether or not to support the production programs which 

require the technical and financia l help from  the government.

(4) The rig h t to make decisions affecting bankruptcy, and the rig h t to 

decide the iden tity  o f an enterprise, such as strategic alliance between 

two o r more enterprises.

4 Juan min shuo you zhi gong ye qi ye zhuan huan jing yingjizhi tiao li (State 
industries and state enterprises management reform principles), July 25, 1992, p. 1.

5 See footnote 4.
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(5) Deciding m ajor financia l matters which affect the revenue of the 

government such as appreciation rates and equipm ent investment.

(6) The rig h t to decide or perm it the h iring  of enterprise directors.

(7) In itia tin g  rules and regulations for property management, and the 

rig h t to supervise such m atters.

(8) Protecting the righ ts  o f the enterprises and assisting the 

enterprises to solve m ajor problems.

Governmental plans are gradually reduced, and the  enterprise has to 

be responsible fo r its  own profits and losses. In  the case o f Jiagong, 

governmental planning activ ity  began to decline in  1986, and was almost 

entirely elim inated by 1992.

The Concept of Organization and Job

The Chinese emphasize the importance of hum an being more than 

anything else. The Chinese tend to view the organization as a system of 

interrelated hum an beings. D uring conversations, inform ants often 

described the organization by the metaphor o f fam ily or community. 

Interestingly, few people mentioned about the m ateria l or technical 

aspect of an organization. When I probed, an in form ant explained:

We believe th a t hum an beings are the most com plicated, and we 
human beings come together to form an organization fo r a purpose 
of living. M aterials are nothing but being used by hum an beings to 
achieve such a purpose, (interview no. 4)

The emphasis on hum an beings can be traced fa r back in  the history 

o f China. Confucius once said tha t "in the world o f heaven and earth, 

ren (human) is more im portant." Laotz also said th a t "among the four 

greats -  the great way, the great heaven, the great earth, and the great 

ren, ren is the greatest o f a ll." Under such an influence, the trad itiona l 

Chinese place more emphasis on literature and hum anity than science
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and technology. According to Zhou (1988), in  a period of 4500 years, 

among the 356 most known people in  Shandong — the most h isto rica l 

place in  China -- the philosophers, w riters, calligraphers, and po liticians 

make up 71.2 percent o f tha t group and the scientists and technologists 

take only about 4.7 percent and it  is believed th a t such a proportion is 

representative throughout the country.

D uring conversations, every senior leader in  the enterprise agreed to 

the notion th a t the enterprise is structured and organized more as a 

com m unity. Apart from  a funeral home, the company has every function 

to  support human livelihood. The enterprise is  taken as a place for 

people to live. Most people are bom, educated, and w ork in  the 

organization. In  fact, the community where the enterprise is located is  a 

company town. The company plays a dom inant role in  the whole 

com m unity. Most workers are employees o f the com munity. The 

enterprise provides social services such as health care, education, and 

housing to employees and the ir fam ilies.

Under such a concept o f organization, the meaning o f job  deserves 

a ttention. When people are employed, they stay w ith  the organization 

u n til they are retired. Most young employees are the fam ilies of those old 

organizational members. In  the past, the enterprise was responsible fo r 

tra in in g  fam ily members to work in  the organization.

However, each year, the enterprise is  able to  get a t least several 

college graduates to work in  the organization. These graduates are 

assigned by the government to work there, and they are treated as 

im portant assets for the company. Most graduates are assigned to w ork 

in  the adm inistrative or technical divisions. These people generally 

expect to get m arried, have a fam ily, and stay w ith  the organization.
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O ur company is organized more or less as a city. It is designed to 
sustain human liv ing , apart from  producing. For examples, we 
provide housing to them  and th e ir fam ilies. When they are sick, 
they get free health care. When they get m arried, we w ill help w ith  
ceremonies. When they die, we w ill help organize the funeral. W ith 
respect to the ir fam ilies, as soon as an employee has a baby, we 
w ill give fam ily leave fo r h is or her mama. A fter a w hile, the baby 
w ill be taken care o f in  our kindergarten. Then, go to  our schools. 
A fter graduation, if  they do not have the opportunity to pursue 
higher education, we have to try  to arrange jobs fo r them . When 
they are sick, they w ill come to our company hospital.
(interview  no. 6)

The Simultaneous Systems

Sim ultaneous systems are characterized as one o f the Chinese 

organizational characteristics (Schermerhom, 1987; Schermerhom & 

Nyaw, 1991). Simultaneous systems refer to the phenomena th a t there 

are several systems -- life  support system, socio-political support system, 

and business and operations system — tha t operate sim ultaneously in  

an enterprise in  China (see Figure 5).

The business and operation system is the core system w hich serves 

production and economic purposes o f the enterprise. In  th is  system, 

there exist 31 factories and workshops which employ up to  8000 people. 

The structure o f th is  system is fu rth e r elaborated la te r in  th is  chapter.

The life  support system is  designed to assist workers fu lfill th e ir life  

needs such as housing, ch ild  care and education, health care, and 

recreation and entertainm ent. A t Jiagong, there exist a large system 

focusing on housing construction and maintenance for a ll o f the 

employees, a large nursery fo r ch ild  care, five elementary schools and a 

m iddle school fo r w orker's fam ilies, a large hospital fo r workers and th e ir 

fam ilies.
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Figure 5. The simultaneous systems at Jiagong

The sociopolitical support system is designed to advance socialist 

ideology. Due to  the emphasis on ideology, the Chinese company is  tru ly  

a p o litica l organization. A t Jiagong, such a system includes the Party 

organization, w orker's union, com m unist youth league, and m ilitia . A ll 

o f the organizations are designed to w ork w ith  various types o f employees 

— com m unists, cadres, po litica l activists, com m unist youth leagues, and 

ordinary workers — for the benefit o f the enterprise.

The Party organization plays an im portant role a t Jiagong. There are 

alm ost 1300 Party members there. The Party organization is  m ainly
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responsible for organizing communist members, having them to conform 

to the po litica l lines o f the Party, and taking a lead in  im proving the 

enterprise performance. Each year, every Party member is evaluated by 

fellow  members and Party leaders. The Party organization also 

periodically promotes "excellent Party members" activities to motivate 

people. Further, the Party organization is responsible fo r elevating the 

mass's po litica l consciousness, recru iting po litica l activists, and 

d iscip lin ing workers.

Among these organizations in  the socio-political support system, the 

w orker's union is also im portant to note. It is designed to support both 

management and w orker participation. According to A ll China Federation 

o f Trade Unions, the trade union is designed to "enthusiastically 

support the im plem entation o f the system o f the director assuming fu ll 

responsibility, guarantee h is exercise of command in  production, 

management and adm inistration," b u t in  the meantime is required to 

"guarantee the w orkers' rig h t to participate in  democratic management 

and safeguard th e ir status as masters of the enterprise."

Management Functions and Responsibilities

The whole organizational structure of the business system a t Jiagong 

is sim ply too big to  show it  here. In  Figure 6, the m ajor management 

functions at the enterprise level and a typical factory — the WM p lan t — 

in  re la tion to the whole enterprise is presented.
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Figure 6. A demonstration of the management structure at Jiagong
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The management system at the enterprise is characterized as the 

"d irector responsibility system." Under the current system, the enterprise 

d irector, M r. Ding, is in  charge of the whole enterprise. As the figure 

shows, D irector Ding is assisted by several deputy directors and 

"professionalists" who in  tu rn  have different functions and 

responsib ilities. Their functions and responsibilities are summarized as 

follow s:

Deputy director (1): production, personnel, and operations o f two 

other p lants.

Deputy D irector (2): supervises inform ation, and social activities and 

social benefits such as education, hosing, hospital, and cafe.

Departure D irector (3): supplies and m arketing, and p lan t 

supervision.

C hief Accountant: budgeting, financia l management.

C hief Engineer: production technologies.

C hief Econom ist: the economic operation.

O ffice o f the D irector:

1) enterprise research and inform ation collection;

2) production planning, and supervising plan im plem entation;

3) m eeting coordination;

4) docum entation management

5) social activities coordination and management.

Supply &  Sales: responsible fo r m aterial purchase and m arketing of 

products.

Financing: in  charge o f financing o f the enterprise

Personnel: in  charge o f personnel planning, recru iting  and wage 

management
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Planning: in  charge o f long-term  and short-term  plans fo r the 

enterprise.

R & D: in  charge o f research and development

Production: supervising plan im plem entation, and coordinating efforts 

from  a comprehensive perspective

Hygiene: in  charge of hygiene environment for the enterprise

Housing: in  charge of residence allocation, housing maintenance

Management: in  charge of enterprise reform , legal work, and com puter 

center.

Inspection: in  charge o f qua lity inspection

Inform ation: inform ation management

A t the p lan t level, D irector L i is responsible for the WM p lant's 

operations. As the figure shows, there is a parallel s ta ff functions to the 

enterprise, and th e ir functions and responsibilities are sim ila r b u t 

lim ited  to the WM plant. In  fact, these s ta ff functions are designed to 

w ork w ith  th e ir corresponding s ta ff functions at the enterprise level. In  

term s o f production functions, the workshop director is responsible for 

the whole workshop. In  the WM workshop, there are four w ork teams, 

each o f w hich has a team leader. Under each team, there are two sh ift 

w ork groups w hich are comprised by individual workers.

The Parallel Authority Structures

As shown in  Figure 7, in  the enterprise there exist paralle l au tho rity 

structures. Although the recent reforms have increased powers fo r the 

enterprise management, enterprise party organizations are s till pa rt o f 

the form al, elaborate structures and have some m ajor influences over 

m ajor decision m aking processes.
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Figure 7. The parallel authority structures at Jiagong

In  the past, the Party's function went fa r beyond the ideological work 

a t Jiagong. It  was lite ra lly  running the business of the whole 

organization. C urrently, the Party is  o ffic ia lly  separated from  managerial 

functions o f the enterprise.

However, th is  does not mean th a t the Party has no powers over the 

enterprise. In  the organization, the Party is s till very powerful. F irst, the 

management has to  consult w ith  the Party fo r the senior appointm ents
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th a t the D irector wants to make, and the Party has the form al power to 

approve or disapprove them. In  the past, the Party makes a ll o f the 

personnel decisions. The current enterprise director was in  fact appointed 

by the Party. Second, the Party has organized power over a ll o f the 

enterprise. Most group leaders on the shop floor, section chiefs, and 

senior managers, including the D irector, are Party members. Moreover, 

the Party leads the union organization, organizes and even m anipulates 

congresses o f workers and staff. Furthermore, the Party s till has the rig h t 

to "make sure policies and regulations are correctly followed" and th a t 

"dem ocratic procedures and the mass line are followed, and the masses' 

opinions consulted." F inally, the last source o f power o f the Party lies in  

its  a b ility  to offer the director help in  resolving business and ideological 

problems. In  the enterprise, it  is w idely acknowledged tha t the Party 

played a m ajor role in  the prom otion of the enterprise.

Motivation to Work

In  a Chinese company, there exist three types o f m otivational 

mechanisms — ideological education, economic incentives, and 

punishm ents.

Ideological Education

As a m otivational mechanism, the ideological education focuses on 

m oral encouragement which aims at shaping and enhancing employees' 

consciousness in  being masters of the enterprise. People are encouraged 

to "love the m otherland, love the enterprise, and love the work" and to  

cu ltivate the s p irit tha t "I am proud, when the enterprise is flou rish ing ; I 

am ashamed, when the enterprise is fa iling ," and so fo rth .
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A t Jiagong, the po litica l organization — the Party organization — 

u tilizes rewards to enhance people's ideological consciousness. Each 

year, the enterprise evaluates performance of workers and w ork groups, 

and honors model workers. The people w ith  pictures in  the h a ll o f the 

m ain bu ild ing  are those model workers fo r the year of 1991. In  the course 

o f each year, the enterprise may also conduct numerous movements to 

m otivate people to make contributions. D uring such activities, those 

excellent workers w ill be selected and properly rewarded. For example, in  

1989, the enterprise underwent a "believing in  ideals and com paring 

con tribu tion" com petition activity, in  which thousands o f people 

participated. Such an activity brought significant results to  the 

enterprise.

To make people value ideological work, there exists a characteristic 

mechanism  in  the Chinese organization. A t Jiagong, each w orker has a 

dangan kept in  the personnel office. Dangan refers to a file  o f 

in form ation where a person's degrees, positions, and p o litica l and 

ideological h isto ry are recorded. I f  a person is selected as a model worker, 

it  w ill be recorded in  her dangan.

The Econom ic Rewards

The emphasis on ideological education has been changing. 

T rad itiona lly , especially during cu ltu ra l education, ideological education 

was the m ain mechanism to m otivate people to w ork. In  the recent 

decade, the economic incentive has been given a ttention by the 

enterprise management.

The economic incentive system encompasses forms o f economic 

incentives such as wages and bonuses. Wages are the m onthly salaries

138

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



tha t employees get. Jiagong employs grade systems fo r workers, 

technicians, and cadres. For example, a 1-8 grade system is applied to 

workers. Between two grades, there is about a seven yuan m onthly 

difference. When new workers are assigned jobs in  the company, in  the 

firs t year — the probation period -- they earn 41 yuan per m onth. Usually 

after one year, they become No. 8 ordinary workers and earn 51.5 yuan 

per m onth. I f  they perform w ell, they w ill be promoted to No. 7 after one 

year, and so on. The highest grade -- No. 1 — makes 95.5 yuan per 

m onth. For technicians and cadres, sim ilar systems are employed. B ut 

th e ir corresponding wages are sligh tly higher than those workers. Such a 

grade wage system is based on the principle o f seniority, and th e ir 

a ttitude  towards work.

Thus, u n til recently, wages were distributed in  a re la tive ly egalitarian 

way. There was no significant wage difference between cadres and 

workers, and technical laborers and physical laborers. However, since 

1991, the enterprise has changed its  position. Now, there is a tendency 

to elevate the wage incomes o f the managers, technical workers, and the 

production workers. For example, managers and technical cadres can get 

as m uch as double the average wage o f workers.

Bonuses are a form o f incentives fo r extra work and performance. In  

the enterprise, it  was created as a form  of reward in  the beginning years 

o f the 60's. However, during the C ultura l Revolution, such a system was 

discontinued. Since wages are in  general static, bonuses have become the 

m ost im portan t leverage to m otivate people to work.

In  1991, the average bonus per person per year was about 350 yuan. 

Bonuses are distributed unequally, depending on attendance rate, type of 

w ork, and group performance. For example, in  the last year, the PB
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workshop exceeded production quotas and met a ll o f the quality 

requirem ents. Consequently the ir bonuses were about twice as much as 

the bonuses made by the workers at the WH plant.

A characteristic feature o f the m otivational system is the group 

emphasis. Usually, performance is evaluated on a group basis. Each year, 

model groups are also selected and rewarded. Bonuses are often 

d istributed to groups by the management, according to the ir 

performance. Then, the groups d istribute bonuses fu rthe r to individuals.

Apart from  wages and bonuses, employees a t Jiagong enjoy generous 

health care coverage and retirem ent benefits. The enterprise hospital can 

handle general illness, and everything is free o f charge. For m ajor illness, 

people w ill be sent to any large hospital in  the nearby cities, and almost 

a ll o f the cost except food are covered by the enterprise.

O rdinary workers retire at the age of 50 fo r women and 55 for men. 

The engineers and managers retire  at the age o f 60. Retirement pensions 

are 75 percent o f the ir base wages plus some supplement.

Punishments

Punishm ent is another source of m otivation a t Jiagong. There exist 

several types o f punishm ent. For those employees who violate rules and 

regulations in  a m inor way, they w ill receive p i ping jia o  yu — criticism  

and education. This means th a t those violators may have serious ta lks 

w ith  managers or may even be reprimanded. Such a punishm ent may not 

end, u n til violators adm it m istakes and promise no t to make them again. 

Examples o f m inor offenses are being absent w ithout any reason and 

refusing to  take orders from  the management in  the workplace. For those 

who conduct more serious violations such as damaging equipment due to
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ignorance of normal work procedures, they may be p i ping jia o  yu  plus 

some fines. For those who violate more seriously, they may be punished 

in  the form  of arrest, xing zhenjing g a o ,jix ia o g u o ,ji da guo, and firing . 

Xing zhen jin g  gao refers to an o ffic ia l warning which may lead to other 

more serious punishm ents such as jix iaoguo, j i  da guo, or firin g .

These la tte r three punishm ents are recorded in  dangan. When people 

have th is  kind of record, it  alm ost means there is no fu tu re  fo r 

prom otion at any govemmentally-owned organizations. This is because 

wherever people move, th e ir dangans w ill go w ith  them. However, 

usually, punished persons are often given some opportunities to correct 

th e ir m istakes. I f  the management agrees to stop such a punishm ent, 

such a record is supposedly removed from her dangan. Jix iaoguo  refers 

to  a relatively sm all m istake, and j i  da guo refers to a re la tively large 

punishm ent received. Examples o fjix ia o g u o  resulting in  j i  da guo 

include fighting in  the workplace, being absent for long term s, or 

stealing.

In  1989, Jiagong decided to strengthen disciplinary measures. Six 

hundred and forty-three people received p i ping jia o  ym 215, p i ping jia o  yu 

p lus fines; 16 people were arrested; 5 people, xing zhen jin g  gao; 7 people, j i  

xiao guo or j i  da guo; 7 ordinary workers and 36 contracted workers were 

fired.

Hierarchy

In  the organizational setting, the high consciousness about 

hierarchical relationships is manifested in  the arrangement o f artifacts 

and interpersonal behavior. There are two elements contribu ting  to such
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a hierarchical structu ring  of interpersonal re lationship. One is the 

o ffic ia l positions and the other is age.

Senior executive officers are a ll located on the second floor. Since 

there are no elevators in  the build ing, the second floor is  taken as the 

best one in  a build ing. The enterprise director's office and the Party 

secretary's office are located in  these prom inent places. A t Jiagong, only 

the senior managers at the enterprise level and the p la n t level have 

ind ividua l offices. A ll other managers share offices w ith  employees. As 

soon as one gets to the second floor, it  is easy to fin d  them .

There is no receptionist a t the director’s office. A ll o f h is assistants 

are in  the office o f the enterprise director, and usually, one has to  ask 

one o f them  fo r perm ission to see the enterprise director.

The enterprise director's office is very spacious, and clean. The black, 

shiny executive desk produced in  the fu rn itu re  p lan t is  located a t the 

south side o f the room. On the desk, there is a pile o f documents w aiting 

fo r him . R ight by the pile, there are a phone and a w alky-ta lky. A t 

Jiagong, only the enterprise director and the Party secretary have w alky- 

ta lkies. R ight behind the desk, there is a large window w ith  w hite 

curtains. By the window and on the desk, there are some Chinese plants, 

giving the feeling o f peace and beauty.

M r. Ding, the enterprise director, dressed up in  a tra d itio n a l Mao's 

su it, was s ittin g  behind the executive desk. When we entered the room, 

he stood up, came out, and shook hands w ith  me. Then, he shook hands 

w ith  M r. Gai, which is interesting. M r. Ding sim ply stood there and 

reached out h is rig h t hand, w hile M r. Gai used his two hands to grasp 

M r. D ing's rig h t hand, and bowed. Such behavior is a ritu a l. In  the 

Chinese trad ition , it  means respect and hum ility  to a superior or elder.
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In  a situa tion  where there is no existence of hierarchy, hand-shaking is 

as sim ple as the practice in  the West.

Such a consciousness fo r hierarchy is also clearly m anifested in  the 

way people refer to each other in  human relationships. In  the 

organization, people are very conscious about each other's title s . There 

are d ifferent title s  fo r d ifferent positions in  the organization, and a ll o f 

the people are aware of the differences o f the title s . In  da ily activities, 

they refer to each other by title s , especially the lower people to the ir 

bosses. There are two parts to any title . The firs t p a rt such as chang, ke, 

and zhu represents one’s level in  the hierarchical organization. The other 

p a rt is  usually "zhang" — head. So, if  M r. Wang is  the head o f a ke, he 

w ill be referred to  Wang ke zhang. I f  M r. Wang is the deputy head of a ke, 

he w ill also be referred to as Wang ke zhang. This is  because no superiors 

like  the idea o f being called a vice director, and subordinates use it  as a 

way o f enhancing the superior's face. I f  M r. Wang is  a d irector o f a p lant, 

chang, he w ill be called Wang Chang zhang.

The im portance o f age in  re la tion to hierarchy is  also manifested in  

the way th a t people refer to each other. For people who do not have 

leadership title s , people refer to each other in  other cu ltu ra lly  

appropriate ways. For example, a young person may refer to an elder w ith  

the word "old" in  fro n t o f th e ir surnames. Conversely, the elders may 

refer to a young person, and the young people refer to each other, w ith  

the word "little " in  fro n t o f h is firs t name or ju s t h is firs t name. For 

another example, there are two words -- nin and n i —meaning "you" in  

English. Nin is used by the young people to refer to  an elder person or a 

h ierarchically higher person, or by people to refer to a guest. Ni is used 

by a senior or a hierarchically higher person to refer to the hierarchically
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lower person or a young person, or by the same status or age group when 

they refer to each other. Outside of the office setting, the same age 

people in  an ingroup may often refer to each other on a firs t name basis.

The follow ing inc iden t illustra tes the consciousness o f one's position 

and the pervasiveness o f "zhang" in  an organization. One day, I went to 

see my inform ant — M r. Gai fo r an interview . He, the head o f the Office 

o f Enterprise Reforms, is one o f my age group. Since we have m et several 

tim es, I ca ll him  by h is  firs t name -  zhongquan. W hen I was entering 

the office, a conversation between one of the his subordinates who is 

also my age and me happened:

Me: "Hello, is  Gai here?'

He: "Who? Oh, You m ust be looking fo r Gai ke zhangY'

Me: 'Yes, I have an appointm ent w ith  him ."

He: "Sorry, Gai ke zhang has ju s t gone to see D ing chang zhang, and 

he w ill be back in  a few m inutes. Nin s it down and have a cup o f tea."

I sat and waited. W hile I was sitting  there, I was very m uch interested 

in  the way he refered to  M r. Gai and me. Then, the conversation w ith  

him  continued.

Me: "W hat should I ca ll you?"

He: "My name is  Wang L i-jun . You may call me little  W ang."

Me: "Should I also ca ll you Wang ke zhang or M r. Wang?"

Such a question made him  flush. He appeared to be embarrassed, and 

said,

"No, no. I am none o f those. Please ju s t call me little  Wang. How 

should I ca ll you? Are you Mr.

Me: "My name is  Yongming Tang. Please call me little  Tang."

He: "Thank you, M r. Tang. Please have more tea."
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A t th is  moment, Gai came in . He apologized and said:

"L ittle  Wang, Mr. Tang and I are going to have a long conversation. 

Could you please get the wolu tea on my desk for us please? I bet he 

could not have such tea in  the USA."

Such a consciousness is also revealed by another observation. In  a 

group discussion, we used a conference room where there are some sofas 

and some chairs arranged in  two circles w ith  one surrounding the other. 

The sofas are arranged in  a sm aller circle, and the chairs are arranged in  

the outer circle. When people w a lk in , they autom atically choose to s it 

on the chairs. As more people come in , the chairs were fille d  up, leaving 

a young person standing. He po lite ly  asked an old w orker to move to the 

more prestigious sofa so th a t he could take the less com fortable chair. 

The old man did not want to, b u t he was encouraged to by the two people 

s ittin g  by him  so he did move to the sofa. As another young person came 

in , he w ent and sat on the sofa by the old worker. As soon as he sat 

there, he was ready to look fo r another old person to  sw itch seat w ith , 

and he did.

The notion of seniority, w hich im plies adm inistration by elders, has 

become an im portant feature o f leadership in  the Chinese cu lture. The 

Chinese believe tha t elders have wisdom and experiences th a t younger 

people do not have. Whenever a situa tion  in  which people need 

leadership arises, they always look to the elders. A t Jiagong, among 

several hundreds leadership positions, only two people were less old than 

some o f the people they led.

I t seems tha t when the eldest is a leader, everything is  tranqu il. If 

someone younger rises to be a leader, the tra n q u illity  and harm ony is 

broken. People do not intend to  break such harmony. In  the Chinese
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m ind, avoiding such actions is the ir top p rio rity , even if  th is  means to 

suffer economic deficiency or anything else. For example, M r. L i is an 

elder in  the Office o f Enterprise, and M r. Gai — eight years' younger than 

M r. L i — is the director. Before M r. Gai was promoted to the position of 

d irectorship, the two had a very friendly relationship. M r. L i treated Mr. 

Gai w ell, and M r. Gai respected M r. Li in  m any ways. However, as soon 

as such a change occurred, the relationship between the two became 

d iffic u lt. A lthough M r. Gai continued to show h is respect to  M r. Li, M r. 

L i often treated M r. Gai as a kid. He calls M r. Gai little  Gai, and often 

critic izes or blames M r. Gai whenever things go wrong. Sometimes, he 

refuses to  accept task assignment by Mr. Gai. Since M r. Gai is  re luctant 

to  d iscip line him , he often ignores him  -  treating him  as a deadbeat.

For another example, in  an adm inistrative section, m ost employees 

believe th a t the Chief — the eldest in  the section — is not a good leader. 

He is  described as conservative, lacking energy, and un-entrepreneurial. 

The associate C hief is in  contrast very energetic, aggressive, and 

entrepreneurial. However, it  seems tha t everybody s till follows the Chiefs 

orders quite w ell. One participant said:

To te ll you the tru th , I don't th ink he is a good leader a t a ll. 
However, he is a nice man. He has been w orking in  th is  office for 
alm ost twelve years. He got promoted two years ago, and he 
deserved tha t, (interview no. 38)

W hen asked how he dealt w ith  the problem between efficiency and 
respect, the Associate Chief said:

I t  worries me a lo t. We are in  a com petitive m arket now, and we 
are losing the fight. Partly th is  is due to  our conservative attitude 
in  our prom otion. He is afraid of m aking m istakes, and our sales 
s ta ff do not work hard enough. . . B u t w ith  a ll o f th is  happening, I 
ju s t w ish the year would pass faster, because next year he w ill 
re tire . C hief Qian is a nice person, and he cares about me and the 
others a lo t. I do not want to h u rt him  by any means.
(interview  no. 40)
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There is also a clear status difference between the d ifferent kinds of 

employees, which is manifested in  the labeling o f d iffe rent employees. 

Employees working in  the adm inistrative offices are called cadres. These 

are the people who have the opportunities to be promoted. There are 

several kinds of employees -- technical workers, norm al workers, and 

contract workers. The technical workers usually have technical tra in ing 

in  professional schools. Normal workers do not have any degrees, and 

they do the m anual jobs. Contract workers are those who are employed 

by short-term  contract, and they do not have retirem ent benefits.

The labeling is ve iy characteristic o f China. The Chinese have a 

passion fo r the classification o f everything, according to Needam (1956). 

The way to understand the nature of the universe is to create a man- 

made scheme, as exemplified in  the Book o f Changes (Redding, 1990). 

Such a scheme is h igh ly h ierarchically organized. Since the Chinese tend 

to view the relationships among human beings as the way they view the 

nature o f universe, the labeling o f different people w ith  d ifferent status is 

very im portant. Such a tra d itio n  is  passed on to the new China. People 

have been categorized by classes — R ightist, Leftist, Red Five Element, 

B lack Five Element, etc. In  the company environm ent, it  is  common to 

see such slogans as "Five Stresses, Four Beauties, and Three Loves."

Another cognitive characteristic o f the Chinese seems to be the 

d ialectical th inking  style. In  m y interviews such a pattern repeats itse lf.

I t  appears tha t people look fo r thesis and anti-thesis to reach a 

synthesis. In  the interviews, people often use phrases such as "on the 

one hand," and "on the other hand." In  a document, the relationship 

between economic work and po litica l work is w ritten  as follows:
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There are many elements th a t affect workers. The p o litica l element 
and the economic element are two o f the m ajor ones, and they
in teract w ith  each other In  order to stabilize the workforce,
we should do po litica l w ork from  an economic perspective, and do 
the economic w ork from  a po litica l perspective.
(Yearbook, 1989, p. 68).

The origin o f d ia lectica l th ink ing  may come from  two sources. One is 

the trad itiona l dialectics in  ancient China. In  Taoism, the yin-yang is 

one o f the orig inal dialectics. The other one is the m ate ria lis tic dialectics 

in  M arxism , w hich originated from  Hegel's dialectics.

The status hierarchy between sexes is also noticeable. None o f the 

senior leaders a t the enterprise level or the p lan t level are women. There 

are some section women leaders, b u t in  proportion to the num ber of 

women employed, there are few. Among workers or office cadres, women 

are often the ones to  clean offices and to receive guests. In  fro n t o f men, 

women tend to be qu ie t and w ithdraw n.

The Mentality of the Leaders

Another feature o f the leadership in  China is  the absolute au thority 

o f the leaders over the led. Subordinates perceive th a t th e ir fate is 

controlled by the leaders. Thus, the leaders have the a u th o rity  to excise 

h is or her power.

In  China, your boss can control your life . I am not exaggerating, 
when I am saying th is. U n til now, we have not had any freedom in  
terms o f choosing what one wants. As soon as you are assigned to 
the job, the rest is dependent on your guamd w ith  your boss. Since 
you can not change your job , he can control your fu tu re  in  the 
organization. I f  he does not believe th a t you are good and loyal, 
your fu ture  is  lite ra lly  gone. Since you depend on the organization 
fo r your livelihood such as housing, he can contro l your personal 
life . Hence, you had better try  to please him  and fo llow  whatever 
he says, (interview  no. 36)

148

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



D uring conversations, many leaders indicated th a t leadership is 

in tim ate ly related to  au thority, and a good leader should know when, 

where, and how to exercise h is or her authority.

It is c ritica l th a t you make your people know th a t you have got 
power and they should respect you. Should you le t them  disrespect 
you once, you w ill never get over w ith  it. Your people may disobey 
you, and even make fun of you. I used to have a boss like  th a t, 
nobody took him  seriously. He clearly failed him self.
(interview  no. 17)

There are several reasons for a leader to be powerful. F irs t, fo r the 
sake o f p roductivity, the leader needs power to influence the led to 
fin ish  tasks. A  leader should be able to give the order, and your 
people follow  it  rig h t away. Second, most subordinates, especially 
those who ju s t got here need to be directed and corrected. For the ir 
sakes, you need to  use your authority to correct some o f th e ir 
disrespectful behavior. Third, by being able to use your power, you 
gain respect and loya lty from your peers as w ell as your 
subordinates. People w ill look down upon you, if  you can no t even 
control your office, (interview no. 19)

W ith such a power-oriented m entality, leaders expressed th e ir lik in g

o f decisiveness, skillfu lness, and directing employees.

I appreciate those leaders who are capable and can get jobs done. 
These are m y models and I also try  to achieve these, w hile I am a 
leader o f the section, (interview no. 3)

A  leader should be decisive, even though s/he m ight be wrong. I 
ju s t do not like  those leaders who keep looking around, and never 
get a decision made, (interview no. 9)

A  leader should be the one who is a master o f business. S /he 
should know how to do it. So, he has the responsib ilities to tra in  
those who follow  you, and especially those new comers.
(interview  no. 3)

I te ll them w hat to  do and how to get it  done. I have to be 
responsible fo r every piece o f the work out o f my contro l area. I 
examine every piece o f the work they have done. They have to be 
good. Otherwise, I w ill have them redo it. (interview  no. 11)
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When asked how they made decisions and how they would like  to

make decisions, many indicated tha t they either made decisions by

themselves or consulted w ith  the vice-directors.

I am the one m aking a ll of the decisions. I w ish th a t I could 
discuss them  w ith  somebody, but I do not have a vice-director to 
ta lk  to . (interview  no. 11)

I w ork p re tty closely w ith  my assistants (vice directors). Whenever 
there is an im portant decision to make, I call up a m eeting, and we 
three ta lk  about it. However, I am the one who makes the fin a l 
decision, (interview  no. 15)

Several others indicated tha t they liked to consult w ith  some o f the 

workers on some decisions, especially those decisions w hich would affect 

the workers in  sign ificant ways. When probed, these people would only 

do th ings like  th is  w ith  those workers who were close to them . As one 

commented:

I would like  to ta lk  to some o f my people about some o f the 
decisions such as housing allocation and salary prom otion. These 
are the people tha t I can tru s t and w ith  whom I have a close 
re la tionship. A fter ta lking  to them, a t least I can have th e ir 
perspectives on the decisions I have to make and be responsible 
for. (interview  no. 8)

When asked w hat kinds of employees they liked best, m any managers 

indicated th a t they liked people who were diligent, respectful, tinghua, 

and loyal.

I am quite proud o f the people who work under me. They are w ell- 
behaved and productive. They are also very loyal, and I can count 
on them , (interview  no. 4)

I believe th a t the most im portant th ing  is loyalty. I f  you have a 
person who is not loyal to you, you have to be very careful. I used 
to have a guy who often reported my behavior to my superiors. I 
had a very rough tim e. I have to watch my people very carefully, 
now. (interview  no. 18)

I am very proud o f my people in  the office. W hatever I te ll them, 
they obey and do it. They are ready to listen and act.
(interview  no. 12)
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There used to be one person in  our group, and I kicked him  out. He 
had a very bad personality and often refused or even rid icu led  w hat 
I said. I am glad he is gone, (interview no. 16)

The M entality of the Led

When asked how they fe lt about being controlled and repressed,

people expressed w illingness to accept th is  reality. Further, such control

is perceived as caring by the leaders.

My boss has got a poor personality, and he often scolds me and also 
others. Sometimes it  does h u rt. I feel angry inside. However, when 
it  is  over, I can always understand why he did w hat he did. I would 
probably do the same thing, if  I were in  his shoes, (interview  no. 34)

Personally, I feel tha t it  is good to be controlled by any way your 
boss likes. I t  means tha t he cares about you, and wanted to help 
you. W hat is  really scaring is if  he does not w ant to have anything 
to  do w ith  you. Then, your fu ture is  in  deep trouble. In  th is  society, 
it  is  ju s t frightening to be le ft alone. Then, you have no one you can 
tru s t or who is loyal to you. (interview no. 36)

I happened to observe the follow ing situation. When the company was 

in  the process o f salary promotion which rarely happens, I could feel 

tension everywhere. Even though the policy was clearly stated th a t each 

office or section team had a s tric t quota, the special cases exempted from  

th is  policy were overwhelming. This pu t the leaders in  a very d iffic u lt 

position. People who believed th a t they should get a prom otion wanted to 

ta lk  to the leaders in  every possible way. The office managers and 

production leaders also tried very hard to get some extra quotas to solve 

th e ir own problems. The enterprise leaders were try ing  to be fa ir.

One m orning after breakfast, I was in  my office picking up a few 

things. I overheard Mr. Ding was b ru ta lly  scolding M r. Gai fo r h is 

selfishness. When I walked out, the scolding stopped, and they acted as 

if  nothing had happened, and they changed subjects. Later on, I asked
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w hat th a t was about. M r. Gai said tha t a ll he was try ing  to do was to

explain the d ifficu lt situation he was in . However, as soon as he

m entioned th is , M r. Ding began scolding him . When I asked how he fe lt

about being scolded, he said:

It  is  a ll righ t. You know th a t we young people have to go through 
th is  kind o f th ing from  tim e to tim e. You are being scolded, 
criticized, and even punished by those people who are in  charge o f 
your life . In  retrospect, he was rig h t. I was being selfish. Ju s t th in k  
these days he m ust be surrounded by people like  me. I m ight be 
angry too, if  I had been in  h is position, (interview  no. 8)

D uring conversations, it  did not appear th a t the way the leaders made 

decisions bothered employees. When asked w hat tra its  they like  about a 

leader, m any indicated th e ir lik in g  o f strong, directive, and s k illfu l 

leaders:

I like  a leader who is clear and precise. I can not bear a boss who is 
vague a ll the tim e. Otherwise, you tend to be blamed fo r the things 
w hich are not w ell done in  h is o r her opinion, when you actua lly 
th in k  you get it  done precisely the way s/he wants.
(interview  no. 13)

I like  a leader who is decisive. S /he can be wrong, b u t not 
indecisive. That is  why I s till th in k  Mao Zhedong is a great leader. 
He never hesitated, even if  human lives were involved.
(interview  no. 3)

I respect a leader who is  experienced and s k illfu l. If  you have such 
a leader, you feel comfortable. I cannot stand it  when you clearly 
know th a t your boss is  stupid, and you have to  follow  h is or her 
way o f doing things, (interview no. 11)

In  the organization, it  seemed th a t the value o f obedience is so 

param ount th a t people tended to accept whatever came from  the top.

One day, as I was entering the organization, I was stopped by a security 

officer standing at the m ain gate o f the enterprise. The reason fo r him  

stopping me was tha t I was carrying a bag. There was a regulation th a t 

everybody can only carry a transparent bag when entering or leaving the 

enterprise. This regulation was established to prevent people from
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stealing o f the enterprise property. D uring my conversations w ith  several 

employees about th is, alm ost nobody even complained about such a 

regulation.

A t the inter-organizational level, the values of subm ission to  higher 

powers are s till strongly held. The enterprise is heavily controlled by the 

governmental organizations at various levels. Although the C ity  Forest 

Bureau is  the supervisor o f the enterprise, other governmental agencies 

such as the Financial Bureau, the Planning Bureau, the Bureau of 

Personnel, the Bureau o f M aterial Supplies, the Bureau o f Pricing, and 

many others a ll have some supervisory powers over the enterprise. 

Further, since it  is  one o f the largest enterprise in  the country, the 

governm ental agencies a t the provincial level and the state level a ll have 

a say d irectly  or ind irectly over the enterprise.

In  th is  respect, two phenomena are w orth noting. F irst, although the 

enterprise has been granted powers and autonomy, the phenomenon of 

subm itting to  authority from  the various governments is  prevalent. The 

bureaucrats who have higher au thority are favorably treated. As 

indicated earlier, the enterprise allocates a significant am ount o f money 

to host the bureaucrats every year. Whenever the bureaucrats w ant 

som ething to be done to benefit e ither the public or the ind ividua ls, the 

enterprise is  inclined to do it. The case o f the pressing board mentioned 

la ter under "a case of guanxi work" is a typical example o f benefiting 

ind ividua ls.

Another example is  the tan pa i phenomenon -- the government's 

im position o f various fees on the enterprises in  addition to tax. Each 

year, local governments impose such burdens on the enterprise, and the 

enterprise has to "contribute" hundreds o f thousands to the government.
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Interestingly, m ost o f these fees are violations of the central

government's policies, and the enterprise does conform any way.

We do not w ant to offend these people by any means. We have had 
lots o f extra burdens in  recent years, and most o f these fees are 
irrelevant to our enterprise. However, we want to give face to those 
people, especially those old friends in  the governments. I f  we don't, 
who knows what kind o f trouble we shall get later?
(interview no. 9)

We are ju s t like  one o f the grandsons o f the state. We have to 
listen to them , follow  them, and keep them satisfied. We cannot 
figh t against them and we lite ra lly  receive whatever comes, 
(interview no. 6)

The governmental officia ls are supposed to serve the enterprises and 

the society as a whole — "the servant o f the people." The trad itio n a l 

Confucian state emphasized benevolent conduct of a leader or the state 

authority. However, most inform ants indicate tha t in  practice th is  is  not 

so, and the Chinese government is probably one of the w orst in  the 

world:

I dare say th a t most governmental officia ls are power-hungery and 
blood-suckers. Look at the way they work. A ll o f the norm al, 
procedural m atters are stopped, and you have to beg them to get 
things done. You have to m aintain a good guanxi w ith  alm ost 
everyone o f them. Otherwise, they w ill get revenge later. When they 
come, our m ajor leaders have to host them w ith  expensive foods 
and hotels, (interview no. 11)

Now, the state loses control. I believe tha t the state does w ant to 
reform , and the governmental officia ls do not. This is  because the 
reform  is reducing th e ir powers over us. For example, according to 
a state document, we have the rig h t to deal w ith  in te rnationa l 
companies fo r cooperation. However, when we actually tried  to do 
tha t, the governmental officia ls to ld  us tha t we could not. 
(interview no. 14)

The subm ission to power and au thority is fu rther illustra ted  in  a case 

recently reported. A  painting product company in  Lanzhou had a garage 

which had not been w ell m aintained. In  March, 1992, the company spent 

about 6000 yuan to have the walls repaired. This behavior was consistent
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w ith  the current policies. However, one year later, when a representative 

from  the D is tric t Bureau of Land came to v is it and found th a t the w alls 

were repaired w ithou t perm ission from  the bureau, he attempted to fine 

the company 22500 yuan because the company violated a policy made 

previously in  1987. The company leaders had to ta lk  to the bureau over 

th is  problem, and ended up being fined 2000 yuan.

Secondly, in  the case o f organization, several managers indicated th a t 

they fe lt somewhat paralyzed by the sudden transform ation from  the 

trad itio n a l plan system to the m arket system. One o f the m ain reasons 

was th a t the government stopped giving plans and orders to the 

enterprise, and the enterprise did not have the capacities to thrive in  a 

re latively free m arket environm ent. As quoted earlier, one o f the 

enterprise directors complained about the "uncaring" a ttitude  o f the 

government by saying th a t "current reform  is  like  stopping the feeding of 

a baby suddenly" (interview no. 6).

D uring discussions w ith  the people from  the government, it  seemed 

th a t the bureaucrats did have a tendency to hold onto the powers they 

used to have. M any indicated tha t the current reform s were attacked by 

some o f the bureaucrats, and the ineffectiveness o f the recent reform s 

were taken as causes fo r the acute problems. D uring my research trip s , a 

frustra tion  faced by the government was th a t the dram atic measures 

taken in  recent years have not received very positive results from  the 

state enterprises. M ost state enterprises continued to lose money. In  the 

province I visited fo r example, in  the firs t quarter o f 1992, tw o-th irds o f 

the state industries continued to lose money, and signs fo r the rest o f 

the state industries were not good either. Recently, I was inform ed th a t 

the province I visited had to borrow money from another province to
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cover the wages o f the governmental officials, due to a lack of tax 

revenue.

To the governmental organizations, the current reforms are 
nothing b u t depriving the ir powers and privileges. They are not 
only scared, b u t also attem pt to do everything possible to hold 
onto those powers they used to benefit from . I had some 
interesting conversations w ith  people at th a t level. One person 
said th a t " if we lose these powers to the enterprises, who w ill w ant 
us?" (interview  no. 64)

The Leader-Led Guanxi Work

Another feature o f the leadership in  China is the guanxi approach to 

leadership. D uring conversations, most leaders indicated th a t to  a large 

extent, th e ir job  was to do guanxi work which includes an upward guanxi 

w ith  h is or her bosses and a downward guanxiw ith  subordinates.

Personally, I believe th a t being an effective leader means to develop 
guanxi w ork w ith  both your supervisors and your subordinates. If 
one does w ell in  th is  respect, the rest is  easy. To have a good 
guanxi w ith  your bosses, you w ill get special treatm ent and 
protection. They w ill th in k  about you, when opportunities arise. 
You do no t have to ask them. To have good guanxi w ith  your 
subordinates, is  to have loyal, committed followers. Before you 
even ask fo r help, they are already doing w hat you want.
(interview  no. 8)

In  term s o f doing guanxi work, a leader tends to assume 

responsibilities as a father figure for his or her subordinates. They appear 

to be caring about them fa r more than o ffic ia l relationship allows. In  

fact, when asked about using metaphors to describe a leader, m ost 

m entioned a father.

When asked about how to treat subordinates, alm ost everybody says

th a t they have responsibilities to take care o f th e ir subordinates' lives

and th e ir fu tu re . One said:

I w ant to  trea t my people well. I want to trea t them the way I 
wanted to  be treated when I was ju s t like  them, (interview no. 8)
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I tre a t these people ju s t like  my sons and daughters. I w ant to be 
there, whenever they need me. If a single person comes, I w ant to 
be p a rt o f choosing a spouse for him  or her. I am also w illin g  to 
fig h t fo r th e ir housing, education, and other benefits. . . They have 
to  be w ell taken care of, otherwise they come to w ork w orrying 
about th e ir fam ily lives. I cannot allow th a t to happen.
(interview  no. 12)

I feel th a t I have lots o f responsibilities for my subordinates. These 
responsib ilities fa r exceeds what is  required to  do the norm al job  
in  the organization. As a leader, I am also responsible fo r how to 
teach them  to become m ature, capable persons. I tre a t m ost of 
them , especially those young one, ju s t as the way I tre a t my kids at 
home, (interview  no. 14)

I cannot allow  my people to misbehave in  any circum stances. Last 
year, a person in  our office was obsessed w ith  majiang. He kept 
playing every evening and weekends. His wife could no t persuade 
h im  to  go home, and she came to me. I te ll you, I reprim anded him  
fo r about an hour, and he ended up crying. From then on, he never 
d id  th a t again, (interview no. 3)

Thus, in  order to do guanxi work, a leader is com m itted to help 

subordinates' norm al work as w ell as personal lives, w hich is  fu rthe r 

illu s tra te d  in  the follow ing case.

The case ofajuneraL 

On the m orning o f June 10, 1992,1 had an interview  appointm ent at 

10: 00 am w ith  the enterprise director. I was there five m inutes early. As 

soon as I came in to  the office, one o f his assistants to ld  me th a t an 

employee's father ju s t passed away, and the director was busy w ith  

helping the fam ily.

M r. W ang's father had been hospitalized for a w hile, w ith  lung cancer. 

H is boss in  the office had been very helpfu l. M r. Wang got leave w ith  fu ll 

pay, and h is boss arranged some o f the people in  the office to take turns 

to help the fam ily in  any way they could.
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When the father died, the enterprise director dropped everything and 

called upon a few people to discuss how the funeral along w ith  many 

other th ings should be done. As the end o f the meeting, several decisions 

were made. F irst, a committee designed to take care o f the funeral was 

established. Second, the enterprise would p ick up a ll o f the hospital 

costs and other m ajor expenses relating to the funeral. Th ird , the 

enterprise would use other resources such as cars and trucks, if  

necessary. Then the enterprise director, along w ith  other vice directors 

and the Party secretary went to the fam ily to express th e ir sympathy.

A fte r the funeral, the thanking party was organized. M r. Wang was 

quite moved by the caring o f the management, and in  tears expressed his 

gratitude to  every major leader.

When asked whether they m aintained such guanxi w ork w ith  

subordinates equally w ell, m ost people indicated such an im possibility.

I would like  to, bu t I cannot. Among these people, there are some 
who are my favorite, and they come up at the top o f my lis t. These 
people help you a lo t when you need them, and when the tim e 
comes you have to do them  good. There are also those who are 
so-so w ith  you, and they come second. There are always some 
others who you do not get along w ith  very w ell, and they w ill be a t 
the bottom  of my lis t, (interview  no. 15)

I believe th a t it  is na tu ra l not to  trea t your followers equally w ell. 
You ju s t cannot do tha t. Look, even your fingers have long and 
sho rt ones." (interview no. 18)

Several people indicated th a t it  was strategic to m anipulate guanxi

w ork, since it  was impossible to have the same guanxi w ith  everybody.

I th in k  it  is strategic not to treat everybody equally. Your caring to 
them  is  a type of incentive, and a leader should know how to use 
it. I f  you try  to protect everybody the same way, people w ill take it  
fo r granted. You do not necessarily get th e ir help, when you need 
them , (interview no. 3)
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D uring conversations w ith  employees, most indicated th a t they would 

like  to develop and m aintain good guanxi w ith  the ir bosses.

Since eveiybody’s life  is in  the hands o f the leaders, you have to be 
very careful. The best th ing to do is to become one o f the ir 
favorites, and then you get a good future. So, I believe th a t guanxi 
w ork is  very im portant to everybody. The one who gets no guanxi 
w ork in  the organization is the saddest, (interview  no. 21)

When asked if  one w ill do guanxi work w ith  any boss, most indicated 

no. Generally, people believed tha t considerate, caring leaders were the 

ones to  develop and m aintain guanxi w ith . This is logical. However, most 

also indicated th a t the ir bosses were considerate and caring.

I like  a leader who is considerate. This is especially true for those 
o f us who are ju s t out o f school. You do not know w hat to do 
about lots o f things. You do need help. Your boss usually is the 
person you go to ask fo r help, (interview no. 26)

M y boss is  very caring. He fights fo r our interests. Last year, in  
order to improve our housing, he pu t in  tremendous efforts in  
doing that. Sometimes, he had to skip lunches, and be even 
criticized fo r his "selfishness." We a ll appreciated his doing tha t. 
Ju s t imagine, w ith  such a leader, how can you not work as hard as 
you can fo r his sake? How can you not forgive any m istakes he 
makes? (interview no. 27)

I enjoy a m entor-like boss. I had one before. He was ju s t great. He 
taught me not only things about work, bu t also things about being 
hum an. Most are those I could never learn from  books or schools, 
(interview  no. 28)

When asked about steps to develop guanxi w ith  th e ir bosses, various 

ways o f doing tha t was described. The firs t and the most im portant one 

was to  lay out the foundation work, because eveiybody, especially your 

boss, is  watching. Such a step is to lay out good impressions and gets 

you assim ilated in to  the situation. Further, it  is  very im portant to find  

out the kind  o f relationship between individuals or ingroups. Several 

people indicated tha t there could be dangers tha t people should watch
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fo r. I f  one made a wrong move, the rest o f his or her life  could be 

m iserable.

The firs t step is ve iy im portant. It is the step th a t gives your boss a 
good im pression of you. My advice is tha t when you enter the office 
Sie firs t day, keeps working. Be diligent and hum ble. Keep dust o ff 
the tables, and thermos fille d  w ith  hot water. Do no t ta lk  much 
and keep observing. See how things are arranged, and how people 
relate to  each other. How your boss is related to  h is or her bosses. 
Make sure to keep a distance to any of the people in  the office. Do 
not get close to any o f them. If  some people ask you to socialize 
w ith  them, do not go. (interview no. 12)

W hen the situa tion , especially the dynamics o f hum an relationships,

is com pletely mastered, a second step should be started. Such a step is

to explore a relationship w ith  your boss or his ingroups. In  other words,

it  is  a stage th a t a com mitm ent is begun to be made.

In  th is  step, it  is  im portant fo r you to be prudent. You want to get 
closer to your boss or h is ingroups. B ut you do no t w ant to be 
hasty. You w ant to keep working hard, and do som ething to 
im press your boss. Especially, you want to do som ething for him  or 
her before s/he  even asks, which w ill be a personal touch. A ll in  
a ll, you w ant your boss to like  you at th is  stage, (interview  no. 12)

A  fin a l step is to  consolidate the relationships established in  the last 

step.

This is the step to take you as one o f your boss's ingroup members. 
I t  is  ve iy im portant fo r you to be supportive to  h im  or her, no 
m atter s/he is rig h t or wrong. It is a test o f com m itm ent and 
loyalty. M ost people fa il a t th is  stage, (interview  no. 12)

Inter-organizational Networking

Previous chapters have shown tha t guanxi w ork has been very 

im portan t fo r both ind ividua l's and departm ental successes. The 

pervasive phenomena o f guanxi work is also prevalent a t the in te r- 

organizational level. In  China, under the old, rig id  p lanning system in  

w hich a ll types o f resources are centrally controlled, factory managers 

have used various connections to get wanted resources. 'To be a Factory
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D irector today, the m ost im portant th ing is not whether you understand 

m etallurgy or m aterials science, bu t whether you have a good command 

o f connectionology" (Jiang, 1982).

D uring conversations w ith  enterprise managers w ith  several 

organizations, the im portance o f networking was highly recognized.

Senior leaders indicated to  me th a t guanxi work had been taken as one o f 

the m ajor means fo r enterprise effectiveness. In  the past years, the 

enterprise leaders devoted m uch attention to m aintain guawci w ith  the 

people at the governmental level and the ir suppliers and customers.

"Developing and m ainta in ing good guanxi has been very im portant to 
our enterprise. For the benefit o f the enterprise, we often use guanxi to 
get the resources we need, the kind of support we need from  the 
government, and sell ou r over-stock products. It proves to be an e fficient 
way o f doing business in  China. To te ll you the tru th , w ithou t guanxi, we 
would not have had the fame o f being a first-class enterprise." (interview  
no. 6)

The im portance o f guanxi work fo r the organization is illu s tra ted  in  

the follow ing case.

A case o f guanxi work

M r. Wang works is one o f the m ajor leaders in  the Provincial Bureau 

o f Forestry which supervises Jiagong. Since he holds a strategic position 

in  the government, he certa in ly has the respect from  the enterprise.

Two year’s ago, M r. Z. Zhang — one of M r. Wang's old guanxi -- went 

to him  fo r help to get the new pressing board products which are in  great 

demand. M r. Zhang has h is own trading company, and he knew he would 

no t be able to get any pressing boards by d irectly going to the enterprise. 

A fter having a few drinks a t a dinner party, M r. Zhang asked M r. Wang to 

do a favor fo r him . W ithout explaining fu lly , M r. Wang understood
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everything and promised he would get two rail-w ay car loads o f pressing 

board fo r M r. Wang.

One day, M r. Zhang showed up in  M r. Ding's office, w ith  a hand

w ritten  note from  M r. Wang. The note was short, polite, and clear: M r. 

Zhang needs these boards th is  month! Such demand is im possible to be 

met, since a ll o f the products for several m onths have been planned and 

sold. So, M r. Ding explained th a t M r. Wang had been very he lpfu l fo r the 

development o f the enterprise, and he ought to provide these boards as 

soon as possible. He apologized to M r. Zhang th a t he could not do it  in  

th is  m onth, and he promised to squeeze him  in  next m onth. M r. Zhang 

seemed to  be understanding, and le ft the enterprise gracefully.

However, a few days later, M r. Wang personally called M r. D ing on 

th is  m atter. M r. Wang appeared to be unhappy about M r. D ing's behavior 

and wanted M r. Ding to solve M r. Zhang's problem th is  m onth. Since 

there was no way o f doing tha t, M r. D ing explained the situa tion  once 

again to  M r. Wang. However, M r. Wang refused to accept the explanation 

and hung up the phone.

As prom ised, Mr. Ding provided two railw ay car loads o f pressing 

boards in  the next m onth. M r. Ding was happy and believed th a t th e ir 

guanxi should be happy about it.

One year later, Jiagong was being evaluated in  term s of status. The 

team o f evaluators consisted of representatives from  the national 

government, the provincial government, and the m unicipal government. 

M r. Wang happened to be on the team. Jiagong was w ell prepared fo r th is  

occasion, and especially most people on the team had good guanxi w ith  

the organization. Ding and other senior leaders were quite confident th a t 

the evaluation process would go smoothly.
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However, things did not move as they predicted. The team "uncovered" 

one problem after another. For a while, it  seemed tha t no m atter w hat 

the enterprise did, the team would not be satisfied. The evaluation 

process was prolonged for another month. Later, an insider leaked the 

tru th : Mr. Wang was determ ined to  "discipline" Jiagong. M r. D ing 

suddenly understood why.

Such a phenomenon was fu rth e r explored w ith  an executive a t a 

wholesale company.

"Guanxi is the only means fo r us to prosper. I started the company 
because of the kind o f guanxi I had. I used to work in  the sales office o f 
several large organizations, and I developed good guanxi over many years. 
A fter I retired, I began to set up the company to do trading and 
wholesale. . ."

'W hat does guanxi exactly can do to your business?" I asked.

"It does everything. V ia guanxi, I can get the kind of m aterials other 
cannot get in  the m arket. I can get low-priced construction m aterials and 
sell it  for big profits. I can get tra ins to ship my m aterials whenever I 
w ant it. . . W ithout guanxi, we cannot survive."

During conversations w ith  sales representatives in  the company, it  

was clear tha t the kind o f guanxi the executive had was very 

particu la ristic. In  other words, he had the kind of mianzi th a t others can 

not have.

His guanxi has been m aintained for many years. He is  w ell received 
by those business partners. Whenever he shows up, these people 
w ill host him  as an old friend. They are old friends, indeed. 
Whenever he asks fo r something, these people w ill not say no to 
him. Nobody else in  the company can have a mianzi like  th a t. I 
personally attempted to  do thongs like  that, I never succeeded, 
although I am his daughter, (interview 22)
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Summary

In  th is  chapter, the m ajor characteristic cu ltu ra l mechanisms — 

artifacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions -- th a t sustain the 

Chinese cu ltu re  are discussed. Specifically the fundam ental values and 

beliefs th a t influence behavior are examined a t the level o f self, group, 

organization, and society. As a way o f sum m arizing th is  chapter, the 

follow ing figure is  presented.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE CROSS-CULTURAL CONVERSATION: RELATING THE 
EASTERN CULTURE TO THE WESTERN CULTURE

Introduction

In  the preceding chapter, the native perspective on cu ltu re  and 

behavior in  the Chinese culture was presented. W ith such a level o f 

conversation, a rich  understanding about cu ltu ra l uniqueness in  term s 

o f cu ltu ra l values and beliefs associated w ith  behavior is  developed. 

However, a c ritica l disadvantage o f such an approach should be noted. 

Such an approach prevents us from  viewing the culture from  a 

com parative perspective, since its  focus is on the emic aspect o f the 

cu ltu re . For the study o f cu ltu ra l transposition in  cross-cu ltura l transfer 

o f organizational practices, we have to go beyond the ideographic 

perspective.

The present chapter is designed to fu lfill th is  purpose. It  intends to 

locate the Chinese culture in  the cross-cultural context, so th a t fu rth e r 

understandings about the Chinese cu lture  and behavior can be reached. 

A t th is  level o f conversation, some o f the m ajor cu ltu ra l dim ensions or 

cu ltu ra l patterns, relevant cross-cultural research on Chinese and 

Chinese societies, and some cross-cultural inform ants' own views w ill be 

interwoven together.
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Some Major Meta-constructs

As discussed in  Chapter Three, to relate the local cu ltu re  to  other 

cultures, some m eta-constructs -- typologies (Schein, 1992) -  are 

employed. One kind  o f typology used in  th is  study is cu ltu ra l 

dimensions. The most significant development in  th is  respect so fa r is 

the four dim ensions derived from  the well-known IBM study in  over 50 

countries. These dimensions are: power distance (from sm all to large), 

collectivism  vs. individualism , m asculin ity vs. fem ininity, and 

uncerta inty avoidance (from weak to strong). Power distance refers to 

"the extent to  w hich members of a society accept th a t power in  

in s titu tio n s  and organizations is d istributed unequally" (Hofstede, 1980). 

I t  is believed th a t such a norm exists in  the value system o f both the 

leader and the led, and is reflected in  the structure and function ing o f a ll 

organizations, includ ing society. In  th is  respect, a ll societies are 

unequal. The only difference is th a t some may be more unequal than 

others.

U ncertainty avoidance refers to  "the level o f anxiety w ith in  the 

members o f a society in  the face o f unstructured or ambiguous 

situations" (Hofstede, 1980). The dimension opposes rig id  to more 

flexible societies. Weak uncertainty avoidance means risk-taking , and 

strong uncerta in ty avoidance means little  risk-taking.

Individualism  "stands for a preference fo r a loosely k n it social 

fram ework in  which individuals are supposed to take care of themselves 

and th e ir im m ediate fam ilies only; as opposed to collectivism , w hich 

stands fo r a preference for a tig h tly  k n it social fram ework in  w hich 

ind ividua ls are em otionally integrated in to  an extended fam ily, clan, or 

other group w hich w ill protect them in  exchange fo r unquestioning
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loyalty" (Hofstede, 1980). This dimension compares "alone" w ith  

"together" societies.

M asculin ity "stands fo r a society in  w hich social sex roles are sharply 

differentiated and the m asculine role is characterized by need fo r 

achievement, assertiveness, sympathy fo r the strong, and im portance 

attached to m aterial success; as opposed to fem inin ity, w hich stands fo r 

a society in  which social sex roles show considerable overlap and both 

the m asculine and the fem inine role are characterized by a need fo r warm 

relationships, modesty, caring for the weak, and im portance attached to 

the non-m aterial qua lity o f life " (Hofstede, 1980). This dim ension 

opposes tough to tender societies.

More recently, another attem pt to search fo r culture-free dim ensions 

was made. In  th is  attem pt, four dimensions o f a national cu ltu re  were 

found (The Chinese C ulture Connection, 1987). They are: m oral 

d iscip line, human-heartedness, integration, and Confucian w ork 

dynamism.

A  comparison o f these fo u r dimensions and the four dim ensions 

derived from  Hofstede's studies is very interesting. It is found th a t power 

distance is sim ila r to m oral discipline, the dim ension o f ind ividua lism  

vs. collectivism  is sim ila r to  integration, and the dim ension o f 

m asculin ity vs. fem in in ity is  sim ilar to human-heartedness (The Chinese 

C ulture  Connection, 1987). This suggests th a t these three dim ensions 

are universal ones.

Confucian dynamism is  unrelated to any o f the four dim ensions 

derived from  Hofstede's studies. The fact th a t th is  dim ension did no t 

show up in  Hofstede's study is attributed to the cu ltu ra l bias o f the 

researchers who share a W estern way o f th inking  (Hofstede, 1991). The
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fifth  dim ension was discovered when researchers headed by Michael 

H arris Bond used a questionnaire designed by Eastern m inds. S im ilarly 

b u t conversely, none of Bond's four dimensions is correlated w ith  

uncerta inty avoidance because o f the differences between the Eastern 

m inds and the W estern minds.

Pattern variables are another typology to describe cross-cultural 

differences and sim ilarities. They are im portant because the pattern 

variables describe not only value standards o f a cu ltu re  b u t also the 

cu ltu ra l orientations w ith  which people create and sustain th e ir 

activities (Parsons &  Shils, 1952). In  other words, the pattern variables 

reflect patterns o f cu ltu ra l orientation.

The follow ing are some o f the useful dimensions fo r cross-cultural 

understanding (Parsons, 1951; Schein, 1992), which to a large extent 

complement the dimensions discussed previously:

(1) Self or co llectiv ity orientation, w hich concerns w hether an actor’s 

action is based on self values or group values.

(2) A scriptive or achievement orientation, which is  about whether 

rewards are d istributed on the basis o f fam ily or clan membership or 

actual performance.

(3) U niversalistic or particu la ristic orientation, w hich asks whether 

the same c rite ria  are applied to a ll members of a given role or status or 

d ifferent c rite ria  are applied to given actors in  th e ir specific situation.

(4) D iffuse or specific orientation, w hich concerns w hether ind iv idua l 

actors should relate to a situation or to  each other along m ultip le  

dim ensions or i f  such a relationship should be lim ited to a single 

dim ension.
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(5) Affective neutra lity or a ffectivity dimension, w hich concerns 

w hether hum an relationships are em otionally charged (affectivity) or 

em otionally neutra l (affective neutra lity).

In  w hat follows, combined w ith  the experiences o f the cross-cultural 

in form ants, some of these m ajor typologies are used to have a meta

understanding o f the indigenous observations.

Self or Collectivity Orientation and the Individualism Dimension

I f  one takes the Western ind iv idua listic culture as one extreme, it  is 

generally believed th a t China goes to  the other extreme (e.g., Redding & 

M artyn-John, 1979; Bond &  Hwang, 1986). S im ilarly, in  the dim ension 

o f ind ividua lism , Hofstede (1980) shows tha t the overseas Chinese lie  at 

the high collectivism  or low individualism  end o f the continuum , 

representing the close relationship between one person and others. In  

other words, the Chinese society is based on hum an relationship rather 

than the ind iv idua lis tic  self, as it  is believed th a t no ind ividua l object or 

hum an being can survive. As Pye (1991) puts it, 'in  Chinese cu lture  the 

ind iv idua l's  id e n tity  has been consistently derived from  pa rticu la ris tic  

re la tionships w ith  others. It  is always some re lationship, such as 

position w ith in  the fam ily or other particu la ristic consideration, w hich 

determ ines self-identity fo r the Chinese." (pp. 444-445).

A  general consensus among inform ants is th a t there exist d ifferent 

logics fo r organizing a society. In  China, the ind iv idua l is viewed as a 

member belonging to a co llectivity. In  contrast, the co llectiv ity notion is 

lacking in  the West, especially the USA.

In  China, collectivity comes firs t, and self comes second. In  the 
USA, it  is ju s t the opposite. For example, in  China, if  there is a 
fire , the gate keeper has to do whatever he can to pu t it  out. I f  you
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did not do that, you would be punished. In  the USA, it  is  very 
d iffe rent. The firs t th ing the gate keeper should do is to escape and 
then ca ll 911. It is the ra tiona l th ing  to do. (interview no. 44)

The Chinese say "there w ill be no w ater in  the branches, if  the 
m ain rive r is dried out." The Americans say "there w ill be no water 
in  the m ain river, if  there is no water in  the branches." Both make 
sense, (interview no. 43)

Due to the emphasis on co llectivity in  China, there exists a 

transform ation of the meaning o f the term  — self. The Chinese wo — self 

— means more "us" than "se lf’. Several inform ants spoke about the 

difference between da wo — the bigger se lf — and xiao wo — the sm all 

self.

The Chinese view self as including fam ily, friends, or other ingroup 
people. The Americans view self ju s t as self, (interview  no. 45)

There is a difference between da wo and xiao wo. Da wo refers to a 
group to which an ind ividua l belongs. In  contrast, xiao wo refers to 
self, (interview no. 42)

D uring conversations, it  was clear th a t most inform ants were c ritica l 

about the Chinese logic o f organizing the society. The denial o f self in  

China was frequently talked about. The Chinese society treats the 

concept o f se lf as undesirable and unhealthy. Both Confucianism  and 

Maoism deny the autonomy and self-assertion of the ind iv idua l (Pye, 

1991). The attitude toward individuals is  fu rthe r illustra ted  in  a famous 

w rite r's  experiences in  China:

We were taught th a t the true way to s ta rt on the revolutionary 
path was through self-negation. The firs t po litica l term  we learned 
was bourgeois ideology, which we were told was synonymous w ith  
individualism  -  although nobody could ever explain to  me where 
na tu ra l self-interest ends and selfishness begins. (Liu, 1990, p. 16).

Com plaints about the lack o f room fo r ind ividua l interests and righ ts 

were common during the conversations. In  general, inform ants believed

171

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



th a t there should be something reserved for self, even though 

relationship is emphasized.

This society refuses to recognize the self aspect o f hum an being. It 
treats ind ividuals as social anim als, denying anything th a t belongs 
to an ind ividua l. In  fact, everyone has individual needs to  be met. I 
dare say th a t anyone who does not agree w ith  me on th is  is a lia r: 
Feng Lei was portrayed as a selfless person. E ither he was a lia r 
him self, or the people who made him  look like  so were lia rs, 
(interview  no. 50)

Self denotes negative meanings in  China. It lite ra lly  means 
individualism . The whole society is  against it. Your parents, your 
school teacher, your boss, and even your trusted friends w ill 
challenge or discipline your behavior tha t lead to personal benefits. 
They a ll w ant you to conform to group norms and group goals. O ur 
culture is very repressive compared to the Western cu lture, 
(interview  no. 52)

The American self embeds many dimensions. They have th e ir rights 
w hich we do not have in  China. For example, many th ings like  age, 
m arriage, and salary are a ll private inform ation. In  China, 
everything like  these is public inform ation. Each of us has a 
dangan kept by our organization." (interview no. 48)

Several people talked about the undesirable consequences o f denying

self. They believed th a t the negative attitude towards self actua lly impede

people's creativity and in itia tives w hich are so valued in  the W estern

culture.

I firm ly  believe tha t the lack o f emphasis on the ind ividua l's 
in itia tive  and creativity is one o f the m ajor reasons leading to 
economic backwardness in  China. Since the reform s, China has 
made great improvement in  th is  respect, thus is  more successful. 
We have a better balance between the interests of self, group, and 
society. People are allowed to own property and businesses, 
(interview  no. 53)

In  China, one cannot be prom inent in  a group. "The gun shoots 
the b ird  th a t flies firs t." Especially, your boss wants you to become 
one o f the mediocre in  the group. Anybody who is innovative is 
often viewed as disobedient. I th in k  tha t the belief th a t "emperor is 
emperor, m in ister is m inister, father is father, son is son" 
influences th is  kind o f th inking , (interview no. 42)
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It is  clear tha t in  the Chinese society self is m inim al. An in teresting 

question is how people feel about the contributing re lationship between 

se lf and co llectivity. Most inform ants indicated th a t there was too m uch 

th a t ind ividua ls had to contribute to a group, bu t the ind ividuals 

received little  in  re turn. The Chinese collectivity requires an ind iv idua l's 

deep devotion to a group, in  re turn , the ind ividua l receives m ost re turns 

in  m ateria listic forms.

There is an interesting relationship between self and co llectivity. 
People are expected to contribute to whatever co llectivity s/he 
belongs to. In  re turn , they also expect th a t th e ir needs and desires 
are m et by supports from  the collectivity. Most often, the la tte r 
case is not true. When I was in  China, I fe lt th a t nobody cared 
m uch about me. I say th is  because nobody was there when I 
needed them, especially fo r emotional situations. We made 
contributions to our fam ilies or any other collectivities. W hat we 
got back was m ostly lim ited  m aterial benefits, (interview  no. 54)

To a great extent, people do not volunteered to be part o f any 
co llectivities in  the organization or the society. In  fact, people are 
forced to be so. To te ll you the tru th , I d islike the forced co llectiv ity 
very much. In  my life , I have been frustrated by the fact th a t such 
co llectiv ity does very little  fo r individuals. Instead, people get 
abused in  such co llectivity, (interview no. 56)

On the other hand, inform ants were generally c ritica l about the logic 

o f organizing society in  the USA. Several inform ants indicated th a t there 

existed too much individualism  in  the USA, and the notion o f co llectiv ity 

im portant fo r a harm onious society was lacking.

The American concept o f self is a b lind  one. One cannot live alone. 
They have to realize th a t your freedom and democracy is not 
necessarily others'. W ithout the common nature, the 
ind iv idua lis tic  nature w ill not exist. I t  is  fascinating fo r me to 
observe the way Americans ta lk  about fam ily values. The 
foundation o f th is  society is based on individualism . That is  why 
th e ir fam ily members get abused and neglected, and why crime is 
everywhere, (interview no. 46)

In  our American company, everybody has his or her own tu rf, and 
nobody else is allowed to touch it. A lthough people ta lk  to each
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other, cooperation fo r work is very low. The m ain th ing  people are 
concerned about is his or her success record, w hich is very useful 
in  fu tu re  prom otions. They do not understand th a t the group s p irit 
we Chinese value. It is  too bad. (interview no. 49)

It is  in teresting fo r me to observe the team process in  our 
company. Since I came to the company a few years ago, I have 
personally been involved in  several teams, a ll o f w hich ended w ith  
fa ilures. A t the beginning, everybody seemed to be enthusiastic 
about it. However, over tim e, conflicts kept arising and the teams 
fe ll apart. My opinion is th a t there is  a sign ificant lack o f 
com m itm ent and loyalty to a team in  the company. For any team 
to succeed, it  needs our notion of center-directing force, w hich can 
not exist in  th is  culture. It is  sim ply too in d iv id u a lis tic , aggressive, 
and heroic in  th is  culture, (interview no. 44)

Now, I have indeed experienced the taste o f the in d iv id u a lis tic  
capitalism . I feel like  I was le ft in  a dark, dangerous forest in  the 
organization. I have to  protect m yself a ll the tim e. I have to be very 
aggressive. Otherwise, people take advantage o f you.
(interview  no. 46)

Being aware o f the disadvantages of both approaches in  China and 

the USA in  organizing societies, several inform ants indicated th a t a 

better balance should be obtained, and the nature o f hum an beings 

should be d ia lectica lly observed.

Ren is  not ju s t a simple individual. Ren is a social being. One 
person serves others and others serve you. If selfishness explodes, 
the society w ill fa ll apart, (interview no. 42)

We should view the nature o f ren d ia lectically. On the one hand, 
ren is  an ind ividua l being. Ren is physically independent, and he 
has h is own needs. On the other hand, ren is a social being. Any 
ren has to re ly on social relations to meet his own needs. In  China, 
there is  too m uch emphasis on co llectivity and self-denial, which 
neglect ind iv idua lity . In  America, there is too m uch emphasis on 
ind ividua lism , w hich neglect the im portance o f co llectivity. I w ish 
th a t there would be a society which has a better balance between 
se lf and co llectivity, (interview no. 53)

Due to the different approaches to  organizing societies, Hsu (1971b) 

claim s th a t the W estern ind ividua listic hierarchy o f needs w ill not be 

applicable in  the Chinese culture. S im ilarly, Nevis (1983) suggests tha t
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Maslow’s need hierarchy theory needs to be reconceptualized to reflect 

the em phasis of group needs or relationship-oriented values in  China. 

Such an argum ent is  supported by several inform ants.

The W est is  based on the concept o f self. Thus, they can ta lk  about 
the  hierarchy o f personal needs . . .  However, such a concept w ill 
n o t be adequate in  China, where self is com pletely inseparable 
from  the group, (interview no. 42)

Based on the relational approach, Hsu suggests th a t the human being 

has three basic needs, sociability, security, and status, and these needs 

are satisfied through interpersonal transactions. He does not describe 

these basic needs in  terms o f hierarchy. In  contrast, using a Western 

perspective, Nevis (1983) attempts to develop a hierarchy o f needs fo r the 

m ainland Chinese people. A fter theoretical exam ination and em pirical 

testing, he suggests th a t the Chinese have a hierarchy o f four needs 

sta rting  w ith  the lowest level belonging, then physiology, then safety, 

and ending w ith  the highest level — self actualization in  the service o f 

society. In  other words, fu lfillm en t comes from  the continu ing 

harm onious relationship among the individuals and Chinese emphasize 

belonging more than anything else (Ketcham, 1987, p. 111).

Nevis fu rth e r elaborates that, based on the emphasis on relationship, 

se lf-realization has different meanings, compared to  the West. In  the 

West, se lf-realization or self-actualization refers to  the process th a t 

unfolds the ind ividua l's creativity, rights, and autonom y. In  the East, a t 

least in  China, self-realization refers to the m oral advancement "w ith no 

appreciation o f lib e rty  and individual rights" (Pye, 1991, p. 446). 

Confucianism  sets m oral standards fo r people to conform  to and follow . 

That is  w hy Nevis (1983) discovers tha t the Chinese has the self- 

actua lization for the service o f the society as the highest need.
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D uring conversations both in  China and the USA, many inform ants

talked about the ir value of shi yexin, which roughly means the driving

am bition for the establishm ent of enterprise which serves th e ir ingroups

as w ell as societies.

I th in k  th a t we Chinese tend to have a larger purpose, th a t is, the 
shi ye xin. I view m yself being here is  a means fo r my such larger 
purpose. I w ill not be satisfied ju s t by m aking money. Compared 
w ith  some o f my friends in  China, I have been m aking lo ts o f 
money. . . There is something else w hich is much more im portant 
than money. In  my m ind, tha t is the contribution I can make to 
my fam ilies, my friends, and the society, (interview no. 46)

The differences in  cu ltu ra l orientations lead to d ifferent behavior. One 

o f the differences is the way of describing self. Bond (1991) notices th a t 

Chinese describe themselves in  less positive terms than Americans do.

Describing and evaluating oneself is  very d ifficu lt. I was confronted 
w ith  such d ifficu lty , when we need to do self-evaluation every year.
I am faced w ith  a paradox. On the one hand, I do not w ant to  say 
too many poor things about myself. I f  you do so, your boss may 
tru ly  believe th a t you are a poor performer. On the other hand, I 
cannot say too many nice things about myself, either. O therwise, 
your boss and others may get offended. So, based on my self- 
evaluation, I am mediocre every year! (interview no. 42)

In  th is  respect, China has a "culture o f hum ility ," which means th a t 

people are humble in  behavior. In  contrast, America has a "cu lture  of 

arrogance."

The way of presenting or describing oneself is  veiy d ifferent between 
China and the USA. We tend to value ta lk ing  less, modesty, and 
h um ility . We tend to describe ourselves at 8 points, if  we are 
actually a t ten. In  contrast, Americans tend to be good a t self
prom otion. I f  they have 10, they w ill say 12. (laugh).
(interview  no. 45)

We Chinese tend to be critica l o f ourselves. When we describe 
ourselves, we tend to say a lo t o f negative things about ourselves, 
and say less good things. Americans are very different in  th is  
respect. They w ill say a lo t o f wonderful things about themselves, 
and little  about negative stuff. For example, when we were 
recru iting an engineer last year, my boss showed us a guy’s 
resume. Let me te ll you, it  sounded like  the guy was a m aster of

176

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



m any things, and I tru ly  believed he could be m y m aster. However, 
when he was hired, I found out he did not have h a lf o f my ab ilities 
in  m ost jobs! (interview no. 50)

Even if  one is a prom inent student in  China, no one actually says: 
"I am the best!" (laugh), (interview  no. 41)

This cross-cultural difference has serious im plications fo r the 

m eaning o f cross-cultural communications. In  the W est, people tend to 

ta lk  about th e ir ideas and feelings in  a straight forward way. In  China, 

however, such a way o f com m unication is to be avoided. As one o f the 

inform ants said above, "ta lking less" is  valued. Confucius once said 

"Clever ta lk  and a domineering m anner have little  to  do w ith  being man- 

a t-h is  best" (Confucius, Book 1).

Further, some inform ants mentioned tha t a characteristic way of 

com m unication in  China is th a t people may say th ings w hich are exactly 

the opposite to what they want. Chinese tend to value "ke qu" a concept 

re ferring  to  an effort restraining selfish needs in  a social situation. For 

example, people w ill not ask for anything to d rink or eat when they are 

the v is ito rs  in  somebody else's home. When the host asks if  they want 

anything, they would say no, even though they may be very th irs ty  or 

hungry. In  th is  case, if  the host perceives tha t they are indeed hungry or 

th irs ty  and insists on serving them food or drinks, they would appreciate 

it  and say the host is very accommodating.

The value o f "not asking" is typ ica l in  organizational behavior, too. In  

an organization, people tend to perceive what each other wants. In 

China, we communicate by perceiving. We do not ask w hat people want, 

because you always get "no," even though they may indeed want 

som ething. We perceive what people want, and then accommodate.
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Such comments rem ind me o f the experience I had w ith  my father and 

m y Am erican professor and his wife during a tra in  ride in  China. A t 

lunch tim e, my father bought lo ts of food and asked me go and give h a lf 

o f them  to  them, I said "le t me ask if  they wanted." My fa ther lost h is 

tem per suddenly: "Why do you have to ask? Get these to them !" From my 

father's perspective, I would be rude to ask if  they wanted any food. It  

was lunch time, and o f course people needed food. However, in  the 

Am erican perspective, being served something w ithout asking may be 

seen as a vio lation of th e ir rights to choose, or a waste o f money.

Thus, Chinese people tend to use action to  communicate. Iron ica lly, 

such a style of com munication is  often m isunderstood by Am ericans and 

not appreciated.

In  terms of meanings and styles of com munication, we d iffe r a 180 
degree. W hat we value is w hat they despise, and vice versa. For 
example, we value doing more than ta lking, and they value more 
ta lk ing  than doing. I am devoted to getting things done in  our 
company, and I don't believe th a t my contribution is  adequately 
acknowledged. I compare m yself to the Americans in  m y office who 
keep ta lking  about the ideas I have been using in  m y work, and I 
can see th a t they are the ones being rewarded, (interview  no. 52)

I th in k  we Chinese are believed to be "under-achievers" by 
Americans. We tend not to be talkative. We tend to be quiet in  
group settings. We are not articulate, due to language problems. 
Thus, no m atter how hard work and how productive we are, the 
Americans are ju s t b lind  to  a ll o f these, (interview  no. 45)

Americans love to promote themselves. I have been here for m any 
years now, I s till can not get used to the American idea o f 
"m ingling" — self-prom oting. Whenever we have so-called happy 
hour for social activities, I feel like  having an "unhappy hour" 
(laugh). We are so different, and I am afraid tha t I w ill never be 
able to blend in  w ith  them, (interview no. 44)

Such a cross-cultural difference has some serious im p lica tion  for 
those of us in  the USA. When I got my doctorate degree a few years 
ago, I did not know how to be interviewed in  the USA. A fter several 
interviews, I lost my confidence in  finding a job. Then, I went to  do 
my post doctorate in  a school which is  less prestigious than the
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one I got m y doctorate from. A fter one year. I got th is  job. You 
know what? I do not believe tha t I got th is  jo b  because I learned 
some great s tu ff. I got th is  job, because I learned to deal w ith these 
Am erican interview ers! (laugh), (interview no. 45)

Another s ign ifican t difference in  terms o f style o f com m unication was

pointed out during  conversations. The Chinese people tend not to

present an idea to  others, especially the leaders, i f  they th in k  such ideas

are not m ature enough. If  one can not defend h is or her idea, s/he w ill

not present it  a t a ll. Otherwise, a negative consequence may be achieved.

In contrast, Am ericans are very straight forward.

I can no t get used to the idea o f "brain-storm ing" in  the USA. It is  
nothing b u t w ith  a group of people s ittin g  there bu ll-sh iting  th e ir 
s tu ff w hich I w ould not call ideas a t a ll. W henever I was in  th a t 
setting, I was laughing in  my heart. I t  is  a waste o f tim e. I have 
never seen such sessions as useful, (interview  no. 52)

It is  im portant to  note th a t in  the lite ra tu re  there seem to exist some 

disagreements over whether the Chinese cu lture  is  ind iv idua lis tic  or 

collectivistic. As Pye (1991) points out, in  contrast to  the conventional 

co llectivistic argum ent, there seems to exist another strong view th a t the 

Chinese cu lture  is  ind iv idua lis tic . Such an argum ent stands, because the 

Chinese do exh ib it d iffe rent behavior in  d ifferent settings, some of which 

may w ell be in d iv id u a lis tic  behavior. When the fam ous M r. Gai Yat-sen 

organized the Chinese during the anti-feudalism  revolution, he openly 

complained th a t the Chinese people were "like  a p late o f sand." After 

observing some people from  Hong Kong and China, Ng argues tha t "the 

logic o f Confucian collectivism  used to operate p rim a rily  and principally 

in  the tra d itio n a l Chinese fam ily. W hether it  s till applies today, 

especially in  the workplace, is problematic." (1990, p. 316).

Such in d iv id u a lis tic  behavior is also observed by some foreigners. Pye 

indicates th a t Dean Acheson in  his 1949 W hite Paper about the "fa ll" of
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China argued tha t the co llectivistic communism was incom patible w ith  

the ind iv idua lis tic  Chinese tra d itio n , and hence communism would fa il. 

A fter the Lu Gang Incident during w hich several Americans and a 

Chinese were killed  by Lu Gang, a few American friends questioned me 

about the unbearable aggressive behavior o f the Chinese. Realizing tha t 

the back-stabbing phenomenon is very pervasive among Chinese students 

in  the USA, some Americans asked me how th is could be explained, if  

China is  tru ly  collectivistic.

A lthough it  seems th a t nobody has offered a solid explanation about

such a paradox, two observations may shed some lig h t on th is  issue.

One observation focuses on the psychology of the ind ividua l. In  the

Chinese fam ilism  and collectivism , each individual is  locked in to  an

elaborate role structure. Throughout h is life  the ind ividua l constantly

struggles w ith  problems concerning h is relations w ith  others in  the

complex kinsh ip  circle (King &  Bond, 1985). It is found th a t the anxiety

arising from  these d iffic u lt re la tions is  connected to the typ ica l self-

centered voluntarism  o f the Chinese, which is underdeveloped in  the

fam ily system. This voluntarism  m anifests itse lf in  various ways when

the ind iv idua l is free from  the bonds o f the fam ily (King & Bond, 1985).

As Eberhard (1977) points out:

As the Chinese m ust suppress a ll aggression w ith in  the fam ily, the 
outer worlds is the fie ld  in  w hich aggression finds its  outlets. . . . 
O nly w ith  complete strangers, such as in  encounters in  a modem 
big c ity , or in  a foreign country where one is sure th a t the contact 
is  casual and not lasting, is  the individual free and can discharge 
th is  aggression d irectly as the ind ividual in  W estern society may 
feel free to  do. W hat counts in  such contacts is  aggressive 
intelligence, m aking the m ost o f every chance as often as one can 
w ithou t risk ing  too m uch.

The other observation focuses on the expectation fo r the individuals 

in  a fam ily or any other ingroups. Fam ily socialization practices play
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prom inently in  cu ltiva ting  ingroup or collective consciousness and 

responsibilities o f members. The same type of practice is used to sharpen 

the ind iv idua l's  sense o f responsibility towards commune, d is tric t, and 

the country (Ho, 1979). Failure was taken as a disgrace to  the ancestors. 

"The disgrace, however, was not the burden o f any single ind iv idua l, b u t 

ra ther was shared by the members of the extended fam ily" (Chu, 1985). A 

characteristic Chinese notion of face is tha t it  is a collective property 

(King & Bond, 1985) as reflected in  the proverbs: "The children's 

m isbehavior is  the fa u lt o f the father," "The ugly th ings should not go 

out o f the fam ily  gate," "A man needs face like  a tree needs bark."

Thus, it  is n o t d iffic u lt to  see tha t harmony is achieved no t by desires, 

bu t by the h ie rarch ica l and collective pressure. An in d iv id u a l is  expected 

to contribute to  the group for the common good. Such contributions 

range from  m ate ria lis tic  ones to sp iritua l ones. A ch ild  is  expected to 

study hard to become one o f the high-perform ing students, thus bringing 

fame to the whole fam ily. A  man is expected to fig h t fo r the fam ily or 

state to w in  glories fo r them.

A  th ird  explanation was discovered during conversations w ith  

inform ants. W hen asked how to explain th is  kind o f behavior, most 

indicated th a t ou r beliefs about the outside world led to such 

ind iv idua lis tic , aggressive behavior.

The be lie f th a t the outside world is fu ll o f coldness leads to our 
aggressive behavior. When we are in  such a w orld, we tend to 
believe th a t everybody whether it  is a Chinese or an Am erican is a 
threat, and we keep fighting to protect ourselves. As the saying 
goes, " If one does not th in k  of his own interest, ne ither Heaven nor 
E arth w ill save him ." (interview no. 54)

It is im portan t to note th a t the Chinese do not tend to  describe such 

behavior as "egocentric" or "individualistic." These are the descriptions by
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the Western observers. To them, it  is a natura l behavior, and is  perfectly 

ju s tifie d . Further, such behavior often lead to some results no t fo r 

h im self or herself b u t a group s/he belongs to. A recent newspaper article 

reports th a t a township business issues a "special reward" to innovative 

workers. I f  an ind ividua l's contribution to the enterprise is 

acknowledged, the enterprise w ill send a team of people to  show a free 

movie to  th a t ind ividua l's whole villages. Reportedly, such an incentive is 

believed to be superior to any other rewards. A  comment from  such a 

rewarded worker: 'To show a movie to a ll o f the people from  our village is 

like  pu tting  a layer o f gold on my face, and I trea t it  as the highest 

reward I can get." In  th is  kind  o f situations, the trad itiona l Confucian 

norm s and values cease to be relevant (King &  Bond, 1985). Further,

We Chinese tend to value belonging to a very solid, pragm atic 
group. Everything beyond the group w ill be the fie ld to fig h t, 
(interview no. 48)

The selfish behavior is  defined w ith in  the context o f group. You do 
not w ant to consider your own interests at the cost o f others in  a 
group. "A rabb it does not eat weeds around h is home." However, 
once you are out o f the group setting, you are expected to  fig h t and 
to be selfish fo r yourself or your group. Such behavior are s till 
ju s tifie d , (interview  no. 50)

The Particularistic or Universalistic Orientation

Human relationships in  the East are p a rticu la ris tic  ra the r than 

universalistic. The Confucian principles are used in  relationships and 

situations, and are not applicable to the whole society. According to Yum 

(1988):

The East Asian countries have developed elaborate social 
interaction patterns fo r those whose social position and 
relationship to oneself is known, bu t there is  no universal pattern 
th a t can be applied to someone who is not known, (pp. 378-379)
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In  contrast, the West is characterized by the universal rules o f 

behavior. As Yum (1988, p. 379) indicates, "applying different rules to 

d ifferent people and situations may seem to violate the sacred code of 

fairness and equality th a t accompany the in d iv id u a lis tic  values." D uring 

conversations w ith  inform ants in  the USA, such cu ltu ra l differences were 

w idely noticed.

I used to stay in  a sm all town, where everybody greets everybody on 
the street. When m y Chinese friends came and saw th a t they 
greeted or talked to me, they said "How w ell you have done! You 
ju s t come here fo r a few m onths, and you have made so many 
friends." I to ld  them  th a t these people are no t my friends a t a ll. 
They are ju s t a b it strange. That is  a ll. (interview  no. 56)

Clearly, Americans relate to each other in  a very d iffe rent way from  
ours. A  company w ith  which a good friend o f m ine works had a 
position opened. He gave me the inform ation firs t, and encouraged 
me to apply. I thought I had a good chance, w ith  his help. . . It 
turned out th a t he did not even try  to ta lk  to the people who were 
doing the recru iting . If  it  were in  China, I would have gotten the 
job. (interview  no. 53)

Compared to China, I like  the re lationship between the leader and 
the led. Generally speaking, my boss uses the same rules for 
alm ost everybody. In  China, it  is  very d ifferent. When I was 
w orking there, m y boss used different rules fo r d ifferent people, 
(interview  no. 52)

Such a un iversa listic approach in  dealing w ith  people seems to violate

the m oral princip les o f the Chinese society. For example, the Chinese

perceive th a t the elders in  the USA are "unequally" treated. When I

probed, it  was clear to me what was m eant was th a t the elders were not

respected enough.

I s till do not feel com fortable w ith  the way Am ericans behave. For 
example, old people are not treated w ith  enough respects in  our 
company. The young people not only argue w ith  them, b u t also 
makes jokes about the old employees. Somehow, I feel it  is  ju s t not 
righ t, (interview  no. 59)

In the USA, old people are in  many ways are a t a disadvantage, 
compared to the young ones. They are the ones w ith  gray future.
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When you are old, people do not take them as seriously as we have 
in  China. If  a company lays o ff people, old employees w ill be among 
the firs t to be cut. I th in k  it  is a bad phenomenon. Old people have 
m uch more to contribute, (interview no. 48)

Another characteristic o f the pa rticu la ristic relationship is th a t there 

is a clear d istinction  between ingroup and outgroup. As Yum (1988) puts:

M utual dependence as prescribed by the Confucian princip le  o f i, 
however, requires th a t one be affiliated and iden tify w ith  re la tive ly 
sm all and tig h tly  k n it groups o f people over long periods o f tim e. 
These long-term  relationships work because each group member 
expects the others to reciprocate and also because group members 
believes th a t sooner or la te r they w ill have to depend on the 
others. People enmeshed in  th is  kind of network make clear 
d istinctions between ingroup and outgroup members, (p. 379)

Yum (1988) points ou t th a t in  the East people exhib it d ifferent 

behavior when they are in  d ifferent situations. The Confucian Principles 

o f behavior are designed to  work fo r the ingroup setting. There is no 

specific princip le to fo llow  in  an outgroup setting. Such an observation is 

confirm ed by many. In  contrast, the West does not d istinguish between 

ingroups and outgroups as much as the East. "Alliance to a group and 

m ob ility  among groups are purely voluntary, so th a t both the longevity of 

membership and loya lty to a particu la r group are lim ited" (Yum, 1988, p. 

379).

I never treat Am erican friends as my ingroup people a t a ll. I have 
some good friends in  the company. B ut compare w ith  m y Chinese 
friends, they are nothing. That is why I never invite  them  to 
socialize w ith  us a t home. However, I have parties w ith  m y Chinese 
friends a ll the tim e. Americans w ill never understand our way o f 
friendship, (interview  no. 48)

Americans like  to  take advantage of you w ithout appreciation. 
When I was in  college, I often invited several American friends to 
have dinner w ith  me. I always spent lots o f money and tim e on 
such parties. These people would come and fin ish  up everything. 
Further, since they liked your food, they would come and ask fo r it. 
They never invited me back to the ir home, (interview no. 58)
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Ascriptive or Achievement Orientation

The pa rticu la ris tic , hierarchical relationship in  the Chinese culture 

can be identified w ith  the ascriptive orientation. As described in  the last 

chapter, in  China people are judged and rewarded on the basis of 

seniority. Guanxi and mianzi affect resource allocation in  the didactic 

re lationship between a resource allocator and a resource petitioner 

(Hwang, 1987). The sharp d istinction between ingroup and outgroup and 

the asym m etrical relationship among people also lead to ascriptive 

orientation (Yum, 1988).

Most inform ants were aware o f such differences, and they liked

achievement m otivation better. Everybody interviewed indicated th a t they

were satisfied w ith  the pay and benefits they received in  the USA,

compared to the ir s ituation in  China. Most people also believed tha t pay

was not tig h tly  tied to performance in  China, and it  is  one o f the major

reasons fo r low productivity there.

In  either the USA or China, equity is a key to improved 
productivity. In  the USA, pay is closely related to an individual's 
performance. For example, my boss raises employees' salary, based 
on an ind ividua l's contribution. In  the Chinese organization I used 
to w ork w ith, everybody was poorly paid, and it  did no t m atter 
whether you worked hard or not. People tended to w ork as little  as 
possible, and if  you worked hard, it  m ight cause some tension 
between you and the others. It was a spiral-down m otivation, 
(interview  no. 53)

One o f the sources o f satisfaction in  the USA is the lack of 
complicated guanxi work. I can concentrate m yself on my 
professional job, and am rewarded th a t way. In  China, I had to 
spend h a lf o f my tim e and energy on guanxi work, (interview no. 51)

In the USA, everybody is judged by performance, and your 
contribution is recognized by your boss. In  China, to  a large 
extent, everybody is judged by guanxi. I f  you have a good guanxi 
w ith  your boss, you w ill get special treatm ent, (interview  no. 53)
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However, when talked about whether Chinese were equally treated as

Americans, opinions seemed to be largely divided. In  two group

interview s, inform ants heatedly debated th is. Several people perceived

th a t they were treated as second-class citizens.

There exist a certain level o f racism  in  our company. O ur boss is 
an American. Because of color and relatively poor language skills , 
he treats we Asians d ifferently from  Americans. For example, if  he 
is no t in  a good mood, he w ill shout at we Asians. B u t he dares 
not do th is  to Americans. That is very d isturbing to  me.
(interview  no. 51)

In  the USA, we foreigners have to give much more than Americans, 
in  order to get equal treatm ent. I f  Americans w ork a t a level 10, we 
have to  make it  a level 20. Such a pressure can only be experienced 
in  a foreign country, (interview  no. 51)

It is im possible for us to lead Americans. No m atter how good we 
are, we are not going to be promoted to a supervisor or a manager's 
position. D on't even dream about it. I have m et m any Asian 
friends. They are very upset when they realize those poor- 
perform ing Americans are moved up to the ir boss. That is why so 
m any Asians q u it th e ir jobs and open the ir own companies, 
(interview  no. 45)

I have a friend who is a Vietnamese. He is very sm art and capable. 
W hen he was leading his u n it, they were doing extrem ely w ell and 
made lo ts o f money. Then, he hired an American w ith  a master's 
degree. This guy back-stabbed his boss many tim es, and the 
Vietnamese was fired. When th is  American became the boss, the 
economic performance fe ll very quickly. Can you say th is  is fair? 
(interview  no. 49)

According to the American crite ria , we Chinese are m ostly taken as 
under-achievers, no m atter how hard we work and how good we 
are. In  our company, I have a feeling tha t I w ill not be promoted to 
a manager's position. I can have pay increases, b u t not positional 
prom otion. The reason is  th a t I do not value the American way of 
com m unication and leadership sk ills . For one th ing, they only 
know how to ta lk  and do not know how to get to w ork. For 
another, they value aggressiveness and I do not. (interview  no. 45)

The other side believed tha t Americans were relatively fa ir and equal.

The reason for these people's m istreatm ent was a ttribu ted  to the ir lack of

some ab ilities.
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I believe th a t Americans are fa ir and value true ta lent. I perceive 
th a t the reason th a t most foreigners are not promoted to be 
leaders is because they do not have the qualities defined by 
Am ericans. We Chinese tend to measure people w ith  technical 
competence, and de-emphasize things such as leadership styles 
and com m unicational skills . To be honest w ith  you, I have not 
seen many Chinese who have the leadership tra its  defined and 
valued by Americans. For Americans, you do not have to be 
technica lly excellent to take a leadership position a t a ll.
(interview  no. 53)

Affective Neutrality or Affectivity Orientation

I t  is  clear th a t hum an relationships are m uch more em otionally 

charged in  the East than in  the West. In  the East, the fam ily-style 

p a rticu la ris tic  relationship mixes together personal relationships w ith  

pub lic relationships. According to Yum (1988, p. 380), "The Confucian 

concept o f i  leads to a strong distaste for a purely business transaction, 

carried out on a calculated and contractual basis." According to the 

princip le  o f tru s t and m utual reciprocity, when a personal re la tionship is 

developed, a public or business relationship w ill follow  (Yum, 1988). In  

contrast, "in  the United States, there is a ra ther shaxp dichotom y 

between private and public life . Since the prim ary task o f the ind iv idua l 

is to achieve a high level o f autonomous self-reliance, there is  an e ffo rt 

to separate the two lives as much as possible" (Yum, 1988, p. 380).

The interpersonal relationship in  the East is long-term , asym m etrical 

reciprocity, according to Yum (1988). People are forever indebted, and 

thus reciprocally obligatory, to each other. The Chinese norms o f bao 

(reciprocity) and the Japanese principles o f "on" are more intense in  the 

East than in  the West (Hwang, 1987). Further, human re lationships in  

the East are not calculated. 'To calculate would be to th in k  about
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im mediate personal profits, which is the antithesis o f the princip le  of 

m utual faithfulness, i." (Yum, 1988, p. 379).

In  contrast, human relationships in  the West are sym m etrical-

obligatory, calculated fo r immediate benefits, or contractual. Each

ind iv idua l is  independent and equal in  in teracting w ith  others (Varenne,

1977). Thus, long-term  commitments and obligations are viewed as

threats to one's autonomy and rights. In  addition, people tend to relate

to each other, based on immediate payoff or on a contractual base so

th a t obligation can be fa irly  and form ally form ulated.

There is  an interesting way o f expressing friendship w hich we w ill 
never get used to. For several tim es, some o f my Am erican friends 
asked me to have dinner together in  a restaurant. I thought we had 
a deeper feelings for each other. Otherwise, they w ill not invite  me 
to dinner. However, when I hear them say "separate checks, please" 
to a w aiter, I had a sudden feeling th a t our friendship is a sp lit 
one. So, I never go out w ith  them again, (interview  no. 56)

Such a cu ltu ra l difference has some im portant im plications fo r 

in te rnationa l business. In  the East, human re lationship is both personal 

and public, and a personal approach to business development is c ritica l. 

For example, there are several steps to follow  in  order to develop an 

effective business relationship in  Korea (Lee, 1983): (1) have frequent 

contacts over a relatively lengthy period of tim e, (2) establish a personal 

and hum an relationship, (3) if  possible, create some common experiences 

such as sports, drinking, or travel, (4) foster m utual understanding in  

term s o f personality, personal situations, and the like , and (5) develop a 

certain level o f tru s t and favorite attitude.

S im ilarly, the guanxi approach to do business in  China is pervasive. 

The saying — "harm onious relationship leads to business" -- explains 

th is. D uring conversations, an inform ant talked about Am ericans' 

frustra tion  in  dealing w ith  Chinese business partners.
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I can say tha t Americans do not know how to do business in  
China. An American businessman told me th a t he could not 
understand why a Chinese company he was dealing w ith  would 
ra ther pay much more money to do business w ith  his com petitor. 
H is com petitor has a long term  guanxi w ith  the business people in  
the Chinese company, and tha t is why they get the business, 
(interview  no. 46)

D uring conversations, several people expressed a lack of hum anistic

feelings in  th e ir organization, due to the different conceptualizations o f

organizational designs.

Compared to the organizations in  the USA, our Chinese 
organizations are more hum anistic. The Chinese organizations are 
designed to support hum an living. When I worked in  China, the 
organization was the place I got a ll o f the help I needed. . . In  the 
USA, the company is  the place I get nothing b u t money. "Another 
day, another dollar" is my working principle now. (interview  no. 46)

M any people indicated American's coldness in  hum an relationships.

Many complained about the lack of renqing and the pervasiveness o f

in d iv id u a lis tic  behavior in  the USA.

W orking relationship in  the USA is  p la in  and simple. When you 
come, people w ill say a few nice words, expressing th e ir welcome. 
When leave, people w ish you good luck. That is  it. Do not expect 
m uch from  them. O f course, you do not have to feel bad. This is 
Am erica. (Interview no. 51)

One th ing  I m iss very m uch is the caring from  my bosses in  China. 
In  China, whenever I had a problem of any kind , I could ta lk  to m y 
boss and he would do h is best to help. There was lo ts o f 
humanness in  th is  respect. In  the USA, I do not. have th a t k ind  o f 
feeling any more. People come here fo r money, and it  is not a place 
you can find help from  your boss or anybody else.
(interview  no. 46)

The Americans show th e ir caring at a very superficia l level. You see 
th a t they sm ile and ta lk  to you. However, people do not care about 
you th a t much. When you ta lk  to them about your problems, they 
w ould say, "sorry to hear that," and tha t is it. You do not expect 
them  to care about you the way we Chinese care about each other, 
(interview  no. 53)
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Since I got here, I have been frustrated by the way Americans treat 
me. They seem to be very friendly — greeting each other w ith  smiles 
— during working hours. However, when they are off, they do not 
seem to know you anymore, (interview no. 55)

In a way, the American relationship between the leader and the led 
is quite cruel. If you fa il once, your boss may help you in  some 
way. I f  you fa il again, you are judged as inadequate for the job. He 
or she would say: "too bad. But you have to leave.
(interview no. 50)

I miss the warm, caring atmosphere in  the Chinese organization I 
used to work w ith. In the USA now, on the surface, people are nice 
to each other. In fact, people are very cold. The ind ividua listic 
flavor is manifested in  every aspect of their behavior. Look at the 
way they ta lk, "I" is always firs t. Now, I have to learn to figh t for 
myself. I have to fight for a better working schedule w ith  my boss, 
because i f  you do not do that, he would schedule for the 
convenience of himself." (interview no. 47)

Several inform ants indicated tha t they had tried every way to improve 

guanxi between themselves and Americans, and they failed. It was clear 

tha t the way o f la  guanxi in  China did not work in  the USA.

I t  is d ifficu lt to socialize w ith  Americans. This is not only because 
we have language barriers. More importantly, the cu ltu ra l barriers 
between us are ju s t too large. Whatever I do to them, it  seems tha t 
my relationship w ith  them stays there. It is a cold culture, 
(interview no. 41)

Guanxi does not work in  the USA. In our school, it  was clear tha t 
some of our Chinese fellows made some major efforts to develop 
guanxi w ith  Americans and they were very frustrated by it. One of 
them did almost everything he could to get financial support from 
his boss. However, he ended up being losing support, due to his 
inab ility  to work w ith  his boss, (interview no. 44)

Power Distance

Hofstede's studies (1980a) show that the overseas Chinese have a 

large power distance. The particularistic relationships in  the East are 

essentially hierarchical. Respect for tradition, ancestor, and age have 

been the main values o f the people in  old China (Laaksonen, 1988). Age,
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here, refers both to generational and chronological age. As explained in  

Chapter 4, the ordering of the hierarchical relationship comes from the 

hierarchical nature in  the universe. Hofstede shows th a t the Chinese 

society in  Hong Kong has large power distances. The m ajor 

characteristics of such a society are (1) an order o f inequality, (2) 

superiors are inaccessible, and (3) power holders are entitled to privilege, 

and (4) power holders have unquestionable authority (Hofstede, 1984b). 

In  contrast, the West, especially the USA, has a sm aller power distance.

Hofstede's view was confirmed by a consensus among the informants.

In  China, the feeling of hierarchy is very real. When your boss or 
an elder is present, you have to show your respect. This means 
th a t there exist certain criteria for you to behave properly. I f  you 
do not know that, people believe that you are a uneducated or 
uncivilized man. In contrast, in  the USA you can be more equal 
w ith  your boss, although he or she is in  charge o f you in  your 
work. However, apart from this, s/he has no rig h t to even ask a 
question about you. (interview no. 53)

The Chinese value for hierarchy causes lots o f problems for human 
relationships in  organizations. When I was pa rt o f an office staff, 
i t  was very comfortable w ith  my peers surrounding me. However, 
when I was promoted, suddenly the whole th ing was changed. 
People who used to be close to me began to keep a distance from 
me. The culture in  the organization was very cruel and repressive. 
Throughout the hierarchy, reprimand was the key to get people to 
work. I did not want to do that. However, I knew I was not an 
effective leader at all. People refused to work hard, w ithout being 
reprimanded, (interview no. 42)

The working atmosphere here is very different from  the one in  
China. Here in  the USA, there is almost no social norms about 
how you should behave. I do not have to be careful about my 
behavior which may offend somebody. People refer to each other on 
a firs t name basis in  our organization. I feel more relaxed and can 
concentrate on my work, (interview no. 52)

D uring conversations, most people indicated the negative effects of 

the h igh power distance in  China. While an adequate respect for
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hierarchy may be necessary, too much power distance between leaders 

and subordinates may impede innovations and motivation to work.

In the USA, everybody's talent is valued. I feel tha t I can throw out 
my ideas for improvement at any time, and it  is well received. In 
China, I intended to do the same th ing and failed badly. I 
remember that right after graduation I was very ambitious and 
wanted to change the world. In  the organization I used to work 
w ith, I was eager to use new ideas. People did not appreciate tha t 
kind of behavior at all. Some people even criticized me for being 
fuzzy. One year later, I knew tha t I lost a ll o f my vigor and interest 
in  work. Amazingly, when we had an annual class-mates party, 
almost everyone complained about th is problem. It is certainly 
cu ltura l, (interview no. 54)

In China, I was often criticized by my boss for th is and that. 
Sometimes, I did not know what was wrong and what to do next.
In retrospect, I was fu ll o f anxiety and depression. Here in  the 
USA, what you get is the direct opposite. What you get is 
encouragement and positive reinforcement, (interview no. 52)

Sim ilarly, most informants criticized the high power distance which 

lead to undesirable consequences in  the Chinese society.

I am very much ambivalent about our hierarchical system in  
China. On the one hand, I understand tha t such a hierarchy is 
im portant for m aintaining social order. On the other hand, it  is 
not conducive to human development. I can never forget an 
incident which almost paralyzed me psychologically. When I was in  
the sixth grade, we had a teacher who used so-called interactive 
teaching style to teach us mathematics. He would ask everybody 
questions, while he was teaching. Everybody usually responded 
together to his questions. One day, I made two mistakes, 
answering his questions together w ith  other students. When I 
made the firs t one, he stared at me and did not say anything. 
Everybody knew it  was a punishment. However, as soon as I made 
the second one, he screamed at me: "Don't give me stupid answers! 
Just shut up!" From then on, I was so fearful tha t I could not raise 
my head to listen to his classes, le t alone interact w ith  him. My 
mathematics has not been good, and I knew tha t is part of the 
reason at least. What I am saying is tha t th is kind of hierarchical 
system can psychologically traumatize people. In  contrast, I wished 
I had been raised in  the USA. Just look at how children are treated 
by the ir parents, teachers, and others. How lucky they are! 
(interview no. 55)

I th in k  the authoritarian relationship in  China has led to what I 
call "distorted self-respect" for those seniors. What I mean is tha t
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such a system makes them on top o f us all the time, which k ills  
our young people's initiatives and creativity. For example, I pointed 
out a mistake made by my teacher in  front o f other students when 
I was in  the high school. She pulled her long face righ t away. After 
the class, he got me in  her office and criticized my misbehavior. 
Then, she talked to my parent about my unrespectful behavior. In 
the US, I do not feel tha t way at all. I often give out my ideas in  
the class, and what I receive is appreciation and encouragement, 
(interview no. 41}

The state is very much feudalistic. The constitution is nothing bu t 
a piece of paper. The state has overwhelming power over 
individuals. To te ll you the tru th , sometimes I cannot te ll the 
difference between the current state and other dynasties we had in  
the past. Now, we s till have an emperor like leader o f the state. The 
state is controlled by a huge state bureaucracy. It  is s till very 
repressive to individuals. We as individuals do not have any 
obvious rights. Your boss, your parents, your teachers are a ll of 
your gods. You ju s t listen to them, (interview no. 50)

W hile I was working in  China, I had a friend who was married. We 
a ll know i t  was not a happy marriage at all. He had little  in  
common w ith  his wife. He wanted a divorce and could not. A ll of 
the trad itiona l forces — his families, his wife, friends, and public 
opinion — made him stuck w ith his wife. However, he developed an 
intim ate relationship w ith  one of the nurses in  the hospital. When 
his wife found out, she went to the hospital to ask for help from 
the leaders. The leaders believed that he was absolutely immoral 
and phoned the Public Security Bureau. This poor guy ended up in  
prison. Finally, when he got out, he divorced his wife, and married 
happily w ith  the nurse, (interview no. 50)

A ll o f the things said and structures established may show tha t we 
are the masters of the country. We are absolutely not. The People's 
Congress in  the country does not represent real people bu t rather 
the leaders themselves. Look how they are elected as our 
representatives: They are hand picked by the leaders ju s t as the 
representatives in  the worker's congress, and go through a 
form ality to le t us elect them. I f  they are not elected, they would 
redo the process again. People like me do not care about th is 
anymore. Whoever the leader or a representative, it  is none of my 
business anymore. You want him? Fine, I w ill elect him.
(interview no. 52)

Power distance has im portant implications for participation in  

decision making. However, it  seems that my informants have had some 

difficulties in  dealing w ith participation in  decision-making in  the USA.
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In China, these people were taught not to be concerned about matters

beyond the ir tasks. Thus, it  may be d ifficu lt for them to get used to the

American way of managing. When talking about participation in  decision

making, several informants shared their confusion about the American

way of doing such things.

I th in k  tha t the American way of decision making is interesting. 
People like me are asked s it on several teams or committees. I can 
understand that when technical designs are concerned, I may be 
able to make some contributions. But for those matters such as 
budget and plans which are obviously the concerns of the 
management, people like me should not be part o f it. When I was 
s itting  there listening to these issues, I did not have anything to 
say. (interview no. 53)

Another d ifficu lty some of my informants had is the lack of clarity 

from the bosses. In the high power distance society, they were used to 

clear task assignment and getting explicit instructions from the ir 

superiors. Now, they are in  a country which has different concepts and 

ways of management.

W orking here in  the USA is very different from working in  China.
In China, you w ill get detailed instructions for your tasks. Here in  
the USA, your boss does not want to do that. A t the beginning of 
my job, my boss told me to develop a sim ulation model fo r parts of 
electrical circuits in  our workstation. He did not te ll me how to do 
tha t and what kind of sim ulation tools he wanted me to use. I was 
lite ra lly  stunned and worried. Such a task assignment leaves no 
criteria  to judge its  outcomes. Since I was not sure about which 
way to go, I ended up w ith  exploring several ways of doing that, 
and he seemed to be very happy about it. (interview no. 53)

Summary

A cross-cultural perspective is applied to account for culture and 

behavior in  th is  chapter. Both the Western culture and the Eastern 

culture axe discussed in  relation to each other, so tha t knowledge
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obtained at the level of the Eastern conversation and the Western 

conversation can be transcended or subsumed.

Particularly in  th is effort, five pattern variables or universal 

dimensions — self or collectivistic, particularistic or universalistic, 

ascriptive or achievement, affectivity or neutrality, and power distance -- 

are utilized to relate the two cultures, which is summarized in  the 

following figure.

Cultured patterns or 
universal dimensions The Eastern culture The Western culture

self or collectivistic collectivistic self

particularistic or 
universalistic

particularistic universal

ascriptive or achievement ascriptive achievement

affectivity or neutrality affectivity neutrality

power distance high low

Figure 9. Comparisons between the Eastern culture and the Western culture
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CHAPTER S IX

IN SEARCH OF MEANINGS AND STRATEGIES FOR CROSS- 
CULTURAL TRANSFER OF ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES I: 

PROBLEMS AND REFORMS AT JIAGONG  

Introduction

In  Chapter Four, understandings pertaining to the peculiar features of 

the Chinese culture were discussed. Chapter Five, then, attempted to go 

beyond such an understanding by locating the Chinese culture and 

behavior in  the cross-cultural context.

The cross-cultural perspective is continued in  the present chapter. 

Based on the understandings achieved in  the previous chapters, th is 

chapter w ill bring us into the concrete realities — the cultural interplays 

— a t Jiagong. In  the firs t section, the direct clashes between the Eastern 

cu lture and the Western culture is illustra ted. Then, various perspectives 

on organizational problems and reforms w ill be examined, as the 

im ported organizational practices are implemented at Jiagong. As argued 

earlier, i t  is  im portant to know how organizational groups construct 

realities o f the ir own and the reality they a ll share together. Further, the 

discussion on various problems and reforms at Jiagong w ill center 

around cu ltu ra l interplays. Furthermore, a short discussion on using the 

Western organizational theories to diagnose the organizational problems 

was made.
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Direct Clashes between Tradition and New Practices

When the Western organizational practices are implemented in  the 

Chinese situation, cultura l clashes are expected, due to the significant 

cu ltu ra l differences between the East and the West. The following case is 

an ideal illu s tra tion  of such cultural interplays.

The case o f the fa x  machine

During my firs t v is it in  April, 1992, Mr. Gai and I were having a 

conversation about how we could maintain communication between us 

after I went back to the USA. He mentioned tha t they had ju s t acquired a 

Japanese-made fax machine. He also mentioned th a t i t  was kind of 

d ifficu lt to use it, because it  did not work autom atically. Each time 

somebody wanted to send a fax, she had to firs t phone somebody in  the 

office to tu rn  i t  on. Then she had to dial again to send a fax. Obviously 

the twelve- hour time difference between the USA and China made such 

communication more difficu lt.

However, I was puzzled by the lack of automatic function of the fax 

machine. Then, I asked why the machine could not receive a fax 

automatically. He said it  could not and they had to arrange three 

employees to stay w ith  the machine day and night. A fter listening to 

him , I was more puzzled. Then I explained what I believed, and asked him  

whether we could take a look at this strange machine.

A t around 9 o'clock that night, we went to the place. Mr. Zhang was 

on the sh ift and warmly welcomed us. We explained why we were here 

and wanted to take a look at the machine. It  was a high quality Sharp 

machine. I took a look at the manuals which were printed in  three 

languages — English, Japanese, and Chinese. In  it, i t  was clearly stated
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th a t th is  machine could send and receive faxes automatically, ju s t as 

any other fax machine. Unbashfully, I showed them how to do th is and 

asked them to call somebody to send a fax for a tria l. I noticed a sign of 

reluctance on Mr. Zhang's part. I guessed that he was embarrassed by 

th is. Nevertheless, he did that, and o f course it  worked. Mr. Gai and I 

were very happy, because now we had one more modem way to 

communicate w ith each other. Mr. Gai was thrilled. He told me tha t th is 

would be treated as an innovative idea for organizational efficiency. I 

could get a reward from Jiagong, because such an idea could save money 

since the three people used eveiyday to work here would not be needed.

When I came back from the firs t trip , I did try  to send a fax to them,

b u t it  was not successful. I thought it  was due to the phone line

problems in  China. During my second v is it I asked Mr. Gai about this,

and he said that it  was not the phone line problem, and he changed

subject to something else. I began to be more interested, and then I

asked again. He said:

L ittle  Tang, I am sure that you do not understand. When you stay 
here longer, maybe you w ill. Everything is more complex than you 
can imagine in  th is enterprise, (interview no. 8)

It was helpful. But it  was not an answer to my question. Having 

noticed his reluctant behavior associated w ith  his suggestive comment, I 

became more curious about this. In order not to pu t him  in  an awkward 

position, I decided to find out more about th is by myself. So, one day, I 

called Mr. Zhang up and asked him  if  I could buy him  lunch. He was glad 

to hear me again, and we had a lunch together in  a nearby restaurant.

A fter a long conversation w ith him  about his views about the 

enterprise, I began to probe about the fax machine case. This was the 

follow ing conversation:
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"Why d idn 't the machine work the way I showed you last time?" I 

asked.

"My job is to take care of the machine, and I have to do whatever I am 

told to do."

"Who tells you w hat to do?"

"My boss."

"Does he also te ll you how to do it?"

"Yes."

"Did you te ll h im  tha t the fax can send and receive faxes 
automatically?"

"Yes, I actually mentioned the whole m atter to him ."

'W hat did he say? Wasn't he glad to hear this?"

"As a m atter o f fact, no. He actually reprimanded me fo r le tting  you 
enter the fax machine room."

I was shocked to hear this. I was actually expecting a yes.

"I am so sorry to know that you got in to trouble because of us. But, 
did he te ll you not to change the way it  works?"

"No, I even did not dare to ask him  that. I ju s t sticked to the old way 
o f doing things, which seems to keep him  happy. Besides, to tu rn  the fax 
machine o ff m ust be good in terms of prolonging its  life. Your way of 
doing it  can be dangerous. It may cause fires and bum  the machine."

Zhang's explanation about not using the way I proposed did not make 

much sense to me. However, I found the way of his boss's dealing w ith  

th is m atter intriguing. So, I decided to ta lk  to him. Mr. Gai helped me 

arrange an interview session w ith him.

Mr. Bing Wang, 45 years old, had been working w ith  WH for 12 years. 

He had held various positions starting as a worker. During a long 

conversation, I asked about his perspective on innovation, he said:
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"Innovation itse lf is not the end. We have to ask ourselves about the 
purpose of any innovation. Whatever we do, we have to evaluate its 
consequences, i.e., its  im pact on our goals."

"What are your goals?"

"My own goals in  the office are varied. I have to keep my bosses 
satisfied. As im portant as the firs t goal, I have to keep workers in  the 
office satisfied. These two m ajor goals are not necessarily 
complementary. I sometimes find them in  conflict. For instance, I am 
righ t now tom  by the pressure from the top to cut the budget and the 
pressure from the below to improve the workers' welfare."

"Do you th ink  that your own goals are consistent w ith  the 
organizational goals?"

"That I do not know any more. Sometimes, I wonder about th is a lot. 
This is a very im portant question to study. In the old days, we were doing 
very well, and improving workers' welfare was one of our top priorities. 
These days, the whole enterprise is in  a mess. It  seems to me tha t there 
exists a lo t of pressure to improve economic efficiency."

"Are you saying that there m ight be a shift in  institu tiona l priorities?"

"That is what I wonder. Nobody makes it  clear. On the one hand, they 
w ill say tha t we w ill continue our traditional values. On the other hand, 
peoples benefits are being cut. . . .  I am scared, too. Now there is a new 
in itia tive  to cut the administrative staff by almost half. My people are 
directly affected. Some of these people have been following me for many 
years. I know them well. I know the ir families well. And I know they are 
hurting  by inflation and more lower living standards. In recent years, my 
top p rio rity  has been protecting my people in  every possible way. In order 
to do that, I have to fight for m aintaining i f  not increasing my budget. 
That is the key. If  my budget is cu t by half, I have no way to take care of 
them."

"How do you do that?"

"For example, I have to ju s tify  tha t I need three people to stay w ith  
the new, fancy fax machine 24 hours a day. It is not only us who do 
things like  this. Many other organizations in  the city do th is, also. I f  we 
take the in itiative to change th is, who knows how many people w ill be 
affected by th is idea! Besides, i f  something goes wrong, who can afford to 
take th is responsibility?"

In th is case, the Western approach to innovation is in  conflict w ith  

trad itiona l values. In the West, organizational efficiency is o f paramount 

importance, and innovation is the key to lead to organizational

200

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



efficiency. In  th is  case, however, the trad itional values of stab ility, 

collectivity, and harmony are incompatible w ith  the Western approach to 

innovation.

Major Managerial Problems and Interpretations 
of the Roots of the Problems 

The Government's Perspective

Since the enterprise reform is significantly influenced by the 

government, i t  is necessary to know the government's perspective about 

the problems existing in  the enterprises. Because I was unable to have 

access to the governmental organizations which supervise Jiagong, the ir 

perspective was not obtained. However, from the printed documents and 

my interactions w ith  the researchers and the th in k  tanks o f the 

provincial government and the central government, I have grasped some 

im portant ideas about the government's perspective about the problems 

in  the enterprises.

During conversations, it  was clear to me tha t the main concern o f the 

government was how to stimulate industria l growth. In conversing w ith  

advisors and researchers from the national and provincial governments, 

a paradox was indicated. The aim for the transformation from  the plan 

economy to a socialist market economy is clearly to invigorate national 

economy. However, the frustration was tha t the dramatic measures 

taken in  recent years had not received very positive results from the state 

enterprises. The situation was perceived getting worse than before. Most 

state enterprises continue to lose money.

The lowering economic performance in  the state industries in  China 

was pervasive. In the province I visited for example, in  the firs t quarter of
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1992, tw o-thirds o f the state industries continued to lose money, and 

signs for the rest o f the state industries were not good either.

A m ajor problem observed by the government is tha t in  the past it  had 

too much control over enterprises. Under many governmental 

constraints, the enterprise could not act as a whole organization 

responsible for its own performance. As a result, the government made 

some im portant decisions to change the situation. These decisions 

include providing more power and responsibility to the enterprise and 

changing the traditional plan system to a new socialist market system 

described later.

During the discussions w ith  the people in  the government, several 

other problems surfaced. One was that some of the governmental 

organizations did not want to decentralize the ir power to the enterprises. 

They used every reason they could find to control the enterprises, as 

indicated in  the following case reported by Chen and Feng (1993).

The case o f wall repairing

A painting product company in  Lanzhou had a garage which had not 

been well maintained. In March, 1992, the company spent about 6000 

yuan to have the walls repaired. Such a behavior is consistent w ith  the 

current policies.

However, one year later, when a representative from the D istrict 

Bureau o f Land came to vis it and found that the walls were repaired 

w ithout perm ission from the bureau, he attempted to fine the company 

22500 yuan because the company violated a policy made in  1987. The 

company leaders had to ta lk to the bureau about th is problem, and 

ended up being fined 2000 yuan.
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A reason pointed out by the people from the government was tha t the 

enterprises did not have adequate leadership and personnel in  working 

w ith  a market environment. As one person commented:

Our enterprises are used to the plan mode of production, and 
people are trained that way. In  my opinion, they do not have the 
capacities to work in  a m arket environment yet. . . The major 
reason is tha t they do not have adequate personnel to make the 
sh ift from the planning mode to the market mode.
(interview no. 63)

Another reason for this pointed out and agreed upon by many was 

that the enterprise did not have enough courage and m otivation to make 

such a shift. As another person said:

My experience w ith  the industries is that the enterprise leadership 
is not motivated to make such a shift. The current system is not as 
complete as to make the enterprises fu lly  responsible for the ir 
businesses. . . Such a sh ift is not easy for them, and it  would 
cause some other problems. They would rather rely upon the 
government than responsible for everything they do.
(interview no. 61)

The Management's Perspective

My firs t effort was to listen to the managers' talking about the acute 

problems they are facing, as a way of gaining their perspective. In talking 

w ith  several major enterprise leaders, it  seems that an am biguity o f the 

problems exists. In an interview, when I asked the enterprise director 

what he saw the root of the problem was, he was silent for a moment, 

and said:

Put th is way, I don't know. However, to be honest w ith  you, I know 
tha t everything seems to be fa lling apart at the present time. Since 
I took the job two years ago, I have been working very hard to take 
care o f the whole company and employees' benefits. We were doing 
very well in  the past. But today, the picture is very different. I 
found the whole thing is overwhelming. People begin to complain a 
lot. My reputation is on the line. . . . (interview no. 6)
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One o f the reasons for such confusion was clearly identified as that 

the degree and the extent of the problems are overwhelming to them. In 

recent years, the company has been increasingly faced w ith  many serious 

problems. Apparently, the problems snow ball, causing great concerns for 

the management and employees. Paradoxically, as the enterprise 

progresses towards being responsible for its  own profits and losses, its  

economic performance decreases year by year. In the past two years, 

economic performances has greatly declined. In 1992, it  was predicted 

tha t m ost plants would lose money. The WM plant alone would lose 

eight m illion  yuan.

Another problem — the human problem — was also indicated by most 

managers. This problem refers to the lowering of spirits for work among 

workers. The worker's absentee rate has been high, the quality o f work 

has been also declining. In the WM plant, the current product-to- 

m aterial ratio is around 35, compared to an average of 50 in  the early 

80's.

Some of the problems described above were confirmed by an 

observation I made.

An observation

One afternoon, I found myself dressed up in  a worker's uniform  at the 

WM workshop w ith  one of my informants Mr. Wang. The environment in  

the workshop was somewhat unbearable. A ll equipment were running, 

whether they were being used or not. As a matter of fact, about h a lf of 

the equipments were not used but running. The whole place is veiy 

much noisy. However, the noises did not seem to stop the workers from 

working and clowning around w ith each other. They seemed to be having
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lots o f fun. I asked Mr. Wang why they did not stop machines while they 

took a break. He said that they were supposed to work and it  was not a 

break.

A t the other side of the workshop, there was another group of workers 

carrying lum ber from one place to another. The sh ift leader was running 

around lite ra lly  yelling here and there. I could not hear what was being 

said, b u t it  was obvious tha t he was forcing these people to do it  faster. 

Most o f the workers are young and seemed exhausted: They carried a 

m inim um  load and walked very slowly. When we walked by, a worker 

threw  h is load onto a ju n k  pile and quickly buried the load w ith  wastes, 

w hile m um bling: "what a hell!"

Such a problem caught a lo t o f attention from the enterprise 

management. A  consensus among the senior managers was that the old 

style m otivation — ideological work -- no longer worked now.

In  these days, ideological work does not excite people. I believe that 
a ll o f us know that it  is a pure form ality now. The reason for it  to 
exist is because the Party is s till existent in  the enterprise, and 
they have to make sure people follow the Party’s guidelines. I f  the 
Party organization were gone, such an emphasis on ideological 
w ork would not exist, (interview no. 4)

They perceived that the change of values among workers h u rt the 

enterprise too much. In an enterprise meeting w ith  about 1000 in  the 

audience, I observed the enterprise director openly criticized the 

"m isconduct' of some workers. He advocated that "the value to work and 

make contribution to society should not be lost in  the tim e of change. 

Such a value is the foundation of socialism we are after."

Several senior executives indicated tha t people's values were changed, 

and the trad itional motivational system was no longer working. When
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asked about his perspective on the human problem, the Party secretary 

commented:

I t  seems to me that the value of workers is changed even faster 
than the reform. On the one hand, I fu lly  understand tha t the 
pressure on them is high, and they have some economic problems 
to  deal w ith. On the other hand, I am amazed by the ir attitude 
towards work and the management. They complain too much and 
w ork too little . The old values such as collective consciousness and 
socialist sp irit are no longer attractive to them. What they value 
m ost now is money. The state of the masses can be best described 
as "a plate o f sand" now. (interview no. 7)

D uring conversations, the Party secretary commented:

"There is no doubt that ideological education is s till one o f the m ajor 
m otivational mechanisms. Its purpose is to make sure people are 
consistent w ith  the Party's course on modernization and development for 
the country and to excite people's consciousness so tha t they love the 
country and the enterprise. However, I do not believe tha t ideological 
education alone can work any more."

"Why not?" I asked.

"In the old days, political redness meant a lot to people. By being red, 
people can have a good future, regardless o f his or her technical 
competence. Nowadays, nobody values political redness much, and 
technical excellence is valued instead. Further, people are after more 
about values. . .  I would say, among a ll o f the problems we have now, the 
loss o f sp irit is the most d ifficu lt one. The sp irit o f the people in  the 
enterprise today can be described as a pile of sand which has no forces 
among them. We used to have something called n ing ju  li (synergistic 
energy) among the people. . . People are more m aterialistic and selfish 
than they used to be. They are more after their own shihui (materialistic 
benefits). People, especially the young workers, no longer have the 
w illingness to contribute, to work hard, and commit themselves to lofty 
goals. I t  is getting very bad."

"W hat has led to the value changes?" I further inquired.

"Many things. F irst of all, reforms in  recent years have had some 
negative effects on people's lives. Some people's living standard actually 
went down. Their m aterialistic needs are high. Second, the whole country 
is more pragmatic than it  used to be. Economic development is the top 
p rio rity . There is not much emphasis on spiritual life any more. Third, 
enterprise reforms have actually reduced the Party's power position. The 
Party's role in  the enterprise is changed from decision-making to
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consulting and checking. You do not see many political activists any 
more." (interview no. 7)

During conversations w ith the managers, most indicated the ir

frustrations in  trying to motivate people to work w ith  economic

incentives. I was especially interested in  how they tried to satisfy the

workers' m aterialistic and selfish needs.

People are after nothing bu t money. Interestingly, the workers' 
stomach for money is like a bottomless cave. You can never keep 
them satisfied. We have meant to use salary and bonus increases 
to motivate people to work. However, my personal view is th a t such 
an attempt has backfired. Now, people consciously reduce the ir 
performance to wait for more money. If  we do not provide much 
money for them, they w ill not work hard, (interview no. 15)

When asked how they tried to motivate workers to work in  the past, 

various new systems were briefly described to me. The workers' behavior 

was described as unresponsive to the motivational mechanisms.

In recent years, we have witnessed the declining performance o f our 
enterprise. The cost is rising, and the product quality is decreasing, 
which makes us lose money every year. Apart from some other 
reasons, I believe tha t workers are the problems. The absenteeism 
is very high, and even though they come, they w ill be lazy, 
(interview no. 18)

To motivate people to work, we have done as much as we can in  
our power. One thing is for sure: Our motivational system does not 
work. People are not responsive to such systems. We have tried to 
educate them the socialist ideals for many years. We have tried to 
improve the reward and punishment system many times. It  seems 
tha t no m atter what we do in  our power, the performance o f our 
workers is decreasing, (interview no. 3)

A  specific case was described to support their perspective, as shown in  

the following case.

The case o f unresponsive behavior 

Since the early 80's, worker's real income declined and dissatisfaction 

fo r work was prevalent among workers. Since the enterprise had no power
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to increase the worker's salaries, the enterprise managed to subsidize the 

worker’s income in the form o f bonuses. The bonus was distributed in  an 

egalitarian way. That is to say, among recipients there was no significant 

differences between young workers and old workers, workers and cadres. 

Also performance was not tied to bonus compensation.

As the capacity to subsidize worker's income in  the form of bonuses 

fluctuated, dissatisfaction among workers was again high. When bonuses 

were reduced, absenteeism was high and complaints among workers were 

prevalent.

In  early 1992, to increase the incentives for work, Jiagong created a 

m otivational package — the responsibility system — to experiment in  the 

WM plant. Under th is package, bonus was tied to the worker's 

performance which was measured in  terms of quality, cost, and quantity. 

In  the firs t quarter, production was significantly increased. However, the 

enterprise discovered that it  had no money to pay for the bonuses. One 

of the reasons was that although production was high, most o f the 

products were not sold. Instead, they were stocked in  warehouses and 

open fields. Then, the management quickly modified the system in  such a 

way tha t each individual's bonus was capped, and the difference between 

cadres' bonus and workers’ bonuses was widened significantly. The 

worker's performance then was characterized as irresponsive to 

m otivational mechanisms.

A  workshop director said:

W hat I see is that we have a negative spiral here in  our enterprise. 
A  few years ago, we were doing relatively well, and the workers did 
get significant bonuses. Now, we are doing less well than before. 
The plant is losing money, and we do not have much money for 
bonuses. Then, the worker’s feelings are h u rt and they do not work 
hard, which in  tu rn  leads to more decreases in  bonuses and even 
salary cuts. . . .  I do not know how soon we can tu rn  th is negative
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spiral into a positive one. One thing I do know is tha t if  we cannot 
do that, we shall fa il completely, (interview no. 9)

Realizing the lim itations of the reward and punishm ent system, many 

other ways o f improving performance were suggested during the 

conversations. The most significant one was to be tougher.

I personally believe tha t the reason for not working is our leverage 
is too small to move the big mountains. The power of the bonus 
system is too lim ited. Workers s till feel that they can get away w ith  
almost everything, since we can not fire them. I th in k  we should 
move towards wage cut and even firing  them. We have to be tough 
enough for them to realize the severity of it. (interview no. 8)

Such a position appeared to be dominant among the management. In 

the WM plant, a responsibility system — the Q uality-Cost-Quantity- 

Piece-Rate (QCQPR) system ~  which ties wages and performance together 

is being implemented. Under such a system, the p lant or workshop is 

held responsible for controlling the quality and cost o f the products, and 

rewards or punishment w ill be applied accordingly. For example, if  the 

cost is more than the level agreed upon by both the enterprise and the 

plant, the p lan t w ill be responsible for compensating 10% of the extra 

cost. I f  the cost is smaller than the level agreed upon by the two parties, 

the p lant w ill be rewarded 10 percent of the amount saved. I f  the quality 

does not meet criteria, the plant's wage budget w ill be cut 10 percent.

Another significant perspective is tha t one should be careful using 

bonus or any other economic incentive system to motivate workers. 

Several people, especially workshop directors, indicated tha t the reward- 

punishm ent system has been detrimental to work group cohesiveness 

and harmony. For example, there has been some "red eye" diseases which 

make people antagonistic against each other. Such a metaphor refers to 

the phenomenon that some workers are jealous o f others' high 

performance and high incomes.
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I have seen some negative effects o f the piece rate system. Such a 
system drives everybody to work as selfish individuals. The old, 
fam ily feelings about each other are gone. In the past, people 
helped each other technically and personally. Now, the "red 
disease" is prevalent here. You see people are accusing each other, 
and w ithhold the ir technical skills. I te ll you, the loss o f the 
collectivist sp irit is ju s t too great. Besides, I do not believe the 
piece rate system is actually improving people's performance, 
(interview no. 9)

I don’t  believe that our workers are lazy, selfish, or unresponsive to 
the m otivational mechanisms. I th in k  we ju s t don't have the righ t 
system to motivate people to work. Several retired workers set up 
the ir own wood-processing plant, and they work day and night 
making huge amount o f money. How can you say they are lazy? 
(interview no. 11)

We have to adm it tha t we do not have a sound m otivational 
mechanism yet, although we have had several of them. I have 
argued over and over tha t we should have a holistic package of 
m otivational mechanisms to make th is place work. B ut few have 
listened. W hat we have done to date is nothing bu t alienate 
people. I t  is very scary to know that people began to actually hate 
th is  place. For example, for a long time, many people have been 
dissatisfied by the separation of workers and cadres. The current 
mechanism aggravates this problem. The workshop managers now 
make much more money than workers. It is ju s t unacceptable to 
the workers, (interview no. 8)

In  the tim e of transition, the meaning o f organizational effectiveness 

has been changed. A consensus among the managers I interviewed was 

that the enterprise was effective in  the "good old days." It was a period 

that Jiagong as a whole was proud of. When people talked about this, 

they were sensational about it. In those days, Jiagong as an organization 

did very well, indeed. The enterprise was growing rapidly, and received 

various rewards from the government. Jiagong became one of the few 

first-class industries in  the nation. Compared to the current situation, 

employees were better off in  the past.

210

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Under the trad itional plan system, Jiagong functioned more as a 

branch organization o f the government than a profit-driven company. 

The main objective was to meet the production target set by the 

government and m ainta in or improve the livelihood of the people at 

Jiagong.

Compared to the current situation, it  was relatively simple to 
manage Jiagong. Everything was controlled by the government, and 
the government was responsible for planning production, 
expansion, and things like budgeting. We the managers had to 
meet the plan targets every year. Jiagong had the best production 
equipment and technical personnel to fu lfill the governmental 
plans each year. Jiagong was doing quite well, (interview no. 6)

Many people suggested tha t the way Jiagong was effective in  the past 

could no longer work w ith  the current environment. As the government 

progressively reduces its  production plans for enterprises, Jiagong has to 

rely increasingly upon itse lf to maintain its  survival.

The changes in  the environment require a revolutionary mode of 
organization w hich Jiagong does not have at th is  po in t. . . In  the 
past, we ju s t kept producing and expanding our enterprise, and did 
not have to w orry about the market for our products. Nowadays, it  
is the exact opposite. We are controlled and punished by the 
market environment, (interview no. 8)

They told me tha t "the time has changed." Now, they are responsible 

for the economic performance of the enterprise. Yet, they have not 

learned how to work in  a market environment. The follow ing case 

illustrates such a problem.

The case o f expansion and the punishment o f the market 

U ntil 1989, the WH plant had operated on twenty-two year' old 

equipment to produce industria l alcohol. In early 1989, the enterprise 

management decided to close down its production for technological
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innovation. Since the Yeast Plant was operationally connected to the 

WH plant, the Yeast Plant was also closed.

A t tha t tim e, i t  was not clear about when the new production line 

could be installed. In order to reduce overhead cost, the enterprise 

decided to merge the Yeast plant into the WH plant. It  turned out that 

the workers and cadres were reassigned jobs in  the WH plant. Most of 

the workers were reassigned jobs to repair old buildings and remove old 

equipment.

Under the assumption that new technology would bring better 

products to the organization and the pressure to open production again, 

the enterprise management went for a loan and bought a new production 

line from  Russia. As the new equipment arrived and was installed, it  was 

clear tha t it  was economically in-feasible to produce any product. Tens of 

m illions were spent, and for the firs t time, the enterprise had to close 

down the p lan t which left over 400 employees jobless.

When asked about the current meaning of effectiveness, most 

inform ants indicated tha t Jiagong has to become a "profit-driven" 

organization. In  other words, profitability has to be the top priority.

It  is clear to me that Jiagong has to transform  itse lf in to  a profit 
oriented company. In  other words, the company has to be run in 
the W estern style — everything else is driven by the pursu it of 
p rofit. Such a change is radical, because p ro fit was not even a 
m ajor concern o f ours, (interview no. 9)

Apart from  economic profitability, several other managers suggested 

tha t the satisfaction of organizational members was another top priority 

at Jiagong.

In m y m ind, the current criteria for effectiveness should be 
economic efficiency and the satisfaction o f our people at Jiagong. 
The two are interrelated. If we don't do well economically, we can
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not keep people satisfied. Conversely, if  we can not keep them 
satisfied, we are unable to improve our economic performance 
either, (interview no. 5)

It was clear to the management tha t the m entality and the logic of 

organization had change, in  order for them to be successful ini the new 

m arket environment. However, it  was pointed out by some inform ants 

tha t such a revolutionary change was extremely d ifficu lt to design and 

implement, as people's m entality was saturated w ith  the old system. 

Especially, because such changes touch upon the issues o f power and 

prestige, which are very d ifficu lt to deal w ith, as illustra ted in  the 

following case.

The case o f lack o f autonomy

The organization is structured in  such a way tha t each individual 

p lant does not have independent operation of its own. The major 

decisions are made at the enterprise level and the p lan t does not have 

control over its  own resources, personnel, and finance. Such a design 

has caused some m ajor problems for the plant.

One of the exemplary problems is the lack of cooperation between the 

WM plant and Supplies in  the enterprise which leads to economic losses 

even before the materials are processed. In  May 1992, the WM plant 

received 20 tra in  loads of logs from several suppliers. Since there was no 

inform ation about the type, quality, and quantity o f the m aterial, the 

p lan t had to record what was being unloaded. As soon as th is  is done, 

the WM plant sent th is inform ation to the Supplies. Then the logs were 

processed. Three weeks later, inform ation about the m aterial came to 

Supplies. When Supplies discovered tha t there existed great differences 

between the inform ation supplied by the suppliers and the inform ation
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provided by the plant, it  was already too late to do anything about it. The 

plant ended up w ith losses.

Further, a simple economic calculation concludes that most 

shipments lead to economic losses to the plant. Materials and sales are 

controlled by the Sales and Supplies at the enterprise level. Further, 

supplies and sales are calculated by volume rather than profits. Under 

such a system, materials are brought in  by Supplies, and produced by the 

WM plant, and sold by Sales for the enterprise. None of the functions 

considers economical v iab ility  on the whole. Among 10 shipments in  

June 1992, it  is predicted tha t only one shipping is economically 

profitable.

When the cry for changing the system was high, the enterprise decided

to experiment firs t. As a result, in  1992 a Sales section was created

w ith in  the plant. However, the old way of doing business continued.

Both the enterprise Sales and the plant Sales are responsible for selling

the p lan t’s products. The new office at the plant level has only one-tenth

of the sales plan of the enterprise office. Further, the operation o f p lant

Sales is very much controlled by the old one at the enterprise. For

example, the plant office does not have the righ t to organize shipping. As

Mr. Gai, the head of the Sales a t the plant puts it,

There is clearly a status difference between the two offices. We are 
lite ra lly  the grandson o f the old office. We have to listen to them 
in  every possible way you can th ink  of. Symbolically, we have 
control over something. In  fact, we do not. (interview no. 17)

Mr. Liu, the current plant director, said:

Such an experiment is autonomy in  disguise. It shows again tha t 
the enterprise does not w ant to lose the ir power over the plant. I 
believe that the trad itional plan system should be responsible for 
th is. "When you ask around, I bet you w ill find that nobody claims 
the responsibility. Certainly, our p lant is not responsible for th is.
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We have been doing whatever we can about the situation, 
(interview no. 13)

During talks w ith  the managers of Sales at the enterprise level, it  was 

clear that they did not like the idea of creating a Sales office a t the plant 

level. Mr. Wang, the head of the old office:

I personally do not see any advantage of creating a sales branch at 
the plant level. So far, I believe it  has created some conflicts 
between the two offices. We are competing w ith  each other in  
terms of prices, which leads to economic loss for the enterprise, 
(interview no. 19)

My reading between the lines was that these people did not like  such

an experiment, because of something else. Such a suspicion was

confirmed, when I asked about the idea of moving the whole office to the

plant. M r. Wang fu rthe r commented:

I do not th in k  it  is necessary. The problem is not here. W hat leads 
to economic loss is the production process. The supply people in  
our offices are a ll for getting logs which are often wasted in  the 
production process. The output-to-input ratio is at a h istorica l 
low. Besides, our office is recognized as the enterprise office by our 
customers in  the market. To tell you the tru th , we do no t want to 
touch th is a t a ll. Our major concern is to fin ish the p lan o f 
resource supply each year. It is our no. 1 job, and it  is  getting very 
tough, (interview no. 19)

Mr. J i, one of the vice directors of the office, retiring, has a different 

view:

From an economic perspective, it  is critica l to do something about 
the system. We sim ply cannot go on like this. However, i t  is not 
easy to tu rn  the situation around. The stumbling block is  righ t 
here in  th is office. There is some prestige associated w ith  th is 
office at the enterprise level. People are not w illing to go under the 
supervision o f the plant, although they may get the same pay. In 
addition, people may not want to change the situation a t all. Some 
people are actually profiting from this messy situation.
(interview no. 20)
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The Employees' Perspective

During conversations w ith workers, most appeared to be dissatisfied. 

Several sources leading to dissatisfaction was talked about. The 

dissatisfaction w ith  pay was prevalent. Most people indicated tha t the ir 

liv ing  standards were lower than before. Under financial pressure, some 

workers told me tha t they had got second jobs, and several others had 

been th inking about getting another job. Further, the way the enterprise 

was going made them fearful. Several years ago, the enterprise stopped 

try ing  to get jobs for the young who ju s t got out o f the high school. This 

caused considerable concerns for those who have children at home. Also, 

they were afraid tha t one day they may lose the ir jobs, although they 

have been working hard in  the enterprise for a life time. As one person 

said:

I am becoming increasingly upset. No m atter how hard I work, my 
fam ily is struggling to make ends meet. I am also afraid tha t 
someday I w ill be out o f work, (interview no. 23)

I have been working in  this place for almost a ll my life time. I have 
been working very hard. I always thought tha t by working hard in  
the organization, my children and I would have a better life. Things 
are exactly opposite now. Our living standards is getting lower and 
lower. I have to retire next year, which means that I w ill get less 
benefits. I am very worried now. (interview no. 35)

It was clear to me that the employees had increasingly separated the ir 

own identity from the enterprise. They viewed tha t the enterprise was no 

longer a safe place that they could depend on. When talking about the ir 

relationship w ith  the enterprise, one of the inform ants expressed w ith  a 

sarcastic saying: "The enterprise is my home; ju s t takes whatever I need." 

In  th is  respect, many indicated that they missed the fam ily atmosphere 

they used to have in  the enterprise.
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I t  was a place that people seeked protection and in  tu rn  
contributed. Now, things are very different. In  my opinion, it  is a 
place for people to compete for their own interests. I personally 
missed the old Jiagong. (interview no. 37)

I th ink  the major problem the enterprise faces is the lost of tru s t 
and commitment of the workers. W ith the way it  is going, we don't 
feel the kind of security we used to have here. Nowadays, we have 
to worry while we are working. Besides, it  does not m atter much 
whether you work hard or not. So, who cares about working hard? 
(interview no. 33)

Indeed, the poor motivational mechanism was identified as one of the 

problems. When talking to workers, most people did not even view 

ideological work as part of the motivational mechanism in  the enterprise. 

The masses did not seem to appreciate the Party's protection of the ir 

interests and benefits, nor did they like the Party. D uring conversations 

w ith  employees, most people were sarcastic about the ideology in general.

For many years, I unconsciously shut down m y m ind whenever the 
leaders ta lk  about the importance of ideological work. Those 
slogans do not make any sense to me, and frankly I am getting very 
tired o f it. I f  they want to continue this, it  is fine w ith  me. 
(interview no. 23)

I can not believe the ideological work w ill work at all. I do not 
th in k  those people who are doing the work believe so, either. It is 
purely for show. I am a very practical person. Hence, pure talking 
does not mean anything to me. (interview no. 27)

Nobody is interested in  the Party now. Times have indeed changed. 
Some people may s till work closely w ith  the Party. But I believe 
the ir interest is to make the Party a spring board for some 
opportunities. I don't th in k  that they believe in  the communist 
ideology anymore, (interview no. 25)

I am a communist member. I do not th ink  there is anything tha t I 
am proud of. In the past, in  order to get a promotion, you had to 
be a Party member. It is different, now. Instead, people may make 
fun o f you, ju s t because you are a communist, (interview no. 27)

Another m ajor source of dissatisfaction indicated by many was the

lack o f humanness in  the enterprise which had not received serious

attention from the management.
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Over time, I feel that I am disconnected w ith the enterprise. My 
work place used to be fun, and I looked forward to being here 
everyday. There was a sort o f attachment. People helped each other 
in  many ways. Now, people fight against each other for higher pay 
or bonuses. People even stab each other behind the scene. In our 
w ork team, two technicians used to be very good friends, Now, they 
treat each other as foes. It  a ll started when the competition was 
heavily involved. It is very sad. I do not have tha t kind o f feelings 
any more. I litera lly drag my body here everyday. To te ll you the 
tru th , if  I am allowed to leave th is place, I w ill qu it tomorrow, 
(interview no. 29)

The workers' feeling towards the management can be described as 

antagonistic. Some workers expressed the ir concerns about the way they 

are treated, such as the benefit differentiation between workers and 

others. Some workers indicated they were being treated like  animals 

ra ther than human beings. In the ir talking, there is always the difference 

between "they" and "we." When ta lking about th is problem, emotion 

among employees runs high.

The management blames us for the poor performance of the plant.
I th in k  they should be held responsible. The whole place is filled 
w ith  mismanagement. Look at the poor quality o f the m aterial we 
get. How can we produce high quality products out o f th is  kind of 
junk?  Also, we work hard to produce, and the products are kept in  
the open fields. If you cannot sell, why do we produce them in  the 
firs t place? I f  this continues, I am sure that we w ill be closed 
sooner or later, (interview no. 33)

I don't like blaming. But I have nothing to say b u t blame. Our 
p lant was doing quite well in  the past. Then, the management 
wanted to transform our p lant to produce alcohol. It  was driven by 
expansion for fame. You see the whole enterprise had great prestige 
-- May-First Enterprise, F irst Class Industry of the country, and so 
on. What did we workers get from a ll of these? Nothing bu t to stay 
home w ith  little  pay! (interview no. 38)

Perspectives on Reform

There are three perspectives: government, enterprise management, and 

employees.
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The Government's Perspective

Since early 1980’s, the government has taken a pragmatic approach to 

modernization and economic development as the central task. A 

significant move along th is line is to invigorate the state industries. This 

move includes two salient aspects which are relevant in  th is context.

One o f them is the establishment o f a national market. This means that 

the commodities traditionally controlled by the plan system were to be 

gradually regulated by the market instead. By 1992, only about 10% of 

the commodities were regulated under the plan system and the rest of 

them by the market.

The other one is "to make the enterprises adapt to the market and 

become self-managing, economically self-responsible, self-developing, and 

self-restraining organizations."6 It encompasses differentiating the tasks 

between the Party and the administration, and between the 

adm inistration and the enterprises. What is most relevant here is the 

empowering of industries. In 1984, ten rights were provided to 

enterprises. In  1992 more radical reform measures are taken, leaving the 

enterprises w ith  the kind of powers they need to control the 

organizations.

A  characteristic o f the government's perspective on reform can be 

described as radical. The government has frequently called upon the 

masses to "reform boldly," and to not fear failure. As discussed in  

Chapter One, "the breaking three-iron movement" was an example of the 

government's radical approach.

6 See footnote 4.
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The Management's Perspective

The management' perspective I gained from visiting several industria l 

organizations and the research at Jiagong can be described as 

paradoxical. On the one hand, the consensus seems to be th a t reforms 

are needed to deal w ith problems in  the organizations. On the other 

hand, the reforms had not had significant effects. Further, they believe 

tha t the pace and the extent to which current reforms are undertaken 

are not necessarily good for the enterprise. Thus, the management's 

perspective can be labeled as conservative, in  comparison w ith  the 

radical approach taken by the government.

D uring a conversation, one o f the enterprise directors commented:

W hat we have is nothing bu t a mess. In our organization, we are 
faced w ith  numerous problems which come from the 
mismanagement of the past. . . Now, we have to change everything. 
B u t how? One, we s till do not have enough autonomy to do 
business as a Western company has. Two, our equipment was out 
o f date a long time ago, and the government w ill not grant loans to 
change the technologies. Third, I believe that we have to 
consolidate the reforms we had before, and we are not doing that, 
(interview no. 5)

D uring the discussions w ith  the enterprise management at several 

organizations, many voiced the concern for harmony and stability.

Facing the pressure for reform from the government, they do not have 

confidence tha t the general descriptions on reform w ill b ring miracles to 

the benefit of the enterprise. In the ir views, the traditional values and 

practices are not necessarily bad either. Further, they are concerned 

about the unpredictable consequences as the reforms go on. What they 

do not need is more chaos because they have got enough already. The 

research a t Jiagong shows tha t the concern for harmony and stab ility is 

prevalent. For them, over 400 workers out of jobs cause them great
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concerns. W hat they fear most is seeing more people la id off in  the 

future, as economic performance is s till declining.

The enterprise management sees that the nature of the organization 

is not consistent w ith  the current reform movement. The enterprise is 

viewed and organized as a community, which has m ultip le goals.

Literally, the enterprise has taken care of the ir workers and the ir families 

and the com munity they live in. The whole city is in  fact a company 

town. However, the current reform focus only on economic performances, 

and other goals are not even mentioned. One of the enterprise leaders 

said:

I w ant to use a metaphor to illustrate the problem. The company is 
like  your family, and the reform is like forcing you to sell your 
children and some precious furniture passed down from your 
ancestors to make money. That is what we are facing today, 
(interview no. 4)

Such a concern is related to the incom patibility o f the new practices 

brought by the reforms and the social, cultural s ituation in  the 

organization. Such a concern is consistent in  a ll o f the organizations I 

visited. Most voiced the concern that the current practices w ill bear 

unpredictable consequences to the already d ifficu lt situation. One of the 

enterprise directors said:

The situation is very complicated. Our enterprise has been 
entrenched socially, culturally, economically, and historically. I t  is 
easy for them (the government) to voice reform in  a big way, when 
i t  comes to an organization like ours, everything is very d ifficu lt.
To be honest w ith you, the decade's reform, including using so- 
called modem management techniques, does more harm than good 
to us. Our organization at th is point is nothing bu t fu ll of crisis, 
(interview no. 13)

I believe tha t we need to reform, but not the way it  is. Current 
reform  is like not feeding a baby suddenly. W hat do you expect, i f  
you do that? I mean the government is sim ply not caring! We used 
to get a lo t of pressure to expand and produce. Now, we get a lo t of 
pressure to cut production and reduce personnel. It is easy for
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them to say, and it  is tremendously d ifficu lt for us to do. W hat do 
you do w ith  the workers if  you sharply cut the production? Where 
do you send the over-staffed members i f  you fire them?
(interview no. 6)

Another major concern voiced is tha t more successful experiments for 

the Western organizational practices are needed to show how to go about 

integrating them into the Chinese organization. As one of the enterprise 

directors said:

We are lite ra lly forced to use the so-called modem management 
techniques in  our enterprise. The way it  is done concerns me a lot. 
We have streams of documents to follow. They are a ll descriptions, 
no live examples. Who knows how we can use the Western 
practices in  the Chinese situation? To te ll you the tru th , I am 
concerned about what these foreign practices w ill do to my 
company. In my opinion, these practices are d ifficu lt to apply in  
our enterprise, (interview no. 6)

Although such concern exists, it  seems that reforms ro ll on in  the 

enterprise. When conversations about reforms were further conducted, it  

appears that there exist some differences in  terms of ways of reforming 

Jiagong. The major differences center around how to redefine the 

relationship between the WM plant and the enterprise. The WM p lant is 

the largest p lant in  the enterprise, and most enterprise leaders expressed 

th a t reforms there should be carefully designed and carried out.

One view is that the old-style relationship between the whole 

enterprise and the WH plant should be continued, while some more 

autonomy should be granted. Basically, th is means tha t the trad itional 

status quo is not changed, while some changes may happen. This 

position corresponds to the cry for harmony and stability perspective. In 

an interview w ith  the enterprise director, he has th is to say:

I am inclined to m aintain the stab ility we have w ith the p lant now. 
I am fu lly  aware of the worsening situation there a t the plant. 
However, I do not want to take any dramatic measures to reform it. 
I f  th is one goes wrong, our whole enterprise w ill collapse. . . The
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reason for me to th ink th is way is that I am not sure too much 
autonomy for the plant is good for the whole enterprise as well as 
for the plant. Past experiences show that some of the reforms cost 
more to the plant than gains. Especially, at the p lant level, the 
quality o f management is considerably lower than that of the 
enterprise level. . . On the other hand, I can envision tha t they 
would do things like buying fancy cars which leads to alienation 
and ins tab ility  to the enterprise." (interview no. 6)

However, not a ll o f the senior leaders in  the enterprise agree to such a

position. In  contrast, another position is that a revolutionary change

should be done to save the plant. Traditional ways of doing business no

longer work and a redefinition of the relationship between the enterprise

and the p lant is needed. As one vice-director voiced:

I th in k  tha t we ought to go forward w ith  delegating autonomy to 
the WM plant. They should have enough power to manage the 
p lan t as an economically-responsible organization. We should give 
them the power to establish the ir own financial account. . . I have 
seen that the status quo is not working at all. I f  we do not do 
something about it, sooner or later we have to close it.
(interview no. 11)

Such a disagreement over the reform leads me to some other 

conversations w ith  the plant level management. It  is clear tha t the p lant 

management favors the radical approach to change the relationship 

between the enterprise and the plant. Mr. Li, the Party secretary who is 

very fam ilia r w ith  the situation, has th is to say:

I believe tha t it  is high time tha t th is enterprise be shaken up, and 
the old way of working has to be stopped. It is ju s t wasteful and 
inefficient. Look at the overstocks we have had, and you w ill 
understand the situation better. I do not th ink  it  is stock anymore, 
because nobody wants it, no m atter how low the price is. It is 
under the current system that these products are made. It is under 
the goal o f production and expansion. . . I am fu lly  aware o f the 
problems which may be brought about by the reforms. However, i t  
is the only way I see making difference in  the long run.
(interview no. 13)

The WM plant has a new plant director. Since he came here a few 

months ago, he has been dealing w ith  all kinds of problems. He said:
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I am fu lly  amazed by the nature and depth o f the problems. In 
teim s of the relationship between the plant and the whole 
enterprise, the current one is absolutely ridiculous. The current 
situation is such tha t the more we produce, the more we are 
economically inefficient. In addition, workers are running out of 
patience. What is frustrating is that there is nothing tha t I can do 
about these problems, (interview no. 11)

The Employees* Perspective

During conversations w ith  employees about reforms, most indicated 

tha t radical changes needed to be made, in  order to change the situation. 

Especially, the traditional structure of the organization should be the 

one to change first. In a survey completed by the employees in  the wood- 

m aking plant w ith respect to the lowering economic performance of the 

plant, 90 percent of the employees believed tha t the inadequate 

management system was the main cause of a ll of the problems, including 

raw material supplies, and they believed that the management should be 

held responsible for these problems.

Many also indicated tha t the current management was incapable of 

moving the enterprise forward in  the market environment. One of the 

reasons indicated was the lack o f entrepreneurship in  the management. 

Several others indicated tha t even if  they had the sp irit of 

entrepreneurship, they s till could not make th is place work because of 

the current reward system. As an engineer said:

I believe they (the management) need to be reformed first. The 
m entality of theirs is too old to work in  the new situation.
Further, I do not believe they care much about the situation, since 
they are the beneficiaries of the reform. Many people believe that if  
the p lant is leased to a good person, we can at least make it  even 
instead of losing m illions eveiy year, (interview no. 38)
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Such a perspective was reinforced by a retired worker who opened a 

small wood-making company nearby. I found him, while he was picking 

up the small pieces of wood from outside a workshop. He came here to 

buy these pieces at a very low price. He them reprocessed them into 

products. He told me that he had a good business and he hired several 

people besides his fam ily members. He commented about the problem:

Among all of the problems I see that the worst is the lack of 
adequate management at Jiagong. Just look at how they manage 
the place, and you w ill know why. They get the wrong m aterials in  
w ith  a high price; they process the material in to  products wanted by 
nobody; they throw away the materials for us to p ick up to make a 
profit. The problem is tha t nobody cares about th is place like  the 
way I do w ith  my little  plant, (interview no. 39)

It was also clear tha t the employees did not like m ost of the direction

of the new practices being implemented at Jiagong. They s till viewed tha t

the enterprise should be able to provide living necessities for employees

and the ir families. The direction that Jiagong was heading —

transform ing itse lf in to a profit-driven, Western style company — was

scaiy to most informants. Such a direction to them meant losing

security. Many expressed that they did not know what they would do, if

they were laid off. Thus, they would prefer to stick to the traditional

organizational practices they used to have.

I believe th a t the main problem is that we have not adapted to the 
market environment. It is not the old practices tha t have led to the 
problems. In  the past, we worked hard and made this place a 
famous one. I believe tha t we can s till do so, i f  we can sell our 
products to the market. We are hard-working people, (interview no. 
27)

I personally have not seen any benefits for us in  the new practices 
at Jiagong. The new practices have actually alienated many people. 
A ll of the conflicts and chaos are the consequences o f these new 
practices, (interview no. 30)
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Summary

This chapter presents several im portant issues pertaining to cultura l 

interplay between the East and the West. The focus of th is  chapter is on 

the cu ltu ra l interplays between three major groups — the government, 

the management, and the employees — in  the context o f cross-cultural 

transfer o f organizational practices. It  was an attem pt to examine how 

these groups constructed their own realities, and how they shared a 

reality since they were the major players at Jiagong. To sum up the 

various perspectives on the problems and reforms at Jiagong, the 

following table was developed.

Areas of Focus The government The management The employees

Disposition
To introduce 
modern 
organizational 
practices to 
stimulate 
industrial growth.

New changes 
should strengthen 
status quo and 
help maintain 
harmony and 
stability.

Need to reform the 
management 
structure and job 
security should be 
upheld.

Perceived
problems

The plan system 
impedes economic 
efficiency and 
effectiveness .

The radical change 
in the
environment and 
the changes of 
human values and 
beliefs leads to 
chaos.

Mismanagement 
leads to poor 
economic 
performance and 
alienation.

Action taken
To push 
enterprises to 
establish 
independent, self- 
responsible 
organizations to 
compete in the 
market 
environment.

To find ways to 
restore harmony 
and stability. 
Status quo.

Protesting by 
lowering 
performance, 
complaining, and 
even sabotage.

Consequences of 
actions taken

Decreased 
performance and 
increased 
frustration.

Resistance to 
change.

Increased barrier 
between the 
management and 
the employees.

Figure 10. A comparison between various perspectives on organizational
problems and reforms
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CHAPTER SEVEN

IN SEARCH OF MEANINGS AND STRATEGIES FOR CROSS- 
CULTURAL TRANSFER OF ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES H: CASES

OF INTEGRATION

Introduction

In  the previous chapter, the various perspectives on organizational 

problems and reforms associated w ith  the new imported organizational 

practices at Jiagong were discussed. I discussed the specific problems 

emerging w ith  the implementation of the new organizational practices, 

how the changes of values and beliefs impacted on the organizational 

practices, and how different groups of people constructed their 

organizational realities.

This chapter continues to deal w ith the interplays between the native 

culture and transferred organizational practices w ith  the aim of 

achieving organizational effectiveness. However, the focus of th is  chapter 

is on the specific cases of integrating the Western style organizational 

practices w ith  the Chinese culture. Specifically, the chapter emphasizes 

how the Western style organizational practices are assimilated, 

redefined, or reinterpreted to f it  in to the trad itional culture and 

practices; how the traditional values and beliefs have to be modified to 

integrate w ith  the new organizational practices; and how the two aspects 

have to be changed to make it  work.
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A Theme for Strategy Exploration

Transferring the Western style organizational practices to the Chinese 

culture is a complex task. The previous chapters have shown that 

Chinese culture is very different from  Western culture, and that Western 

organizational practices are not entire ly compatible w ith  the Chinese 

culture. The preceding chapter further showed that during the processes 

o f such transfers serious cultural clashes occurred.

As previously discussed, it  is my belief tha t strategies for cu ltura l 

transposition need to be developed. The Western style organizational 

practices associated w ith the Western culture and the Chinese culture 

need to be tuned to fit into each other in  order to improve organizational 

performance. Based on this belief, I investigated some of the cases tha t 

integrate the Western organizational practices and the Chinese culture.

A fter analyzing such cases, a theme for strategy exploration is 

developed, and for the convenience of discussion such a theme is 

presented (see Figure 11). According to such a theoretical form ulation, 

where there is a f it  of the Chinese culture and the Western practices, 

the specific organizational practices can be transferred into the Chinese 

situation w ithout changing cu ltura l values and beliefs in  a significant 

degree. I f  there is not a fit between them, several possible strategies exist. 

In  some circumstances the specific Western style organizational practices 

may have to be transformed to f it  in to  the Chinese culture. In other 

circumstances the specific Western style organizational practices and 

certain values and beliefs in  the Chinese culture may have to be 

transformed to fit into each other.
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► Transforming culture

^  Transforming Western practices

► Tranforming both

Figure 11. A theme for strategy development

In  what follows, we shall examine how such strategies are u tilized in  

the Chinese enterprises. Most of the cases come from  Jiagong, although 

there are a few examples from some other enterprises.

Functional Values and Beliefs of the Transferred 
Practices: The Case of Information Technology

During discussions w ith  my informants, it  was clear to me th a t they 

most wanted "hard technologies" from the West. It was widely perceived 

tha t technologies were universal and the West was advanced in  

technologies. In  1984, Jiagong imported MDF — a press wood technology 

-- production line from Sweden, and such a technology transfer was 

legendary a t Jiagong. The quality of products was significantly increased, 

and many new products were developed. The MDF plant was one of the 

few profiting plants at Jiagong. Workers in  that p lant were also quite 

satisfied w ith  the introduction of the new production line. None o f the 

workers was laid off or transferred to another plant, due to th is
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technology transfer. Since their production was high, workers made more 

bonuses than they used to.

A  more relevant example was the adoption of an inform ation system 

in  management at Jiagong. Prior to 1987, every piece of inform ation was 

done manually, and the management was frustrated by the delay of 

inform ation feedback about performance. In another enterprise where 

everything was s till done manually, the enterprise director told me tha t 

he did not know the performance of the company u n til the end o f the 

month.

In  1987, Jiagong purchased several computers (mainly 286 DOS 

machines). In the same year, two college graduates w ith  computer 

science degrees were recruited. One year later, computer programs such 

as "Production Efficiency Report," "Product Cost Calculation," "Personnel 

Record and Index" were designed and implemented. In 1988, the 

computer center was established, which was an im portant step towards 

"systematized, programmed, and standardized management" (1988 Year 

Book, P. 43). In  1992, several plants purchased new computers, and new 

programs were implemented. One of the programs was designed to have a 

speedy comprehensive performance report to the senior management at 

Jiagong. The inform ation feedback delay was shortened to a couple of 

days.

The effect of adopting computer technology in  management is further 

illustrated in  another case at Lingong company.

The Lingong Miracle

Lingong is a forest industry located in  the same area w ith  Jiagong. It 

has a massive log operation, w ith  an average daily output volume of
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5,000 cubic meters. One of the problems was the poor inventory 

management system, which led to a loss o f m illions eveiy month, 

according to vice-director Hu. The major problem was tha t the amount of 

logs and the types o f logs constituted overwhelming complexities to the 

management, and nobody knew the exact numbers o f logs coming in, 

coming out, and in  the inventories. Such a d ifficu lty  led to prevalent 

m isconduct of some workers. According to Hu:

We knew tha t we did not have control over inventory. 
Consequently, some people took advantage of it  and profited from 
it. We knew tha t incidence of "losing" logs was prevalent. Some 
customers would bribe our workers to actually steal our logs. Due 
to the nature of the situation, we could not solve the problem. In 
th is way, we lost a t least m illions every m onth, (interview no. 61)

In  August, 1990, a computer technologist, Mr. Yuan, came back to 

Lingong after two years' tra ining at Canada. He suggested developing a 

computer inventory system to strengthen the management of resources. 

His idea was adopted. A ha lf year later, the system was installed. I went 

and saw and played w ith  the system. It was a prim itive one. However, the 

categorization used, the speed of calculation, and the control of inputs 

and outputs on a daily basis led to a better control o f the logs. Every log 

was numbered and the volume was calculated. Thus, they controlled 

the ir inventories on a daily basis. When these logs were shipped out, 

they immediately knew the cumulative am ount shipped.

Such new practices led to effective control o f inventories, leading to 

tremendous savings to Lingong. As a result, M r. yuan was promoted to 

the director of the computer center, and was rewarded w ith  2,000 yuan.

The examples above show that new organizational processes were 

implemented along w ith  the use of computers in  management, which 

lead to successful results. If  the old processes remain unchanged, the use
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o f computers would not produce any significant results. This was the 

case at Gunlun — a real estate firm .

Gunlun spent m illions on building a computer center in  1990. As soon 

as I walked into the center, I realized tha t it  was a fancy center. The 

whole spacious room was well furnished and decorated, VAX II system, 

and ten other 286, 386, or 486 machines were installed. The computer 

technicians were dressed in  white clothes. Some of them were learning 

typing, some of them were playing games, and some others were 

programming a table o f some sort.

My friend, Mr. Hei, had been working w ith  th is organization for years. 

He informed me that such an investment caused a lo t of heat recently, 

and the general manager was very frustrated. The general manager 

approved the computer center during a financially hard time a t Gunlun 

Several other senior managers disagreed w ith  him  about th is  investment. 

The major problem was th a t the computer center had not produced 

anything in  almost two years, and the old practices remained a t Gunlun 

Further, the failure in  th is  case Mr. Wang, the general manager, 

commented:

To te ll you the tru th . I personally approved the investment. I did so 
because I was informed that such machines would improve our 
effectiveness. It has been almost two years now, and I have begun 
to realize the power of these modem machines: I used to have 8 
people making tables and charts for the management, and now we 
need 11 people who use the computers to make the same tables 
and charts. The difference is that I have to add three technical 
staffs to use keyboards instead of pencils and papers to produce 
the same thing!
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Transforming Organizational Practices to Fit into  
the Culture: The Case of Firing

In th is  section, I shall describe how the Western style organizational 

practices, specifically the practice of firing, was transformed to f it  in to 

the cu ltu ra l orientation in  China. To better understand the context in  

which such practices were transformed, I shall briefly present the 

trad itiona l practices at Jiagong, the Western style practice o f firing, and 

the salient features of the new practices.

The Traditional Practices and its Institutional Framework

As described in  Chapter 4, people usually have a tie fa n  wan ("iron rice 

bowl") — a life-long security w ith  the organization, as soon as he or she 

is hired a t Jiagong. I t  means that a person could not be la id o ff due to 

whatever reasons. Such policies were derived from the collectivistic and 

emotionally affective orientations o f the Chinese culture. Everyone 

belongs to a collectivity, and everybody has the righ t to food and other 

basic needs for living.

As discussed earlier, the enterprise is supposed to take care o f not 

only the ir organizational members, but also the families o f the ir 

organizational members. When the ir families graduate from school, and 

cannot find  jobs themselves, the enterprise has to somehow f it  them in. 

In the late 1970's, the enterprise adopted a policy that when a member 

retires, one of his or her fam ily members could take his or her place. 

Usually, such new workers did not have adequate education and 

tra ining, and they turned out to be low performance workers. In addition, 

the enterprise had to recruit graduates every year, since these technical 

workers are needed for production. In this way, the members of the 

organization kept growing in  an alarming rate. In the 70's, on the
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average 520 new members were brought into the organization each year. 

As a result, every department or workshop had more workers than 

needed.

We used to have 4 people in  our office. Now, we have 11 people 
doing roughly the same amount of work. I know th a t my people 
spend time on reading novels, relaxing, and physical activities 
during the ir working hours. That is fine, because we do not have a 
lo t for them to do. (interview no. 18).

As the economic performance has been declining at Jiagong, the 

overstaffing problem became a severe one. I was told th a t the 

adm inistrative offices were over-staffed by almost tw o-th irds and the 

workers by about half.

The Firing Practice in the Western Context

In  the West, especially the USA, organizational practices are based on 

emotional neutra lity and individualism , as compared to the affective and 

collectivistic orientations of the Chinese culture. F iring  practice is so 

pervasive tha t people in  the West usually take it  for granted. A 

fundam ental difference is that the Western companies take people as 

cost, and the organizations are not responsible for the livelihood of the 

individuals. In  contrast, China takes the ideological position that people 

are more im portant that anything else, and the ir work and pay m ust be 

guaranteed.

Thus, in  the West, a company can litera lly lay o ff whole staffs during 

an economic down turn. Although unions have some power to negotiate 

w ith  the management, the management usually has the upper hand.

The New Practices and its Institutional Forms

The practice of firing was not introduced u n til the decision was made 

to close down the hydrolysis plant. As explained earlier, th is decision did
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not come easily at all, because it  was the firs t time in  the company's 

h istory tha t people had to leave the ir jobs. There were about 400 people 

working in  the plant. Before the final decision was made, the enterprise 

management had several meetings and widely consulted w ith  the Party 

organizations and the unions.

A strategy was used to reframe the practice of firing  because firing  was 

unacceptable to workers as well as the management. Workers felt that 

they had the righ t to work and get paid. The management felt tha t these 

people should not be forced out o f the job forever, and they promised to 

take them  back as soon as they opened the plant again.

The refram ing o f such practices is manifested in  several aspects. First, 

the management carefully reworded such layoff practice. The phrase — jie  

gu  or ka i chu — for firing was never used. Instead, the practice was 

reframed as "on vacation." During a conversation w ith  one o f the 

managers who was part of reformulating such practices, he commented:

Such refraining was necessary, mainly for psychological reasons. 
The Western concept o f firing  is sim ply too strong, and both the 
management and the workers would not accept it. For the 
management, putting people "on vacation" makes them look not as 
bad as firing. For the workers, they can also relatively accept this. 
I f  instead management said that workers were fired and that 
workers were given some stipend, workers would rebel. I bet they 
w ill rebel against you. Using the refraining "on vacation," you can 
make them stay out of the organization as long as necessary 
w ithou t lots of trouble, (interview no. 8)

Those workers who were sent off "on vacation" received 70 percent of 

the ir salaries. Further, workers were promised to get the ir jobs back, as 

soon as the plant was reopened. For the enterprise, 70 percent of the 

salary was only a small trouble, since Jiagong did not have to cover other 

benefits such as bonus and health care. During the conversations, it  was
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clear tha t the management redefined the practice of firing  and took 

advantage of it  for their ends:

The 70 percent of their basic salary is a small trouble compared to 
something like a strike. The promise of h iring them back is also an 
empty one. In the meantime, some people w ill reach the age for 
retirement, and some others w ill actively search a new job. I believe 
th is is indeed a good strategy to reduce the burden to the company, 
(interview no. 13)

Although it  turned out to be for a relatively smooth transition, th is 

was not easy for most of the managers, especially for Mr. Ding who was 

elected a year ago as an enterprise manager. It was the firs t serious 

problem he came across as the enterprise director. A t the end of my firs t 

research trip , he asked me if  I could help them explore collaborations 

w ith  the Western companies to save the plant. In  a conversation I had 

w ith  him :

I fe lt at tha t time, my heart was bleeding. I had no choice b u t to 
accept the suggestion to close the p lant down temporarily. I fe lt 
very sorry for those w orkers.. .  I s till feel a great pressure to get 
these people back to the ir work. In a sense, I suffer more than they 
do. (interview no. 6)

Not a ll o f the people were laid off. Mr. Jiang, the p lant director, and a 

few other engineers were redeployed to explore new product development. 

M r. Jiang:

I wished I s till had those workers a t that time. I fe lt terrible. Some 
o f those are the people whom I have known for over twenty years. 
B ut there is nothing we can do now. I often go to see them, and 
some of them often come to ask us when they can come back to 
work, (interview no. 17)

The brother o f Mr. Gai was one of the workers in  the plant. He was in  

his late 30's, and was searching for a new job. When we were ta lking 

about th is, he said:

When the decision came, most employees were shocked. I knew 
they had to do something, but not even close to th is. To most of 
us, th is was not our problems. We worked hard and deserved better
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Since the beginning of 1992, about 60 people have vo luntarily  le ft the 

company, and almost everyone of them kept their rights to come back to 

work. M r. Zhang, one of the salespersons at Jiagong who le ft the 

company to set up his own trading firm  for wood products, commented:

I was very happy about the flexible policies at Jiagong. The amount 
o f money I was getting is nothing, compared to what I am making 
now. . . I do not want to lose the option to work in  the company. It 
is a backup position for me now. I somehow s till feel th a t I am part 
o f Jiagong. (interview no. 38)

Transforming Culture Case I: 
The Case of Structural Reform

In  th is  section, a case of transforming cultura l values and beliefs to 

f it in to  the Western organizational practices w ill be described. The 

sim ilar pattern continues. Traditional practices and ins titu tiona l forms, 

the organizational practices in  the Western context, and the new 

institu tiona l forms and organizational practices w ill be discussed.

Traditional Practices and Institutional Forms

The organization is structured in  such a way tha t each individual 

p lant does not have independent operation o f its own. The m ajor 

decisions are made at the enterprise level and the p lant does not have 

control over its  own resources, personnel, and finance. Such a design 

has caused some major problems for the plant.

Before 1987, Jianan was ju s t a branch of construction and 

installation. Jianan  was under the leadership of the Construction 

Section o f the enterprise. Its major functions and responsibilities were to 

construct buildings and insta ll major equipments for a ll o f the plants in  

the enterprise, according to the plan made by the Construction Section.
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It was ju s t like  the other plants: The enterprise provided money to Jianan 

and Jianan made whatever the enterprise wanted.

A m ajor problem was the lack of expenditure control. Jianan  did not 

have to w orry about the money they spent on buildings and other 

constructions. Since Jianan did not operate as an economic center, 

Jianan!s spending grew at an alarming rate. Further, when there was no 

work to be done, Jianan 's 1500 personnel stayed idle.

Another m ajor problem was that worker satisfaction was poor. The 

general manager:

Before the reform, the organization was structured such tha t 
nobody cared about the company. O ur management did not have 
enough autonomy to be responsible for our operations. We were 
nothing b u t a zhu of the enterprise. Worker's absenteeism was 
high.

The Organizational Practices in  the Western Context

In  the West, a branch company usually functions as an economically 

independent organization or a profit center. A  branch company w ill have 

adequate rights and responsibilities for its  own operation. For example, 

matters pertaining to personnel, material, and finance are decided at the 

branch company level.

Such a structu ra l relationship is based on the value o f local 

autonomy and independence, which is essential for im proving 

organizational performance.

New Practices and its  Institutional Forms

To improve economic performance, on February 7, 1987, the enterprise 

decided to merge the administrative function — the Construction Section 

-- w ith  Jianan. In  early 1988, the enterprise installed a p ro fit contract 

system to make Jianan accountable for construction responsibilities.
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This contract system has some new and im portant features. First, Jianan 

would act much like a contractor in  the West: Jianan negotiated any 

construction contract the enterprise had. The enterprise would no longer 

subsidize any construction project when money was short. If Jianan did 

not realize the contract or if  i t  lost money, up to one-third of the 

worker’s salary would be reduced by the enteiprise. Second, Jianan had 

complete control over the profits from any construction project. Third, 

Jianan  fu rthe r sub-contracted projects w ith  the required construction 

teams. Fourth, Jianan had the freedom to contract projects outside of 

the enterprise and to keep up to 80 percent of the profits.

Since th is  system was introduced, the economic performance of 

Jianan  has increased dramatically. In 1991, Jianan showed more than 3 

m illion  yuan  profits, and the quality o f the construction projects met 

every single criterion.

The sp irit in  Jianan appeared very high. The management was highly 

motivated to make more contracts in  the market, apart from  the projects 

w ith in  the enterprise. Mr. Zhang, the general manager o f Jianan, had 

th is  to  say:

Since the new system was introduced, I dare say tha t an all- 
around success was achieved. The company's economic 
performance was significantly improved, worker's satisfaction and 
working sp irit are high, (interview no. 11)

D ing said:

This is a success we are a ll proud of. Since the reform, the 
enterprise has saved m illions and the quality o f services from 
Jianan  is much improved. . . It proves that when people's creativity 
and in itiatives are in  command, we w ill make it  work.
(interview no. 6)

However, the workers' perspective is somewhat different. Although 

the ir economic benefits were improved, compared to the previous
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situations, their dissatisfaction seemed to be s till high. The reason was 

tha t such a reform led to increased status differences between the 

managers and the workers. The managers' incomes was significantly 

improved, compared to what workers were getting. Several workers 

expressed that they were exploited by the management. One worker 

explained:

I am very angry about the way those managers treat us. They are 
the ones getting big money now and big power. Our fates are in  
the ir controls, and they treat us like animals. My boss sometimes 
even screams at us. I can not bear that, (interview no. 21)

The current motivational mechanisms lead to higher salaries and 
more bonuses to those who are not producing. These people are the 
staffs, managers, and technicians. They work in  clean offices and 
read newspapers, and they get big money. For example, our team 
leader gets about 120 to 200 yuan for bonuses, 6 to 10 times higher 
than mine. Don't you th in k  it  is exploitation? I th in k  i t  ought to 
be reversed, (interview no. 24)

Transforming Culture Case II:
The Case of Salary Promotion

Traditional Practices and Institutional Forms

Salary as a form of motivation in  traditional practices was already 

discussed in  earlier chapters. Suffice to say here tha t in  China people are 

judged and rewarded on the basis of seniority. Under the value of 

harm ony and respect, people are encouraged to have a collectivistic 

behavior, when such opportunities come. In other words, personal 

aggressive pursuit is viewed as an inappropriate behavior to collectivistic 

ends. Also from earlier discussions, particularistic as well as ascriptive 

considerations count in  the process o f salary promotion or any other 

kinds o f organizational activities. Guarvci and mianzi affect resource 

allocation in  the didactic relationship between a resource allocator and a
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resource petitioner. In addition, wage is distributed in  a more egalitarian 

way.

The Western Practices and its Institutional Forms

The Western practices and its  institu tiona l forms were also discussed 

in  Chapter Two and Five. Briefly, in  contrast to the trad itional practices 

in  China, in  the Western context achievement motivation is the 

dominant form of organizational practices. It  is usual tha t pay is 

distributed by skills and contributions, as against the Chinese practice 

o f pay-by-seniority. Personal aggressiveness and competition among 

members are encouraged, as against the Chinese value o f harmony and 

collectivity. It is normal in  the West tha t individuals w ill go and ask for 

a promotion, where in  the East such behavior is laughable. Further, the 

Western promotion process can be viewed as a fa ir one. Guanxi and 

mianzi have little  influence on the process.

The New Practices and its Institutional Forms

During my second v is it to Jiagong, the management in  the enterprise 

was busy deciding who should get raises. Such an opportunity came 

because Jiagong was promoted to be one of the first-class industries in  

the countiy.

In  order to promote innovation and high performance at Jiagong, the 

management decided to apply "modem" practices o f promotion, one 

based on skills and contributions. In  a widely circulated document, it  

was emphasized that "the promotion process must be fa ir and people 

should be judged on the ir achievements rather than seniority."8 The

8 See the Principle for First-class Enterprise Promotion. 1992.
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promotion was highly selective -- only 10 percent of the workforce had 

chances for promotion.

As usual, the Jo in t Committee o f Salary Promotion (JCSP) at the 

enterprise distributed the number o f candidates across the board on a 

percentage basis, and the administrative organs as well as the branch 

organizations were asked to submit the ir candidate(s) to the JCSP for 

evaluation.

The Office for Enterprise Reform was experiencing a d ifficu lty. As 

there were only 7 people in  the office, there could only be one candidate 

to be submitted for salary increase. According to the rules and 

regulations, only the best performer could be submitted. Mr. Fang, a 

computer technician had contributed significantly to the enterprise. He 

designed several computer software programs for practical applications at 

Jiagong, and published several articles in  his fields. His contributions 

were unanimously recognized. So, in  principle he should be the one for 

th is  promotion.

However, he voluntarily dropped such an opportunity, which was 

admired by many in  the office. During a conversation w ith  him , he 

commented:

I know that I should try  to be promoted th is time, according to the 
rules and regulations. But I decided not to go for it, because I am 
fu lly  aware o f the situation in  the office. Other people need a 
promotion as much as I do. Besides, I got promoted last year, 
(interview no. 22)

Although Mr. Gai appreciated Mr. Fang’s move very much, th is did 

not ease Mr. Gai's problem — who to recommend for a raise. He was 

restless for several days, trying to figure out what to do next. Two other 

people wanted a promotion. One of them, Mr. Zhanshan Jia , who had 

been working in  the enterprise for almost th irty  years and would retire
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next year. A  promotion for Mr. J ia  meant increased retirem ent benefits 

for him . He was very concerned about this promotion, he said:

I believe that these years, I have been underpaid. My fam ilies’ living 
standard is getting lower and lower. . .  I qualify for another 
promotion, which is the last chance for me in  my th irty  years' 
service here. I also believe that Jiagong had m istreated me in  the 
past. I had several good opportunities to be promoted to a higher 
position, b u t I did not get it. I don't want to m iss th is  opportunity, 
(interview no. 23).

One o f the positions he missed was that of office director, now held

by Mr. Gai. When th is  position was open, Mr. J ia  was hoping to get it,

since he had the longest experience among the candidates. Instead, Mr.

Gai, who was much younger, got the job. Since then, Mr. J ia  had a

d ifficu lt relationship w ith  Mr. Gai. Mr. J ia  would often question Mr.

Gai's authority, and often refused to accept task assignments from Mr.

Gai. Mr. Gai would tolerate a ll of these, and wished tha t he could retire

sooner. M r. Gai would never force Mr. J ia  to do anything he did not want

to do. M r. Gai commented:

W hat can I do w ith  him? He is my father's age, and I am tru ly  
sorry for his not getting the job. He was a very good performer in  
the past. The way he behaves is because of h is perception of the 
un fa ir treatment he has gotten from Jiagong. . . I often ignore him, 
because I do not want to upset him. Otherwise, it  w ill be tougher 
to do my job. People may view me as narrow-minded, and not 
having the stomach for tolerance, (interview no. 8)

The other candidate, Mr. Jun Wang, had been working in  the office for 

five years ever since he graduated from college. He was young and 

energetic, w ith  high marks in  almost every aspect o f his performance 

evaluation. He said:

I have been working hard since I came here. I believe tha t my 
performance is second only to Mr. Fang. Since he does not go for 
it, I believe tha t I should be promoted. This opportunity is very 
im portant to me. I have not gotten any promotion, since I came 
here. I t  means not only more money which is needed by my family,
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bu t also status and dignity associated w ith  such a promotion, 
(interview no. 25)

Mr. Gai was deeply troubled by this. In his m ind, both of them 

deserved a promotion, and Mr. Gai was under tremendous pressure to 

choose one of them. Mr. Gai did not want to upset an old, respectable 

worker who had been so committed to his work. In  the meantime, he felt 

th a t Mr. Wang also needed this opportunity for growth. In the past five 

years, he in  fact out-performed Mr. Jia in  almost every category of the 

performance evaluation. Obviously, what Mr. Gai faced was the clash 

between the traditional standards and the so-called modem standards. 

He fe lt tha t the two of them were both im portant. He commented:

I w ish I could ju s t follow the rules and regulations made by the 
JCSP and give Mr. Wang this opportunity. B u t tha t w ill violate my 
own principles, and people may say tha t I am inhum an. I f  I gave 
th is opportunity to Mr. Jia, it  violates the princip les o f th is 
promotion. I would regret what I did later. It  is too d ifficu lt, 
(interview no. 8)

Then, Mr. Gai decided to take this case to the JCSP and hoped he 

could get another position for the office. The JCSP agreed tha t they 

would consider th is situation, but he was told tha t the chance for both 

o f them to get promoted was very small. A few days later, Mr. Gai 

received an answer from the JCSP. They would not give an extra 

promotion, b u t they would promote either of the two candidates.

This message indeed forced Mr. Gai into a comer. He could not do 

anything bu t try  to figure out what to do next. He to ld  me tha t the only 

way to go about it  was to try  his guanxi in  the senior management. 

Usually since there were always some exceptional cases, the JCSP would 

reserve some lim ited resources. Mr. Gai then talked to  several senior 

managers and asked for their help. After a few days, the JCSP told him 

th a t they would promote two of them.
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An interesting phenomenon is that in  th is case the trad itiona l 

organizational practices and the newly introduced Western 

organizational practices co-exist. Usually, in  the process o f introducing 

new innovations, the traditional practices w ill be displaced. To find out 

whether th is was happening at Jiagong, I interviewed a member on the 

JCSP who said:

In my opinion, it  (the new practice) has not been replacing the old 
one. In a sense, we had a value for better performance, although it  
was not as strong as the value for seniority, etc. Now, the new 
practice has been introduced, the consideration fo r seniors is s till 
here. I do not expect the old practice is gone at a ll. For example, 
there are many people who are promoted and should not be, 
according to the regulations. I believe that the trad itiona l values 
w ill hold in  the future, (interview no. 18)

Transforming Culture and Practices Case I:
The Case of Management by Participation

The Traditional Practices and Institutional Forms

In  Chapter Four and Five I have presented the trad itiona l patterns of 

authority and leadership. To summarize, the leaders have a strong 

m entality to lead, and the workers have a strong m entality to obey. 

Workers are here to work, not to th ink, and th inking is the leader's job.

However, in  the history of Jiagong, there existed attem pts to 

encourage workers to participate in  management decision making. The 

system of "two participations" and the system of "three-in-one 

combinations" were implemented at Jiagong in  the late 50's and early 

60's. The system of "two participations" refers to management's 

participation in  productive labor and worker's participation in  

management. "Three-in-one combinations" — managers, technicians, and 

workers in  the form ulation and implementation of decisions affecting the
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enterprise's operations. However, these participatory management 

practices did not continue.

It is im portant to note that during these periods of participatory 

management, not a ll of the workers were allowed to participate in  

management. The workers who had such opportunities were selected 

from  the masses. Two criteria were set. One was tha t the workers must 

be "hong" — following the communist ideology closely, and the other one 

was tha t the workers m ust be "zkuari' — technically sound. A t Jiagong, 

there were only about one-sixth of the workers who participated in  these 

practices.

During conversations w ith several people at Jiagong, the main reason 

to discontinue such practices was that the management believed that it  

was chaotic and professional management was ignored. Several old 

workers had a different view, as one of them commented:

I fe lt it  was a great time for us. There was little  status differences 
between the management and the workers. The managers were w ith 
us most of the time and dressed like us and worked w ith  us. We 
workers were invited to participate in  most of the decision making 
processes. A t one time, I was one of the workers to help decide 
whether to bu ild  the plant I am working in  righ t now." (interview 
no. 35)

To reinforce the ideology that workers are the masters of the country, 

Jiagong was among one of the large enterprises to establish the worker's 

congress to participate in  the management o f the enterprise. During 

1958-1961, the workers congress was an adjunct to the factoiy 

management committee who was running Jiagong. When the Party rose 

to manage the enterprise in  the early 60's, the workers congress 

persisted, and was instituted under the leadership o f the Party. However, 

in  both periods, the congress' principle task was lim ited merely to
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reviewing the performance and advancing criticism  of the enterprise 

management.

During the period o f cu ltura l revolution (1966-1976), the worker 

congress was suspended, and the enterprise was controlled by the 

revolutionary committee. U ntil the early 80's, there was no formal 

mechanism for workers to participate in  the management o f Jiagong.

Management bv Participation in the Western Culture 
and its  Institutional Framework

In  the Western society, participatory management is based on the 

Western ideology tha t everybody has a righ t to participate.

Organizational leadership is drawn from a wide social base rather than 

from a few individuals. A ll members in  an organization are allowed to 

participate in  decision making. In other words, the participatory 

management practice is developed on the principle of universalistic 

orientation in  the West. In contrast, participatory management in  China 

is a practice lim ited to managers at various levels and a few employees 

tha t have a closer relationship w ith  the management. In other words, 

such a practice in  China is based on the particu laristic orientation of 

the culture.

Management by participation in the West is used as a mechanism to 

promote equality among organizational members. Such a practice 

happens between the hierarchical relationships — employees and 

managers. It is driven by the ideology tha t individuals need such 

opportunities to achieve the satisfaction o f independence and self- 

actualization. In contrast, such a practice in  trad itional China is
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designed mainly to conform to the communist ideology. The ind ividuality 

o f the employees is a secondary concern.

Management by participation in  the West is also based on the 

instrum ental ideology that such a practice is im portant to improve 

organizational efficiency. Thus, such a practice happens in  

circumstances of affective neutrality. In  contrast, management by 

participation in  China is m ainly based on the emotionally affective 

orientation of the culture. It  is used to promote the feelings o f belonging 

and a sense of mastership o f the country. In the literature, such 

practices are often blamed for low efficiency and chaos.

Hence, management by participation in  China has a different 

meaning which is at odds w ith  its  meaning in  the Western context. 

However, both share some superficial features. In both cases, employees 

are given opportunities to help formulate decisions which may or may 

not affect the whole o f the organization. Regardless, the immediate 

benefit o f the practice is the increasing commitment of the employees.

The New Practices and its  Institutional Forms

An institutionalized form for democratic management — the workers' 

congress — was created in  1981 at Jiagong (see Figure 12). The workers' 

congress at the enterprise level is composed of over 400 worker 

representatives. In the enterprise, there exists two levels o f workers' 

congresses — the enterprise level and the plant level. The workers' 

congresses are mainly organized by the workers' union. The union 

organizes the workers congresses and the ir two annual conferences. The 

union then functions as a regular office to insure that the decisions 

made by the congresses are carried out. The creation of workers'
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congresses a t Jiagong was to guarantee the rights o f workers to 

participate and to reinforce the ideology tha t workers are the masters of 

the country. Accordingly, the workers' congress at Jiagong is  designed to 

function like  a board o f trustees in  the West. It has the power to  remove, 

validate, or elect the management in  the enterprise.

T
Enterprise Enterprise

^ --------------------► Party
Workers Congress Director Committee

Workshop
Director

Plant Workers 
Congress

Plant
Director

t P
Plant
Union

Enterprise
Union

IP 1 Party Branch 
Committee

Party Group

Figure 12. A structural demonstration of the Chinese system of 
management by participation

Thus, the management has to seek legitim acy o f th e ir roles and 

positions from  the congress. In  th is  way, worker partic ipa tion  has 

form al channels. The workers have these channels to voice th e ir ideas for 

im provem ent, and also provide a mechanism for com plaints w hich the 

management m ust then take seriously. In  the last session o f the 

congress in  1991, 89 proposals were put forward by the workers'
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representatives. Most o f them were about the existing problems ranging 

from  adm inistrative problems such as salary prom otion to petty problem s 

such as road lighting. Such proposals were taken seriously by the 

management, and m ost o f them were solved h a lf a year la ter. The 

princip le was to attem pt to solve the problems voiced by the workers in  

every possible way. For those which could not be solved fo r various 

reasons, the management would offer explanations to the workers' 

representatives who voiced such problems.

D uring conversations about participatory management w ith  

managers, m ost o f them im m ediately talked about the function o f the 

workers' congress. It  was clear to me th a t such a form al channel fo r 

democratic management did have significant im pacts on the 

management.

M r. Shi, the Party secretary, commented:

I firm ly  believe th a t our democratic management has achieved a 
lo t. On the one hand, such a system does pu t workers in to  power, 
and th e ir wisdom can have some im portant im pacts on the 
direction o f the enterprise and its  management. This helps increase 
worker satisfaction. On the other hand, the management also 
benefits a lo t from  the workers’ participation in  management. Each 
year, there are some im portant ideas coming from  the workers' 
representatives, and most o f them  are adopted by the management, 
(interview  no. 7)

M r. Ding, the enterprise director, commented:

In  general, I th in k  th is structure works well. It can get a lo t o f 
worker's inputs in  the plans drafted by the management. The 
regular sessions also unfold w ith  many ideas for improvement. We 
have to be very carefully in  preparing our annul reports and new 
plans fo r the fu ture . O fficia lly, they have the rig h t to criticize, 
change, and reject our plans, (interview no. 6)

In  general, m ost workers were excited about th is  form al structure. To 

them, the creation o f the workers congresses gave the workers potentia l 

for unprecedented powers. Lin Zhixiu, an old worker, said:
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I have been here for over twenty years now. I experienced a lo t. I 
th in k  the current system is a m ajor improvement, compared to  any 
other system we have had in  the past. We, the workers, actually 
elected the two enterprise directors in  the past four years. I am not 
saying th is is a perfect system, bu t it  is indeed a m ajor 
improvement, (interview  no. 38)

Some workers fe lt th a t th e ir voice was stronger, w ith  the creation o f 

the workers' congress at Jiagong. A workers' representative commented:

I begin to like  such a system very much. Last year, I represented a 
m ajor concern o f the workers in  our workshop to the management.
I thought it  would not be taken seriously. However, they listened 
and solved the problem two months later. I was very m uch 
impressed. It  is  the firs t tim e tha t I feel the workers do have some 
power in  th is  place, (interview  no. 25)

However, many also indicated tha t such a form al structure  was only a 

fo rm a lity fo r democratic management. One of the w orkers' 

representatives said:

In  my view the workers congress is a show. It  does not have the 
righ ts it  says it  has. Not many people take the congress seriously, 
because the congress is in  many ways m anipulated by the 
management and the Party. Workers do not believe the congress 
w ill help them much, and they are in  general no t serious about it. 
(interview  no. 36)

Such allegations are manifested in  the selection o f w orkers'

representatives. In  th is  selection process, the management and the Party

wanted to make sure th a t th e ir favorite people were selected.

In  m y opinion, they are very sm art. They do not w ant to have those 
people they do not like  to be in  the congress each year. I personally 
do not tru s t those people. They are either Party members or 
p o litica l activists or the favorites of the management a t various 
levels. People like  me w ill not give my ideas to them .
(interview  no. 33).

Since such allegations were pervasive among workers, I talked to some 

o f the managers again about it. Surprisingly several o f them 

acknowledged such problems, as one commented:
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I th in k  th a t they are righ t in  th is respect. M ost o f the 
representatives are heavily influenced by the ideology of the Party 
and the management. One o f the principles is  to  select those 
representatives w ith  good qualities. However, nobody defines the 
crite ria  fo r such a concept. As a result, the process of selecting 
workers representatives is influenced by the management.
(interview  no. 37)

D uring conversations w ith  several worker representatives, it  seemed 

th a t there existed a fear fo r real participation in  management. Such fear 

came from  the unchanged authoritarianism  a t Jiagong. It suggested th a t 

pa rtic ipa tion  was not only a form ality bu t also short-lived. People would 

no t try  to offend the management because it  m ight lead to m iseries la ter 

in  real life . One o f the worker's representatives described the situation 

du ring  the sessions o f the congress:

I do not feel th a t th is  system realizes the dem ocratic rights a 
worker should have. In  every session, the representatives tend to be 
not c ritica l about the issues. In  my opinion, there is a feeling o f 
fear among the representatives. They fear th a t they w ill somehow 
be punished if  they are too c ritica l about the behavior o f the 
management or the policies they attem pt to pass through the 
congress, (interview no. 36)

Another worker's representative commented:

I would not be ve iy c ritica l about the management's perspective. I 
have to be careful about what I do during these sessions. U sually, I 
keep quiet and watch the situation carefully. I have not seen tha t 
anybody who is outspoken is actually appreciated at Jiagong. Surly 
the management w ill no t like  it. (interview no. 34).

The reason fo r fears was tha t the workers congress was not a 

vo luntary, independent organization a t Jiagong. It was organized by the 

Party and the union which was under the leadership o f the Party. To 

confirm  th is  fear, an adm inistrator in  the Trade U nion office commented:

Among some people, the fear is real. The congress may look like  an 
independent organization, bu t it  is not. O ur office is under the 
leadership o f the Party committee, and the Party committee usually 
works very closely w ith  the management on im portant policy 
issues. Thus, it  is not unusual tha t in  the congress sessions you
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see representatives ju s t raise the ir hands after calls by the 
management and the Party leaders, (interview  no. 16)

Several Party workers and union leaders voiced th e ir frustra tion  

about the lack o f enthusiasm  for participation, and the fear was fu rthe r 

adm itted. The union director said:

I believe th a t fear does exist, especially in  the firs t few years when 
the system was institu ted . I th in k  the fear comes from  our history, 
especially the chaotic period during and after the cu ltu ra l 
revolution. However, I believe such fear disappears quickly. Each 
year, I sense the improvement of participation. . . My concern is 
how to encourage people to participate. In  our enterprise, it  seems 
there is a lack o f enthusiasm fo r participation, compared to the 
West. I believe tha t structura lly, we have a system better than the 
W est in  term s of empowering people. My understanding is th a t we 
have a system which does pu t workers in  charge, and it  is not so in  
the West. (Interview no. 18)

The system o f workers congress was complemented by the min zhu dm  

hua — democratic ta lks w ith  the management. Each year, the 

management held regular forums w ith  workers to listen  to th e ir concerns 

and he li hua jian  y i — innovative ideas and suggestions. Reportedly, in  

1988, there existed 66 such forums. Out o f 172 problems 159 of them 

were more or less solved. Among the 439 he li hua jia n  yi, 361 o f them 

were implemented, resulting in  extra income o f 188,442 yuan and 77 

innovations. In  1989, 1192 ideas for improvement were advanced, and 

768 o f them were adopted, and reportedly produced 260,000 yuan.

Another m ajor part o f the participatory management implemented at 

Jiagong was th a t many decision-making powers such as production 

plans, sales, and m aterial handling were delegated to the lower level 

management. In  order to boost production and push sales, the lower 

management was also rewarded by the ir performance. Consequently, the 

lower level management gained higher status than before. It was found 

out th a t such a reform  was so pervasive th a t people believed th a t th is
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was the meaning of management by participation in  the West. In  a 

W esterner's perspective, th is  is delegation rather than participation.

When such a reform was introduced to me as a form  of management

by participation, I could not help asking whether they made a d istinction

between management by participation and delegation. One o f the

managers who helped engineer the plan responded:

'We believe th a t delegation is the true  meaning of management by 
participation. Most o f the powers were held by the higher 
management before. Now, the lower management can participate in  
the decision m aking by having real power. I th in k  it  is the way it  
should be."

"But, w hat are the roles o f workers in  management by 
participation?" I fu rth e r asked.

"Oh, as you know, we are experim enting w ith  the "ban zhu min zhu 
guan li' system at the work group level. W orkers should have some 
powers fo r production control, and they are the rig h t ones fo r it."

The ban zhu min zhu guan li system refers to democratic management 

a t the w ork team level. In  m ost o f the w ork teams, there were ba da yuan 

— eight managing members — production planner, quality controller, 

equipm ent manager, m aterial manager, safety manager, personnel 

manager, health and benefit manager, and budget manager. These ba da 

yuan managed m ost of the da ily production activities in  the workshop. 

These ba da  yuan were usually recommended by workers and appointed 

by the workshop director. They were s till under the leadership o f the 

workshop management. However, most o f the daily activities were 

delegated to  the ba da yuan who were held responsible.

It  seems th a t the scope o f participation in  these systems was ra ther 

lim ited. M ost workers fe lt th a t th e ir powers fo r voicing problems were 

stronger than before, w ith  the im plem entation of such democratic 

management systems. However, the kind o f pervasive management by
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participation in  the West was lite ra lly  non-existent a t Jiagong. Such 

practices in  the West encourage employees to participate in  th e ir daily 

activities. In  contrast, in  the situation at Jiagong it  seemed th a t workers 

were allowed to participate in  the mechanisms outside o f the trad itiona l 

authoritarian system. The trad itiona l leadership system was not 

fundam entally changed much by the new practices implemented.

Further, the Chinese form  o f participation actually increased the 

power o f the lower management, w hich created some tension between the 

lower management and the workers. In  the past, the lower managers in  

many respects were not much different from  the ir subordinates. They 

were together as a group. The new reform s seemed to break th is  trad ition .

When we were ta lking about the im pact o f these changes, a workshop

director, M r. Feng was referred to. He used to stay w ith  the workers a ll

day long, and dressed up as a worker. Now, he kept h im self very cleanly

dressed, and people to ld  me th a t he even changed h is way o f walking.

D uring conversations, he said:

I have been veiy excited about the new reforms. F inally, we have 
got the kind o f powers we need to make the place w ork. The 
company was structured in  such a way tha t we could not 
participate. We acted like  one o f the workers, follow ing the 
command from  above. Now, I have got alm ost a ll o f the power, and 
I want to make a difference. Otherwise, I can not face m y 
superiors, (interview  no. 18)

The workers certa in ly fe lt the changes. During conversations w ith  

them, they generally believed th a t the current reform  had separated 

themselves from  the lower management. One of the workers in  M r. Feng's 

workshop commented:

Just look at the way he is treating us. You w ill know we like  it  or 
not. He used to be a very nice person, and everyone o f us liked 
him . Now, he behaves like  a big boss: He p u ll his long face in  fron t
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of us a ll day, and he sometimes even screams a t us. He is now ju s t 
one o f the those people, (interview no. 29)

D uring ta lks w ith  the managers about how they im plem ented

participa tory management in  the ir usual work, many managers indicated

th a t the workers had form al channels to do things like  th a t, and they did

not intend to im plem ent such practices in  th e ir da ily w ork. One o f the

managers said:

I support th e ir participation in  management. B u t they have form al 
mechanisms to do that. In  our office, there is little  need fo r the ir 
partic ipa tion . I have to be responsible fo r the decisions th a t I 
make, (interview  no. 13)

I do not th in k  it  is appropriate to discuss decisions w ith  your 
people, especially those who are affected by the outcome. 
Otherwise, it  not only prolongs the process b u t also d isrupts 
harm ony among people. For example, last year, we had an 
opportun ity to send a cadre from  our office to jo in  a tra in in g  
program. A fter th inking  about it, I decided to ta lk  to  the people to 
see who was interested. For me, it  did not m atter who went. 
However, after I did that, several people were fig h tin g  to get th is 
opportunity. The tension between them  was so h igh th a t I 
perceived it  would cause a bigger problem if  it  was not dealt w ith  
correctly. I decided not to send anybody, and I found an excuse to 
do th a t, (interview  no. 11)

I know w hat you are up to when you ask th is  k in d  o f question. I 
also have read ideas about participative management. B u t my 
experience is th a t it  w ill not work w ell here. The company has 
some norm al channels for workers to participate. That is the way 
they are supposed to do. In  our section, I am the one who is  held 
responsible. I f  something is wrong, I w ill be punished. I do not 
w ant anybody else to mess up my work, (interview  no. 16)

I used to le t anybody get involved in  the decision-m aking process. 
B u t I found th a t the other leaders and some o f m y people did not 
like  tha t. I was viewed as a bad leader. People saw me as indecisive 
or lacking leadership quality, (interview  no. 12)

Not a ll leaders are against sharing the decision m aking process w ith

th e ir subordinates. One of the leaders interviewed shared his libera l

approach to decision making:
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We three together make decisions. However, I prefer to ta lk  to the 
group about the m atters involved ju s t to see how they feel. I 
encourage them to ta lk  about the ir opinions on the table. There 
are several advantages in  doing that. F irst, I do not want them to 
gossip behind us. Second, it  gives us a chance to see how they feel 
about the decision we want to make. This kind  of meeting provides 
some feedback for us. F inally, th is  is a chance fo r them to 
participa te ." (interview no. 4)

D uring conversations, it  did not appear th a t the way the leaders made

decisions bothered employees. When asked w hat tra its  they like  about a

leader, m any indicated the ir lik in g  o f strong, directive, and s k illfu l

leaders:

I like  a leader who is clear and precise. I can not bear to w ork fo r a 
boss who is  vague a ll the tim e. Otherwise, you tend to be blamed 
fo r the th ings which are not w ell done in  h is or her opinion, when 
you actua lly th in k  you got it  done precisely the way s/he wants, 
(interview  no. 13)

I like  a leader who is decisive. S/he can be wrong, b u t not 
indecisive. That is why I s till th in k  Mao Zhedong is a great leader. 
He never hesitated, even i f  hum an lives were involved.
(interview  no. 3)

I respect a leader who is experienced and s k illfu l. If  you have such 
a leader, you feel comfortable. I cannot stand it  when I clearly 
know  th a t my boss is stupid, and I have to  follow  his or her way of 
doing things, (interview no. 11)

I was surprised tha t people did not m ention a th ing  about th e ir

opinions about participation in  decision-m aking. When probed in  th is

direction, m ost indicated tha t leaders were there m aking decisions, and

they should not be part o f it.

I do not understand why you ask th is question. It is  th e ir job  to 
make decisions. I do not care about how they make decisions. I 
only care about whether they are fa ir or not. (interview no. 25)

In  th is  organization, it  does not have room fo r th a t kind o f th ing. I 
learned th is  the hard way. I was a student leader when I was in  
school, and I got used to being part o f any decision-m aking 
process. When I got here, I quite often talked about the likelihood 
o f the decision being made by the leaders in  th is  section. Then, I
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found tha t people did not like  my behavior. They thought th a t I 
was way o ff line. W ell, I th in k  th a t they are righ t.
(interview no. 33)

One should obey your superiors. Your boss has the legitim ate 
power to in s tru c t you. Besides, if  you do not obey, they w ill be 
upset, which lead to trouble for you down the road.
(interview no. 35)

Ting him  is im portant fo r your life . It is  also very im portant for 
others. You have to do the same in  the USA, don't you? I bet th a t 
it  is natura l and universal, (interview no. 38)

Interestingly, when I talked to two people who worked under the

manager who liked the participatory management, they had an

interesting perspective. One o f them  had th is  to say:

I am am bivalent about h is leadership style. On the one hand, I can 
see th a t he cares a lo t. He is  kind to everybody. Whenever there is 
a decision to be made, he would ask around for suggestions. . . On 
the other hand, I believe th a t he is not a strong leader. Because o f 
his character, people take advantage o f him . People often demand 
th is  and that, and he does not know how to respond.
(interview no. 29)

When asked how they could provide th e ir input in to  the decisions

w hich affect the ir da ily work and effectiveness, most people indicated

th e ir frustra tions:

In  fro n t o f your boss and other people, never ta lk  about new ideas 
fo r business. As soon as you open your mouth, your boss w ill k ill 
your idea, whether it  is good or not. (interview no. 31)

Let me be clear. Your boss always likes the kind of people who 
listen  well, follow  orders w ell, and behave w ell. So, ju s t follow  
whatever your boss says. You cannot go wrong, (interview no. 37)

However, when employees did have wonderful ideas, they tended to

have th e ir own ways o f com municating such ideas.

You can not ju s t ta lk  about your wonderful ideas, and expect 
people to take those. People do not appreciate too much ta lking. I f  
you keep ta lking, people th in k  you are crazy. My experience is th a t 
the best way to provide your ideas is to try  it  firs t by yourself in  
your work. If it  works w ell, then ta lk  to peers and le t them to try  it  
also. I f  they believe it  is a good idea, then they w ill use it. I f  it  is
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good fo r the work, when your boss finds out, he or she would 
appreciate it. (interview no. 36)

When I have ideas fo r improvement, I w ill not say it  u n til I am 
absolutely sure about it. There are several reasons fo r it. F irst, if  it  
is not a w ell-thought out idea and it  is not useful, what, you get 
from  your boss and your co-workers is  often discouragement. You 
may be perceived as somebody wanting to be more prom inent than 
others. Second, if  it  is a potentia lly good idea and you say it, 
others may p ick it  up and develop it  in to  a big idea. In  th is  way, 
you are not recognized, (interview no. 38)

D uring my conversations w ith  them, it  seemed th a t the workshop

management liked the ba da yuan system much. One o f the points was

th a t the responsibilities o f the workers were clear and they could be held

responsible. M r. Fu, a workshop director commented:

Under such a system, it  is a lo t easier to manage the workshop. 
Prior to such a system, we had to run  around to make sure 
everything was a ll righ t. We were doing the jobs m ostly done by the 
ba da yuan now. . , Besides, workers enjoy such a system also. 
They feel empowered, (interview no. 18)

The feelings o f the workers seemed to be divided. Many indicated tha t

such a system increased the ir commitment to the work group and gave

them  a stronger sense o f purpose. A lthough there was no extra pay, the ir

satisfaction seemed to increase.

I like  it  a lo t. I am a m aterials manager, and I am responsible for 
the organization o f m aterials in  our w ork group everyday. I used to 
be kicked around to do th is and tha t. Now, I lite ra lly  contro l the 
operation o f the whole team. D on't you th in k  it  is  different? 
(interview  no. 38)

Several others argued tha t nothing was fundam entally changed. The 

power of the management was s till significant, and they could come and 

intervene in  the group process any tim e. The difference was th a t workers' 

responsibilities were more clearly defined, and some o f the workers were 

decorated w ith  a worthless "yuan."
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Transforming Culture and Practices Case II:
The Case of Team work

Traditional Practices and Institutional Forms

Team w ork exists throughout the h isto ry o f Jiagong. In the wood

working workshop o f the WM plant, four work teams were established. 

Since there were three sh ifts a day, there were 12 production teams. In  

each production team, there were firs t sawer, second sawers, and th ird  

sawer, w hich constitutes a whole production line. In  each production 

team, there were about 50 workers.

Another characteristic o f the production team was its  lack o f c rite ria  

for production efficiency. Each production team was over-staffed w ith  

lower level workers. In  the whole plant, over 90 percent of the workers 

had only an elem entary school education.

There was also a lack o f m otivational mechanisms to promote 

production and product quality. Most workers were under paid. Their 

salaries ranged from  62 to 110 yuan. The bonus system was capped. On 

the average, every worker could only get about 25 yuan every m onth 

which was not m otivating to the workers. However, the production team  

leader could get five tim es the workers bonus. Among the five products, 

only the production o f the lum ber fo r autom obile industry was tied to 

the bonus system. Every finished cubic meter o f such products resulted 

in  a two yuan bonus. The way of d istribu ting  bonuses was the egalitarian 

approach. The technicians had only a few yuan difference w ith  the o ther 

non-technician workers. In  some other instances, such differences did 

not exist.

D uring m y firs t research trip , when the old team was s till in  

existence, I had a ta lk  w ith  M r. Chen, a team leader. He told me th a t the

261

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



m ost serious problem  facing him  now was the lack o f m otivation among 

workers. The absenteeism was very high. Even if  they showed up, they 

were lazy, and not w anting to work. As we were ta lk in g , M r. Chen 

pointed to the workers who were a b it far from  where we were standing. 

They were s ittin g  on piles of lumber, ta lking and playing, as i f  they were 

taking  a break. He walked over to them, so they began to stand up, 

w alking slow ly, and doing something. M r. Chen was ye lling  something, 

try in g  to speed up th e ir walk.

The w ork group was hierarchically organized. The production team 

leader was the boss. The deputy team leaders' job  was to  assist the team 

leader. The next status was technician, and then m anual worker. I asked 

w hat h is jo b  was, and M r. Chen said:

I am responsible fo r the operation o f the production team. I have 
to  make sure th a t our target can be m et every day. I make the 
m ajor decisions fo r the production, and I see to  it  th a t they are 
carried out. (interview  no. 10)

As discussed previously, a t Jiagong participation in  management was 

strongly discouraged. The company was permeated w ith  an authoritarian 

management style.

Another problem  was tha t there was not a ning ju  l i among group 

members. As mentioned earlier, ningju li refers to group synthesis and 

cohesion. In  a Chinese ingroup, everybody w illin g ly  contributes to the 

ingroup. Consequently an ingroup was viewed as m ore powerful than a 

collection o f the same number of people. Many inform ants to ld  me that 

they did no t view  th e ir work groups as one of th e ir ingroups. In  other 

words, they d id  not feel there was any strong ties between the se lf and 

the w ork group. Most workers were assigned to w ork as a group, and 

there was a distance between them.
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The Western Practices and Institutional Forms

W ork teams in  the West take various forms. The type o f work teams 

Jiagong has been try in g  to assim ilate is close to  the self-managing team 

(SMT). Thus, in  th is  section I shall describe the features o f such teams 

and the cu ltu ra l orientations on which such w ork teams are based.

In  a W estern SMT, the work team tends to be sm all. However, such 

SMTs tend to have complete functions fo r a product, project or service, 

the w ork arrangement among members o f the team is horizontal. There 

are no visible leaders and the members assume m any management 

responsibilities. In  contrast, in  the trad itiona l w ork team in  China, there 

exists clear vertica l structure, although participa tion  up the line and 

horizontal partic ipa tion  are not rare. Workers tend to have very lim ited  

decision m aking power. M ostly, workers trouble shoot and make 

suggestions w hich is close to the meaning o f qua lity  circles.

The SMTs are based on the principle o f un iversalistic orientation in  

the West as against the particu la ristic orientation in  China. W ork team 

members in  the W est are treated equally. L ittle  attention is paid to  age 

difference or new or old members. In  contrast, the work teams in  China 

usually have the meaning o f ningju li, and group members tend to have 

personal relationships w ith  each other.

S im ilar to management by participation, the SMT in  the West is used 

as a mechanism to fu lfill ind ividual's satisfaction o f independence and 

self-actualization. Such a practice is based on the cu ltu ra l orientation of 

affective neu tra lity . In  contrast, such a practice in  China is m ainly based 

on the em otionally affective orientation of the cu ltu re . It  is  used to 

promote the feelings o f belonging and harmony.
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Thus, the SMT in  the West is very different from  the w ork team 

practice in  China. However, both types of teams share some common 

feature. For example, both o f them are based on the instrum ental 

ideology th a t such a practice is im portant to improve organizational 

efficiency. Such practices w ill increase production and com m itm ent to 

w ork from  the employees.

The New Practices and Institutional Forms

The assim ilation o f the W estern team w ork practices to Jiagong can 

be nothing but radical. For several years, the management had realized 

th a t sm all changes w ill not achieve optim al results. Thus, they have 

been try in g  to take a revolutionary approach to fundam entally improve 

team w ork at Jiagong.

Such a revolutionary approach is firs t manifested in  the to ta l break 

up o f the trad itiona l work teams, and in  the sw ift establishm ent o f new 

ones. Such a practice is called you hua loo dong zhu he — meaning 

optim al reorganization of labor. It is designed to im prove production 

efficiency through the in troduction  o f com petition mechanism in to  the 

process o f group reorganization. A ll workers are invited to  compete for 

each position. Those who are not chosen to w ork in  a w ork team w ill be 

reassigned to work in  a worse situa tion  or even la id  off.

The reorganization process is followed by the princip le  o f m utual 

choice. The leaders and workers can select each other. F irst, the p lant 

d irector appoints a team leader or decides to hire a team leader based on 

the recommendation o f the masses. Second, the team leader selects 

deputy team leaders and /or assistant team leaders from  the candidates 

to establish a team of leaders. Third, the team o f leaders makes h iring

264

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



decisions fo r group leaders and sawers from the candidates. Fourth, 

sawers choose assistant sawers from  the candidates. F ina lly, the whole 

group decides to f ill the rest of the positions which are m ain ly m anual 

workers.

Several principles are applied to the group form ation process. The firs t 

is  the princip le o f "openness, equality, and form ality." "Openness" refers 

to  the com mitm ent to an open, fa ir competition in  the reorganization 

process. A ll o f the positions available have to be open fo r a ll o f the 

competitors, and nobody is  allowed to make promises to ind iv idua ls or 

clan members w ithou t open com petition. "Equality" here refers to the 

commitment to trea t everybody — cadres, tenured workers, and 

contracted workers ~  as equals in  the group form ation process. Further, 

group leaders may choose group members, and group members also have 

the righ t to choose groups. "Form ality" means tha t a ll o f the form al 

regulations created in  the com petition process have to  be understood by 

every candidate so th a t zhu kong zi and zhou hou men w ill be avoided.

The second is the p rincip le  o f selecting the best. When a position is 

opened, it  m ust go through a com petition process to select the one who 

is best qualified fo r the position.

The fin a l one is  the princip le  o f avoiding nepotism and back-door 

phenomenon. A ll o f the unhealthy phenomena m ust be prevented from  

happening. Leaders at various levels are not allowed to ca ll fo r favors, 

w rite notes, or conduct any other back-door behavior. The leaders are not 

allowed to intervene fo r th e ir fam ilies and relatives in  the reorganization 

process. To prevent illeg itim ate influences on the group form ation 

process, a m utual aud it process — leaders' auditing workers and 

workers' auditing leaders — is established.
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It is obvious tha t such principles are designed to follow  the 

universalistic and achievement orientations o f the W estern cu ltu re . A ll 

o f the p a rticu la ris tic  and ascriptive orientation of the Chinese cu ltu re  

are to be avoided. Follow ing these new principles, a ll o f the candidates' 

w ork records are carefully checked and decisions are made. Such a 

reasoning was made by many senior leaders at the p lan t level. M r. Li, the 

p lan t director commented:

These principles are designed to select the best qualified 
individuals on these teams. In  the past, there were lo ts o f 
com plaints about the un fa ir processes of selecting workers on work 
teams. Poor perform ing workers were even chosen to w ork on 
im portant positions; back door phenomena were not rare a t a ll; 
people did not have the rig h t to  chose or be chosen, and workers 
were assigned to w ork together whether or not they worked w ell 
w ith  each other. We w ant to change a ll o f these, v ia  th is  new 
process, (interview  no. 11)

D uring conversations w ith  some o f the workers who went through the

process, it  seemed th a t they were quite positive about th is  process. One

of the workers — a m ajor sawer — commented:

It is the m ost fa ir process th a t I have ever seen at th is  place. I t  is 
the firs t tim e th a t people’s sk ills  are taken more seriously than 
anything else. I have been working hard to sharpen m y sk ills  and 
now I see the im portance of it. . . Believe me, my sk ills , were not 
w orth a th ing  in  the past, (interview no. 23)

A question was whether the trad itiona l guanxi work was avoided at 

a ll. D uring conversations w ith  the management, several o f them  

indicated th a t they believed such considerations were s till existent b u t to 

a lim ited degree, and the change made a synergistic in tegration o f both 

the W estern practices and the trad itiona l practices a t Jiagong. Such an 

argum ent was presented in  one of the managers' comment:

I personally do no t believe people's feeling for each other can be 
abdicated in  th is  process of reorganization. It is pa rt o f our h isto ry 
and culture. You cannot prevent guanxi from happening overnight. 
In  fact. I th in k  such a practice is a synergistic com bination o f both
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the new and the trad itiona l practices. We did agree th a t guanxi can 
not influence the process unless the candidate was a good 
perform er w ith  sound technical sk ills . When several candidates 
had equal qualities, guanxi may have played a role. I th in k  th is  is 
im portant, because these people w ill w ork together from  then on. A 
good guanxi between them is valuable for them to work as a fam ily, 
(interview  no. 12)

D uring conversations w ith  workers, most believed th a t guanxi s till 

made some differences in  the process. One o f the candidates w hich did 

no t get a technical position a ttribu ted m uch to the lack o f guanxi work 

he had:

I th in k  I lost the opportunity to be the firs t sawer because I did not 
have good guanxi w ith  the leaders. I was a t least as qualified as the 
other two competitors. The principles are something on paper. In  
re a lity  it  is s till very different, (interview  no. 37).

In  the workshop that was reorganized, people's sp irit was very high. 

A bout one-third o f the positions were removed, and the new teams had 

better qua lity people. People seemed to appreciated each other’s 

capabilities, and it  seemed th a t workers formed themselves in to  a close 

ingroup.

I am very glad tha t I was selected by my boss. He did not look down 
upon me. I w ill absolutely w ork as hard as I can to repay h is 
renqing. (interview no. 38)

This is a group th a t to a large extent came together in  a 
spontaneous way. Nobody forced anybody in to  th is  a t a ll. We have 
had a very good relationship w ith  each other, and I believe th a t we 
can do a much better job  together, (interview  no. 41)

I m et w ith  one o f the team leaders and he seemed to be very excited. 

He commented:

This is the kind o f group I have dreamed o f fo r a long tim e. I like  
everyone of them. I took them  to a restaurant to show my 
appreciation for choosing me to work w ith  them. Conversely, they 
a ll appreciated my choosing them, and they vowed to work together 
as the best team they could be. (interview no. 43)
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In  order to make the new teams w ork better, some new m otivational 

mechanisms were developed. A m inim um  set o f crite ria  for production 

and product qua lity were negotiated between each team and the 

management at the plant level. If  they did not meet these crite ria , 

workers' salaries were cut 20 percent as a punishm ent. If  extra 

production efficiency and quality were achieved, 40 percent o f the extra 

income would be distributed to the work team. Thus, work performance 

is closely tied  to bonus allocations fo r the team. The team as a whole 

decided how to divide bonuses among various kinds o f team members.

W orkers a ttitude was obviously changed. The ways o f w orking together 

was also sign ificantly changed, compared to what I observed during my 

firs t research trip . The workers were helping each other and taught each 

other about new skills . They took responsibilities fo r themselves, instead 

o f w aiting fo r orders. New ideas for improvement were strongly 

encouraged.

The tra d itio n  o f ba da yuan was continued. Each ind ividua l worker 

was some sort o f da yuan, taking specific responsibilities. The team 

leader s till had authority to manage the team, and the hierarchical 

feature was s till a significant one. However, after the team leaders 

assigned w ork tasks for people each day, the team itse lf took off.

The change was in  many respect a success. Later, I was inform ed tha t 

productiv ity was about 20 percent higher than before, along w ith  higher 

qua lity and higher waste reduction. The workers' satisfaction continued 

to be high and strong.
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Summary

In  th is  chapter, cases o f integrating the im ported organizational 

practices and cu ltu ra l values and beliefs in  China are examined. Several 

strategies fo r guiding cu ltu ra l transposition are developed. As a way o f 

sum m arizing the chapter, the follow ing figure is developed.

Case
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cultural 
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strategies

Organizational
implications

The transfer 
of information 
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The value of 
high
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high
efficiency
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transfers
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when high 
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Security.
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Affectivity
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affectivity
Individualism
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Hierarchy
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Salary
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practices 
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Affectivity
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Figure 13. Cases of integrating imported organizational practices and the native culture
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CHAPTER EIGHT

META-CONVERSATION: RESEARCH AS A REFLEXIVE PROCESS

Introduction

True to a trad itio n a l research form at, the previous chapters have done 

what the researcher set out to do: The native perspective about the 

organization o f the Chinese society was discussed; the cu ltu ra l 

orientations th a t constitute the mechanisms fo r in te rp re ting  the cross- 

cu ltu ra lly  transferred organizational practices were explored; an e ffo rt to 

p u t the Chinese cu lture in  the context o f the w orld cultures was made; 

and on these bases the meanings and strategies fo r cross-cultural 

transfer o f organizational practices were also presented. In  other words, 

the research questions asked in  Chapter one were answered, and usua lly 

th is  is  the tim e and the place to  w rite the fina l chapter, concluding the 

research.

However, th is  is not the case in  th is  study. The reason is sim ple: The 

research outcomes of th is  particu la r research are no t completely covered 

yet. As previously discussed, th is  particu lar research is guided by the 

second order constructivism  (Steier, 1991). Accordingly th is  p a rticu la r 

research was designed to have a meta-conversation. That is to say, the 

research results are co-produced or co-constructed by the researcher and 

the researched. However, so far, I have not made any account fo r w hat 

m y roles were and how I m ight have influenced the research one way or 

another. So far, the research findings have been presented as if  the
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research were designed by firs t order constructivism . In  other words, the 

researcher studied how the research objects constructed th e ir realities in  

an objective manner, since the role o f the researcher was alm ost 

invis ib le  in  the study.

This chapter is devoted to an account o f the researcher's role in  the 

research, and the outcomes associated w ith  the researchers' im pacts on 

the research process. Such findings come from  the a b ility  to  observe the 

research process in  which the research is deeply involved. It  is  an a b ility  

to stand out o f the research situation and view the research process at a 

m eta-level.

In  th is  chapter, I shall try  to describe my past cross-cu ltura l 

experiences as pa rt o f the research data. Further, I sha ll attem pt to 

surface some o f my assumptions, values, and beliefs th a t m ight have 

influenced the research one way or another. I shall also discuss the 

dynam ic interactions between the researcher and the researched, as well 

as the research outcomes associated w ith  these interactions.

The Cross-Cultural Experiences of the Researcher

In  th is  section, I shall describe my past cross-cultural experiences 

w hich I believe have tremendous impacts upon the study. As argued 

earlier, w ithou t such experiences I do not believe th a t I would be 

interested in  and able to do such a study.

A  non-trad itiona l aspect of it  is th a t my past experiences are taken as 

va lid  research data. In  th is  part o f the research, a u n ity  o f the researcher 

and the in form ant is established: I am a researcher, and also an 

in form ant.
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Past Experiences in China

In  term s o f understanding the relationship between organizational 

practices and culture, I w ill m ainly describe my work experiences in  two 

Chinese organizations. R ight after graduation from  college in  1984, I got 

a jo b  as an assistant professor in  the same college I graduated. Since I 

was one o f the newest and youngest ones in  the departm ent, I got a 

heavy teaching and research load w ithou t any extra benefit. Since it  was 

na tu ra l to me and the others, I had no com plaint and enjoyed my jo b  in  

the beginning.

However, as tim e went by, I realized th a t it  was a very stressful job  to 

me. One source for stress came from  the fact th a t I was at the very 

bottom  o f the hierarchy, and I was in  fact ignored most o f the tim e. The 

fact th a t a ll others were m y teachers when I was a student made things 

even worse. I was an am bitious man at th a t tim e, and wanted to do a 

good job . I had some innovative ideas for improvement, bu t nobody even 

listened. As I was enthusiastically ta lking  about my ideas to the 

departm ent Chair, he lite ra lly  cut me o ff and to ld  me "just do your job ." I 

never went back to ta lk  to him .

Another source of the stress was th a t I found m yself experiencing 

d ifficu ltie s  dealing w ith  several groups of facu lty members figh ting  

against each other. There existed lite ra lly  hatred among these groups, 

w hich resulted from  the cu ltu ra l revolution. The tension between these 

groups was very high, and lite ra lly  these groups did not ta lk  to each 

other. There I was a young faculty member, and a ll these group members 

taught me. I was supposed to be respectful to a ll of them, and I could not 

do th a t since they were fighting against each other. I found m yself
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caught in  the m iddle alm ost everyday. When I was ta lk ing  to one o f the 

people, I was afraid o f being caught by the members o f the other group.

Another source of stress was the lim ited righ t and autonom y I had at 

th a t tim e. A fter I took the job , I took part in  a national exam inations fo r 

studying abroad. Such an exam ination was to select those young 

teachers who had good foreign language skills to go abroad to study. I 

was one o f the few who passed such an exam in  the university. I was 

extrem ely excited about it  because I thought I could go abroad ju s t as 

the others did. I waited and waited, and such an opportun ity never came 

to me. Later, I found out my place was taken by a daughter o f a vice- 

president o f the university. I was angry and outraged, and had a fig h t 

w ith  the adm inistrator who was responsible for the jo b . Soon after tha t,

I had another opportunity to  go to Switzerland to study. A  professor 

there liked my research and offered me a research assistantship for two 

years. I again talked to the departm ent chair, and I was criticized as 

being "selfish and undisciplined."

In  less than a year, I found the job  unbearable. I found the un iversity 

in  China was the m ost conservative one, and was eager to get out o f the 

situa tion  if  I could. I was looking fo r another job  outside o f the 

university, and I got one soon. B u t I could not go, because the un iversity 

did not allow  me to go. I did not have the righ t to w ork wherever I 

wanted.

As my s p irit was running lower and lower, I fin a lly  got an opportunity 

to leave the university. The provincial government was recru iting  officia ls 

w ith  good foreign language sk ills . W orking in  a government job  was not 

an ideal place for me at a ll. However, it  allowed me to leave the "hell."
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One m onth later, I began to work in  the government as an o ffic ia l in  the 

foreign affa irs office.

My boss was an idealistic man, and we liked each other. He was 

helping me in  many ways: He taught me wisdom, assisted me in  m y job, 

and encouraged me a ll the tim e. In  the meantime, I was w orking very 

hard, no t w anting to lose h is face. We gradually established a good, 

personal re lationship.

Such a re lationship benefited me a lo t. In  the m eantim e, it  caused me 

lo ts o f trouble. Soon after I took the job. I found th a t an atmosphere 

s im ila r to  the university also prevailed in  the government. He had some 

people figh ting  against him  in  the organization, and my involvem ent 

w ith  him  caused some serious tension between me and some o f them. 

However, my boss protected me in  any way he could.

Due to the nature o f my job , I had opportunities to in te ract w ith  

"foreigners" — m ostly Westerners. Such experience was double blessings 

to me. On the one hand, it  gave me some precious opportunities to  get to 

know about the West and Westerners. On the other hand, I was 

experiencing pains in  the jungles o f cross-cultural conflicts.

There was an experience w hich I would never forget in  m y life . In  

1987, the province held an international conference on higher education. 

There were several dozen people from the European countries and the 

USA. A fter the conference, several groups were organized to to u r the 

countiy, and I, under the leadership of my boss, was hosting one group 

w ith  people from  France, Switzerland, Germany, and the USA.

In  order to establish harm onious relationships w ith  these W estern 

guests, we did what we could to impress them. We asked fo r a relatively 

sm all am ount of money, and gave them a grand to u r across the country.
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To help them  understand China and save money, we arranged various 

accommodations for them -- the Foreign Expert Residence in  two 

locations and fancy hotels in  some other locations. Knowing th a t the 

conditions were much poorer in  China than the West, we worked 

p a rticu la rly  hard on the trip  before, during, and after the trip . We were 

expecting some appreciation and cooperation from our guests.

However, soon after we began our trip , I found out th a t we not only 

could no t get w hat we expected bu t also we could not fu lfill these 

W esterners' expectations. As soon as we stopped at the Foreign Expert 

Residence in  a university w ith  w hich we had a connection in  Beijing, 

there were some dissatisfactions expressed. Several people expressed tha t 

they were to u ris ts  and they deserved to  be hosted in  a W estern hotel. A 

person asked us whether they could move themselves to a fancy hotel.

We said no. The reason we gave was th a t we were a group, and we should 

stay together.

One location after another, we were organizing th e ir sight-seeing, 

doing transla tion , getting the buses ready, and other thousands of 

details fo r the trip . I do not remember one tim e in  w hich I had a fu ll 

meal. M y energy was running down, and psychologically I began to feel 

upset.

Before leaving Beijing several people demanded to have some changes 

o f schedules. I needed to ta lk  to the people in  our next location, and I 

could not. I tried  fo r four hours to make a long-distance phone call, and 

could not. I was getting worried and very frustrated. I trie d  to  explain 

th is  to these people. But as soon as I said what happened, one guy said 

"I do no t believe it  at a ll." A fter hearing that, I was very upset. They 

sim ply d id  no t accept the fact th a t I could not make any long-distance
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ca ll w ith o u t going through an operator who would take hours to connect 

me.

Such conflicts came to a clim ax when we got to X ian. As soon as we 

arrived a t the Foreign Expert Residence of another university, an uproar 

was started. Some people yelled and screamed at me for such an 

"unreasonable" arrangement. They lite ra lly  had a strike , refusing to go 

inside the residence. They kicked us out, and had th e ir meetings for 

strategies to  deal w ith  us.

I personally experienced nothing like  th a t in  m y life . I was try ing  to 

pa tien tly explain things to them. B ut there was a b ig  w all between us.

On the o ther hand, I could not believe what these W esterners had been 

doing to  us. They were not appreciating our work a t a ll. They lite ra lly  

treated us like  th e ir slaves on our land! My boss helped me reflect on the 

Chinese experiences, when the W estern "E ight C ountiy A lliance" was 

taking over China including Xian hundreds o f years ago.

I s till could not articulate w hat I had experienced. Maybe such 

feelings were so complicated th a t words were too sim ple to describe them. 

B ut at least, I can say I experienced confusion, contradiction, 

fru s tra tio n , betrayal, and confrontation. A ll o f these amounted to m uch 

stress w hich led to my emotional breakdown rig h t there.

Later on, under a m ediator — one o f the members from  the USA — 

there were some attempts from  both sides to communicate and 

understand each other. The rest o f the trip  went sm oothly and 

peacefully.

One o f the lessons I learned from  the trip  was th a t we — the 

Easterners and the Westerners — had different ways o f th ink ing  about 

hum an nature and human behavior. The West and the East had different
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crite ria  for acceptable behavior. Further, the crite ria  were based on 

d iffe rent logics, and each side could not convince the other.

A t th a t tim e, I was interested in  studying in  the West. Part o f the 

interests came from  such experiences in  China. I was very much 

interested in  learning about the Western perspective. A fte r the trip , my 

in terest became stronger then ever. In August, 1988,1 got an opportunity 

to study and w ork in  the USA.

Past Experiences in the USA

W ith in  the past h a lf a dozen years, I have had some extended cross- 

cu ltu ra l experiences. (Although I have been to Japan and A ustra lia , my 

experience w ith  the USA and China is most relevant here.) These 

experiences have tremendous impacts on the development o f myself, 

because I have to  constantly struggle w ith  the cross-cu ltura l conflicts 

w ith in  and w ithout.

On August 30, 1988,1 took a 19 hour flig h t from  a Chinese 

m etropolitan c ity  w ith  a population o f about 10 m illio n  to Yellow 

Springs, Ohio, population 4500. My purpose was then to  study fo r a 

m aster's degree and gain some actual adm inistrative experiences a t 

Antioch. As soon as I landed, I found m yself in  a very strange place, 

noth ing even close to w hat I had been fam ilia r w ith . I also found the je t- 

lag phenomenon unbearable. It took me a week to overcome it.

However, je t-lag  is nothing compared to the "m isbehaviors" o f those 

students and sometimes the teachers at Antioch. I had been a student 

fo r a long tim e and a college teacher for more than a year, I certa in ly 

knew how a student and a teacher should behave in  classes. Most 

Antioch students came to classes inadequately dressed. They would not
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s it s till, and sometimes lay down on the floor. They would in te rrup t the 

teacher as often as they wanted. They often talked fo r ten m inutes, while 

s till ly ing  on the floor. The teacher would "pretend" to ignore a ll o f the 

messes in  the class, le tting students to do whatever they wanted. He 

often had to skip lo ts o f notes he had carefu lly prepared fo r the class.

A fte r a few days, I fe lt I was learning little . I thought th a t my tim e was 

being wasted by the misbehavior of the other students. I fe lt like I was 

loosing a great deal whenever the teacher skipped over h is notes. I was 

under so m uch stress that I fe lt pressured a ll the tim e. In  a m orning 

class, a fte r a student's long, "worthless" comment, I openly protested. I 

said th a t I was to ta lly  overwhelmed by the behavior o f my classmates, 

and I w ished th a t we would le t the teacher teach! I also wanted to say 

som ething to  the teacher, bu t I did not. I d id  not w ant the teacher to 

lose h is  face in  fro n t o f students. A fter m y angry comment, I heard some 

noises coming from  the class. Some talked to  each other about what I 

ju s t said, and I could not hear what it  was. Some even w histled w hich 

was very sarcastic to me. I was fu rthe r offended. These classmates did 

not know  how to respect others! When the class was over, the teacher 

came up and asked me whether I could go w ith  him  to ta lk . I fe lt th a t I 

was in  deep trouble, because I knew th a t i t  was not a good sign at a ll. I 

thought: W hat a hell. I believed th a t I was rig h t. The teacher talked to 

me about some other things fo r about 20 m inutes w hich was to ta lly  

irre levant to w hat I thought he had in  m ind. I guessed he was trying  to 

make me relax. On the contrary, I fe lt more and more stressed. F inally, I 

asked him  why he took me here. Then, he asked me again why I was 

angry in  the class. I patiently explained w hat I thought about it, and 

also wished him  to be more s tric t about class orders.
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It is  clear to me th a t the East and the West have con flic ting  values, 

beliefs, and behavioral patterns in  the arena of school. The values and 

beliefs I hold in  the Chinese culture do not work w ell in  the West. 

Further, it  is  easy fo r me to m isinterpret w hat happens in  the Western 

world, since I am cu ltu ra lly  biased. For example in  the story, I 

interpreted th a t students did not have respect for the teacher, and the 

teacher was sloppy and irresponsible. On the contrary, the Am erican view 

has a pedagogy o f a d iffe rent kind, and m utual learning is  more 

im portant.

Not only did I fin d  m y behavior as a student in  troub le , I also had 

some problem s in  a w orking environment. W hile I was a student, I also 

had a jo b  as a v is itin g  adm inistrator at Antioch. Because I had worked 

as an o ffic ia l in  a provincia l government fo r alm ost fo u r years, I was 

more confident about it  than the classes. I was doing m y jo b  as hard as I 

could. I respectfully greeted each person, including my boss, every 

m orning . As I was the youngest, I often came in  early, and cleaned the 

dust on the table, and got things tidy. Occasionally, I w ould make some 

Chinese tea for them . For the rest o f the day, I would w ork as hard as I 

could, w hile the others m ight stand, ta lking. I would no t in te rru p t 

others, w hile they were working. I f  I had a question, I would w a it and ask 

polite ly la te r. I w ould ca ll them  by not only last name, b u t w ith  th e ir 

titles before th e ir names. When others came to me, I would w arm ly 

welcome them: I w ould stand up, see them seated, and make or pour 

some tea. They m ight try  to make me relax a little  b it, b u t I thought th a t 

I had to  show my hosp ita lity  to the guest. Occasionally they made some 

jokes w hich made no sense to me. Then they le ft, and I got back to my 

work im m ediately.
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I was quite happy w ith  my work u n til one day when my boss ta lked to 

me over dinner. He asked me how I fe lt about my experiences in  the 

offices. I to ld him  th a t I was quite satisfied, compared to the bad 

experiences I had in  the classes. He la te r to ld  me tha t quite a num ber o f 

people in  the office said my behavior had made them feel "a little  

uncom fortable." As soon as I heard th is, I was to ta lly  shocked. I m ust 

have been paralyzed fo r a moment, because my boss said some other 

things, b u t I could not hear a word.

For a long tim e, I could not believe it  was true. I was very frustra ted . 

How the hell could I have made these people uncomfortable? I was doing 

everything th a t was appropriate in  the Chinese culture. I should have 

received encouragement and compliments. Instead I got exactly the 

opposite! However, such a hardship began to open my eyes. I began to 

observe how they related to each other, and to model the ir behavior. 

Needless to say, such an effort bore some fru it, since nobody complained 

to me about my inappropriateness thereafter.

W hat I did was to cultivate W estern values and beliefs, to assim ilate 

m yself in to  the W estern culture. Over several years, I was doing quite 

w ell. I t  was quite easy for me to relate to Americans, and th ings w ent 

sm oothly fo r me. Some Chinese friends admired my capacities to be an 

"Americanized" Chinese.

However, things did not always go well, especially when I had the 

opportunity to move across cu ltu ra l boundaries. Recently, I traveled back 

twice to China. D uring the firs t trip , I was accompanying an Am erican 

un iversity president delegation to  v is it China and to negotiate 

educational collaborative programs w ith  the governmental organization 

where I used to work. My role was to translate not only at a language
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level b u t also at a cu ltu ra l level. Most o f m y colleagues s till worked 

there, so I had some interaction w ith  them. A fter the trip , my old boss in  

China, m y m entor, talked to me about some o f my behavior tha t he saw 

as "unhealthy." I was very embarrassed and asked him  if  he could be 

more specific. He then said it  was ju s t some little  things such as joking  

w ith  elders, addressing people inadequately, eating in  im proper manners, 

etc.

The biggest trouble I had occurred during the second trip , during 

w hich I traveled w ith  one of my American teachers and his wife, along 

w ith  m y father and one of my sisters. This group stayed together for 

about a week w hich made me feel m iserable. M y father was im patient at 

the beginning, and then began to yell a t me. I t  seemed th a t I had done 

noth ing rig h t. To my father, I did not s it properly, I did not respect my 

professor and his wife properly, I did not host them  properly, I should not 

have le t him  carry luggage . .  . Later, in  order to  save myself, I pleaded to 

my professor not to do th is and that.

These experiences have taught me a lo t. I am deeply struck by the 

close re la tionsh ip  between cu ltu ra l values and beliefs and concom itant 

behavior. Between the East and the West, there m ust exist different sets 

o f assum ptions, values, and beliefs. Under the influence o f culture, 

acceptable behavior in  one culture may tu rn  ou t to be unacceptable 

behavior in  another. It further im plies th a t i f  one wants to accommodate 

behavior from  another culture, her values and beliefs have to be changed.

The Studies of Western Organizational Theories

The exploration of the Western culture and management begin w ith  

my studies in  the USA. I came to Antioch to study management for a
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master's degree, and continued to pursue a doctorate in  s im ila r areas. 

Since I le ft China, I have been committed to the studies o f W estern 

management theories and practices to prepare m yself for fu tu re  ventures.

I am confident th a t I have gone through every m ajor management and 

organizational theory. O f particu la r interest, in  my early studies, I was 

aware o f the three m ajor classical approaches to the study o f 

management and organizations — the m echanistic perspective, the 

hum anistic perspective, and the systems perspective. Such an awareness 

resulted from  two reasons. F irst, China has been interested in  and 

worked w ith  the m echanistic perspective. Second, the m echanistic 

perspective reflects a Western mode of thought -- specifically the 

separation o f m ind and body. In  contrast, the trad itiona l thought in  

China was the whole o f m ind and body.

In  the m echanistic perspective, the technical aspect o f organizations 

is emphasized. Further, humans are viewed as machines, w hich are parts 

o f the organization. Management and organization theorists (e.g., Taylor, 

1911; Fayol, 1916) in  th is  perspective emphasize the ra tiona liza tion  and 

m echanization o f the bureaucratic organization. They a ll " tiy  to 

generalize about the nature o f managerial work; Fayol from  the top o f an 

organization down, Taylor from  the shop-floor up" (W aelchli, 1989, pp. 

59-60).

In  contrast, the hum anistic perspective views humans as special and 

humans have needs to be met. Humans are superior to m achines, and 

are the force behind organizational success. Such a perspective is 

reflected in  the w ritings of Mayo (1933), Maslow (1943), McGregor (1960), 

and many others.
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The systems perspective views the organization as a complex system 

w ith  in te racting  parts. To a large extent, such an approach to the studies 

o f management and organizations encompasses the perspectives of the 

other two perspectives described above. I have a pa rticu la r in terest in  the 

systems perspective, because there seem to be a connection between the 

ancient systems perspective in  China and the Western systems 

perspective. In  fact, my doctorate studies concentrate on the applications 

of systems theories and cybernetics to the fie ld  of management and 

organizations. Such a ho lis tic  perspective is m anifested in  the w ritings of 

Emery and T ris t (1965), Thompson (1967), and Beer (1979, 1981, 1985).

The Researcher's Assumptions and Their Impacts 
on the Research Design

In  th is  section, I w ill present the m ajor assum ptions, values, and 

beliefs w hich have influenced the research process. In  Chapter One, I 

discussed my assum ptions which lead to a position d iffe rent from  the 

un iversa listic organizational theories and practitioners. In  th is  section, 

however, I shall, in  a subjective manner, focus on exploring how they 

m ight have influenced the research design. In  any research, w hat we look 

fo r determ ines w hat we find, and we always find what we look for 

(Herbert, 1985).

F irst, I assume th a t values and beliefs are among the im portant 

factors determ ining human behavior. Under such an assum ption, the 

research was designed to search for human values and beliefs associated 

w ith  hum an behavior. A lthough culture researchers and theorists 

disagree on whether values and beliefs alone can determ ine behavior or 

not, they a ll share th a t values and beliefs are im portant elements th a t
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influence behavior. Adler (1986) proposes tha t "individuals express 

cu ltu re  and its  normative qualities through the values th a t they hold 

about life  and the world around them" (p. 9). Hofstede (1991) 

conceptualizes cultures as m anifestations a t d ifferent levels — symbols, 

heroes, ritu a ls , and values. He fu rthe r suggests th a t these levels exist in  

an onion diagram w ith  values as the core. Redding (1990) posits tha t 

although values and beliefs are determ ining factors, there exist some 

contingency factors such as legal structure and economic system. These 

contingency factors can either restra in or promote the influence of values 

and beliefs on human behavior.

Second, I assume th a t every culture has its  own world view, and to 

understand a culture, it  is im perative to understand it  in  its  native 

perspective. Every culture has a certain logic for explanations, although 

the logic and explanations may not make sense to outsiders. However, 

fo r insiders, they are a ll th a t count. Further, it  is fundam entally wrong 

fo r an outsider to judge a culture. As indicated earlier, no cu lture is 

in trin s ic a lly  better tha t another (Maturana, 1980). Thus, to understand 

a cu lture  the researcher has to become part o f "the orig inal coherent 

netw ork." Geertz (1983) explains th a t understanding a culture is much 

like  understanding a game. One has to know the basic term inology and 

rules o f the game before one can actually play it. Many cu ltu ra l 

anthropologists use such an approach to understand a culture. For 

example, Hamada (1991) w rites about how she takes an ethnographic 

perspective in  studying American enterprise in  Japan.

This research set out to find out the cu ltu ra l mechanisms for 

explanations, and it  was designed to use the native perspective. Since I
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enables a researcher to see the larger whole as well as appreciate other 

paths w hich may lead to th is larger whole.

Under th is  assumption or value, the research was designed as having 

several conversations w ith  several partners. As discussed earlier, I have 

had conversations w ith  organizational theories and practices in  the 

West, native inform ants in  China, cross-cultural inform ants in  the USA, 

and the research process itse lf.

Also under the same assumption or value, the research was designed 

to search fo r the varieties o f organizational realities constructed by 

d ifferent organizational groups. In  an organizational setting, it  is 

im portant to  leam  how different organizational groups construct th e ir 

own organizational realities; and it  is  equally im portant to know how 

d ifferent organizational groups w ith  d ifferent perspectives share one 

rea lity. In  h is research, Ogbor (1990) fru itfu lly  explores such d ifferent 

realities. I t  proves th a t different groups in  an organization in te rp re t 

organizational phenomena differently, and yet they share an 

organizational rea lity, since they are a ll liv in g  in  the same organization. 

In  the research I have looked fo r the d ifferent realities constructed by the 

government, the management, and the employees. In  the m eantim e, I 

keep looking fo r how they construct the rea lity  they shared, since they 

w ork in  the same organization. Their shared rea lity about the 

phenomena o f hierarchy and guanxi are the exemplary outcomes o f such 

an approach.

F ifth , I believe th a t in  the study o f cu ltu ra l transposition in  the 

context o f cross-cu ltural transfer o f organizational practices, it  is 

strategically im portant to have a m eta-understanding o f the Chinese 

culture. A  m eta-understanding here means to subsume or transcend
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other understandings (Steier, 1991). The conversations w ith  the Western 

organizational theories and practices and the native Chinese can be 

viewed as conversations leading to these other understandings. These 

other understandings sim ply involve d ifferent domains (Steier, 1991) or 

d iffe rent jo in t specifications (Becker, 1991).

In  th is  research context, two meta-conversations were attem pted. The 

firs t one was the attem pt to have an understanding o f the Chinese 

cu ltu re  in  the context o f world cultures. This is a m eta-conversation 

because it  enables us to understand the Chinese cu ltu re  in  re la tion to 

other cu ltures, w hich is obviously im portant fo r the development of 

universal organizational theories and practices. In  th is  meta- 

conversation the research domains were enlarged to encompass the 

d iffe rent domains where the other two conversations were involved. Two 

strategies were applied in  th is  meta-conversation, in  order to reach such 

effects. One was th a t some o f the m eta-constructs — pattern variables 

(Parsons &  Shils, 1952) and universal dimensions (Hofstede, 1984a; The 

Chinese C ulture Connection, 1987) — were used in  the conversation. The 

other one was th a t the cross-cultural inform ants were invited to ta lk  

about how th e ir cross-cultural experiences were constructed, shaped, 

and m aintained.

The other meta-conversation is the subject o f th is  chapter. I t  was a 

conversation between the researcher and the research process in  which 

the researcher was deeply involved. In  other words, the researcher 

observed the dynamic interactions between the researcher and the 

research process, and between the researcher and the researched. In  

order to  have such a conversation, the researcher had to stay above the
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situa tion  in  which he was embedded. It was a research process bending 

back to its e lf (Steier, 1991). The results are presented in  th is  chapter.

S ixth, I believe tha t current organizational theories and practices are 

cu ltu ra lly  determ ined, and in  most cases they can not be d irectly applied 

to a cu ltu re  which is different. Most o f the organizational theories and 

practices are developed in  the West, and they are deeply influenced by the 

W estern cu ltu ra l orientations. In  the famous IBM research, Hofstede 

(1984) shows th a t most Western theories need to be m odified or 

reconceptualized, in  order to be used in  other cultures. Under such a 

belief, th is  research was pa rtly  to explore the cu ltu ra l clashes when the 

W estern organizational practices were applied in  the Chinese situa tion .

Seventh, a related belief is th a t d ifferent cultures can learn from  each 

other, and a cu ltu ra l synthesis can be achieved in  the process o f cross- 

cu ltu ra l transfer o f organizational practices (Hofstede, 1984a). Synthesis 

means to  produce something bigger th a t the addition o f the two 

alternatives. Under such a belief, the research was designed not only to 

understand cultures and cu ltu ra l differences, bu t also to seek strategies 

fo r in te r-cu ltu ra l transposition. The cases in  the preceding chapter, 

especially team management and the structu ra l reform s o f Jianan, are 

good examples o f such integration.

The Impacts of the Researcher's Behaviors 
on the Research Process

In  the last section, the researcher's assumptions, values, and beliefs 

and th e ir im pacts on the research design were explored. S im ilarly, th is  

section is  to explore how the researcher’s behavior influenced the 

research process.
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In  tra d itio n a l research, the interaction between the researcher's 

behavior and the data is often ignored. In some cases, the researcher's 

varying behavior leads to d ifferent outcomes, where upon the data is 

taken as distorted and thus discarded. In th is research, the reverse is 

true. I am very much aware o f my influence on the data I collected. Every 

piece o f inform ation is constructed by the collaboration between me and 

the researched. Further, as argued earlier, I consciously observed and 

collected the kind  of inform ation tha t resulted from  the interactions 

between my inform ants and myself.

Additional Knowledge Obtained via Observing the Research Process

A  benefit to observing the research process is th a t it  helps reveal 

things th a t would otherwise go unnoticed. An example o f th is  is  given in  

the follow ing case.

The case o f note-taking

I noticed th a t some o f my in terna l contacts who were w ith  me during 

my research were im patient about what I was doing, especially when 

w hat I was doing delayed us fo r doing other things th a t we were supposed 

to do. I was constantly w ritin g  about what I saw, and I was fascinated by 

w hat I had observed. Some o f them asked why, because the things I 

observed appeared to be triv ia l or meaningless to them. Evidently, they 

were emerged in  the organization so much tha t they took alm ost 

everything fo r granted.

One day, M r. L i appeared to be very uneasy about something w hile I 

was fu riously recording an observation in  a workshop. I noticed tha t, bu t 

I thought he was ju s t like  others who were im patient about w hat I was
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doing. Thus, I ignored him  and continued my note-taking. He walked 

back and fo rth  a few tim es, and tried to  open his m outh b u t fo r some 

reasons he d id  not speak a word. I quickly finished my notes, and we 

were on the way to another place.

Interesting enough, at lunch tim e, M r. Gai, the person who was 

coordinating a ll o f the activities, asked me about w hat happened th a t 

m orning. I thought he was ju s t being polite and considerate, and I 

explained w hat we did. However, he then asked w hat I was w ritin g  in  

English. To m y astonishm ent, I suddenly realized th a t M r. Li was 

troubled by m y w ritin g  in  English, and he reported th is  to M r. Gai. Then, 

I explained th a t I was very bad in  Chinese now, and sometimes I used 

whichever language came handy to do my notes. M r. Gai then in  a joking  

m anner said th a t he thought tha t I was associated w ith  the CIA w hich 

would get them  in  deep trouble! A t th a t very moment, such a joke meant 

a very serious, va lid  concern. I suddenly regretted w hat I d id and 

apologized to  him . Further, I fe lt th a t it  was im portant fo r me to explain 

the kind o f research I was doing. Hence, I explained what I did and why I 

did it, prom ised th a t I would not w rite in  English again, and asked him  

not to take me to  any o f the sensitive areas.

I believe th a t such an observation was an extra bonus in  m y research. 

On the one hand, it  to ld  me tha t they were very protective o f the 

company. They were sensitive to any people coming from  another 

country, and tried  to avoid trouble. On the other hand, it  m eant to me 

th a t they d id no t completely tru s t me, w hich led me to pay a tten tion  to 

the phenomenon of tru s t in  China.
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The lack o f tru s t between my inform ants and me was fu rth e r noticed

during interview  conversations. Before my firs t interview , I asked my

in form ant whether it  was a ll rig h t to tape the conversation. I also

explained th a t I would not do tha t, if  he did not feel com fortable w ith  it.

He said th a t I could do it  the way I wanted. However, the conversation

did no t go w ell, and I noticed he glanced at the tape recorder from  tim e

to tim e. The same th ing happened in  my second interview . Then, I

decided to ask one o f the in ternal researchers who had some experiences

in  research. He commented:

I th in k  you had better throw  away your tape recorder if  you w ant to 
know  w hat people tru ly  believe. I never tape when I w ant to 
in terview  somebody. The reason is  th a t people are afraid th a t 
somebody may use the tape against them someday la ter. As you 
know, in  the past only the security people were allowed to use 
tapes to spy on people. Somehow, people seem to associate taping 
w ith  such people.. .  Such fear is  very real in  China, as you know 
w hat happened during po litica l movements, especially the great 
c u ltu ra l revolution. Such kind o f movement may come back some 
day. So, if  you tape my conversation w ith  you, I would not say 
m uch to you. (interview no. 8)

Such a case meant more than the lack of tru s t between me and the 

inform ants. I t  led me to pay attention to the issue o f tru s t among the 

organizational members as w ell. Since we find w hat we look for, the lack 

o f tru s t among them is also amazingly pervasive, w hich was also noticed 

in  m y firs t group interview.

D uring  the firs t group interview , six employees from  d iffe rent work 

teams were grouped together. It was absolutely a fa ilu re . No m atter how 

hard I trie d , I could not get the conversation going. It went so badly th a t 

I decided to  q u it after an hour. Unfortunately, it  d id no t lead me to 

continue the research on what happened. If  it  did I w ould have 

conducted ind ividua l interviews w ith  them  about the group interview .
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Later on, I speculated th a t the problem may have been the lack o f tru s t 

between them  and me. I also speculated th a t the lack o f tru s t among the 

inform ants was another possibility. As we know now, i f  people do not 

view each other as members in  an in-group, Chinese people tend not to 

tru s t each other.

Such a speculation about the lack o f tru s t between inform ants was 

confirm ed by another group interview  in  the USA. On my interview  lis t, 

there were two people from  the same company. I thought th a t it  would be 

better, if  I could get them together to ta lk  about th e ir experiences. It 

would be in teresting to see how two Chinese construct th e ir own 

rea lities, and how m uch they shared th e ir organizational rea lity . So, I 

asked them  whether they fe lt comfortable about it. They a ll gave me 

positive answers.

However, the two hour long conversation got me very frustrated. Each 

o f them  ta lked a lo t, b u t I did not believe th a t they talked about what 

they tru ly  believed. Every sentence could be judged as "po litica lly  

correct." They were very positive on alm ost everything w hich was very 

unusual in  m y conversations w ith  other inform ants. Later on, I found 

ou t th a t although these two people seemed to relate to each other well, 

they did no t tru s t each other much. Later on, I had a conversation w ith  

one o f them  w hich was quite productive. I also in ten tiona lly  asked what 

was going on during the group interview . He told me th a t he had to be 

careful about w hat he said in  fron t o f him , because o f the lack o f tru s t.

E stablishing tru s t w ith  inform ants is very c ritica l in  alm ost any 

research. In  the USA, people tend to be quite open toward each other, 

and such an issue may not be so critica l. My experiences are th a t we 

researchers can go in to  a situation to do interviews. Only a few words
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explaining why we are here to do the interview  are enough to get people 

to ta lk . In  China, it  is very different. Seldom could I get people to ta lk  

much w ith  such American-sfyle research methods.

As I learned in  the on-going research th a t guanxi-was the key to 

opening the m ouths o f my inform ants, I in ten tiona lly worked on it. Since 

then, I consciously tried  to get closer to the in terna l researchers as much 

as possible, and also le t them understand why I was doing w hat I was 

doing. Later, I got so close to them tha t the in terna l researcher who 

reported to M r. Gai about my "misbehaving" apologized to me about what 

he did.

Further, I took advantages of the networks o f the in te rna l researchers 

in  the organization and got closer to  the people who were becoming my 

inform ants. I asked the in ternal researchers to be the interm ediaries for 

me to establish m y new guanxL I arranged a few conversations about the 

USA, since there were some people who were interested. One o f the 

inform ants needed a few dollars fo r his daughter's registration fee for 

TOEFL, and I gladly gave it  to him . I played Chinese chess w ith  three of 

m y inform ants. I was very glad tha t I had not forgotten how to play as 

they were very enthusiastic about my s k ill. One of them came back in  an 

evening to play chess w ith  me. As I predicted tha t it  would be a long- 

lasting m atch, I decided to do an interview  w ith  him  over the game. We 

talked and played over a four hour game during which I gained lots o f 

insights. It  was probably the best interview  I ever did.

Another th ing  th a t I learned over the taping incidence was th a t the 

Chinese had a peculiar way of com m unicating which appeared to be a 

paradox to me. I asked the two inform ants about taping and they both 

responded w ith  positive answers, although in  the ir hearts they fe lt quite
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uncom fortable w ith  it. Such a difference between the espoused theory 

and the theory-in-use led me to pay attention to the Chinese way o f 

com m unication w hich was presented earlier. W ithout such an incident, I 

may not have discovered such cu ltu ra l differences.

The Multiple Roles of the Researcher and the  
Emotioning Phenomenon

L itera lly, I — the researcher -- have acted as several researchers in  

th is  particu la r study. That is, in  each of the conversations, I have been 

involved and have played a d ifferent role. I had to use d ifferent 

perspectives when I was having conversations w ith  d ifferent groups in  

d ifferent settings. In  the conversation I had w ith  the W estern 

organizational theories and practices, I had to use a W esterner's m ind to 

understand them; in  the research I did in  China, I had to use the 

Chinese m ind to converse w ith  my inform ants and to understand my 

observations; in  the conversations I had w ith  the cross-cu ltura l 

inform ants in  the USA, I acted as cross-cultural person also; fin a lly , in  

the conversation I have been having w ith  the research process, I acted as 

a meta-researcher — researching the research process o f w hich I have 

been constantly part.

This is something unique to non-traditional research. In  tra d itio n a l 

research, the researcher is not allowed to have variations in  perspectives. 

Otherwise, the research outcomes are not to be trusted, and even 

discarded. However, in  th is  particu la r research, such outcomes are to  be 

valued.

Having done the research, I am quite certain th a t it  is not easy fo r a 

researcher to "perform " as d ifferent individuals w ith  d ifferent
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perspectives. The fact is th a t I am a person w ith  m ultip le  perspectives 

w hich are sometimes complementary and sometimes contradictory. 

Another fact is tha t I can not m echanically sw itch m yself from  one 

perspective to another as a machine can. These perspectives exist in  a 

single m ind, and often in teract w ith  each other, producing a perspective 

o f m y own. Thus, it  is not ve iy accurate to  say th a t I can act like  a native 

Chinese, a native American, a cross-cultural person, or a m eta m onster.

When my own perspective clashed w ith  the perspectives I was 

supposed to take in  these "plots," I alm ost always fe lt "em otioning." I 

often found th a t such a research brought challenges to the assum ptions, 

values, and beliefs tha t I held. In  other words, I often discovered w hat I 

take fo r granted. During the conversation w ith  the native Chinese, most 

o f the tim e I was viewed ju s t like  my inform ants in  China. People often 

started w ith  "as you know," even though I m ight no t know a t a ll. For 

example, when an inform ant viewed autonom y as a favor given by 

superiors and th a t they had to re tu rn  such renqing in  the fu ture , I could 

n o t stop m yself from  saying: "D on't you th in k  it  is som ething you should 

have and deserve to have?" Such a d ifferent view o f autonomy was a 

challenge to the perspective th a t I held or took fo r granted.

Adm ittedly, such live experiences in  the early stages o f my research 

were not fun: I was quite frustrated. Later on, in  retrospect, I had to 

accept th a t the same behavior may mean ve iy d ifferent things to people 

w ith  d ifferent cu ltu ra l backgrounds. Then, I began to appreciate different 

explanations provided by organizational members, and I learned to 

consciously search for different meanings w hich surprised me from  tim e 

to  tim e. The in terna l researchers who were w ith  me most of the tim e 

during  my v is its there, often provided some meanings I lacked. The
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follow ing example illu stra tes a discovery about myself, about w hich I w ill 

never forget.

The case o f concentric circles

As described earlier, I perceive tha t the world is constituted by many 

concentric circles: the core is self, surrounding th a t is  group, 

surrounding th a t is  organization, surrounding th a t is society. An 

assumption underlying such a perspective is  th a t se lf is  the basic u n it o f 

a society, and everything else is related to the values and beliefs at the 

level o f self. Under such an assumption, I designed my research schedule 

in  such a way th a t questions about values and beliefs a t d iffe rent levels 

were asked.

However, not long after I started the research, I was troubled. A fter a 

few interviews, I was not satisfied w ith  the data I collected. I sim ply 

could not get people to ta lk  about the meaning o f self, no m atter how 

hard I tried. When questions concerning se lf were asked, the answers 

were often related to  a relationship or group ra ther than the level o f se lf 

tha t I wanted. Two inform ants ju s t answered "self is ju s t self," and th a t 

was it.

I was aware o f the Chinese culture in  th a t self was de-emphasized or 

even denied. However, it  is very im portant to know the values and beliefs 

a t the level o f self, a fte r a ll a Chinese ind ividual is s till the basic u n it o f 

society. Thus, I stuck to  the way I designed my research, u n til I had an 

"aha" experience.

I was having an interview  w ith  one of the managers at Jiagong. He 

was knowledgeable and easy to ta lk  w ith. A fter I asked the questions 

about self, he d id no t ta lk  much. However, he provided lots o f valuable
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inform ation on the levels o f group, organization, and society. I decided to 

explore w ith  him  why I did not get people to ta lk  about self. He said:

I th in k  tha t you may have a problem  w ith  your questionnaire. The 
way you phrased your questions do not seem to reflect the Chinese 
way o f th inking  about the society. As you know, we view th a t the 
society is  organized as onion rings, which is sim ilar to your 
concentric circles. However, there is one difference th a t I can see. 
The core o f the onion ring is a hum an relationship such as a 
fam ily. I t  is definitely not the single self, (interview no. 9)

A fter hearing such a comment, I realized how much I was stuck w ith  

the W estern conceptualization o f the w orld. The concentric circles were 

designed to be discovery-oriented, however, the assumption th a t se lf is  

the core o f a society did not hold true  in  the Chinese society. One may 

argue th a t physically, self is the sm allest component o f the society. B u t 

psychologically and socially, such an assumption does not hold w ater in  

China. A fter reth inking about it, I lite ra lly  redesigned my research 

schedule. Since then, the exploration always began w ith  the meaning of 

a ren -- a hum an being.

Based on such a change, I derived the Chinese perspective, w hich took 

a re lationship as the basic core of the society. I believe tha t such a 

change was te rrib ly  critica l in  the k ind  of research outcomes th a t I 

found. A lthough I could find out some inform ation about self by sticking 

to  the orig inal design, I do not believe th a t I could obtain the kind  o f 

model presented in  Chapter 4.

The em otioning phenomenon was more pervasive in  the conversations 

w ith  the cross-cultural inform ants. Further, I was not the only one who 

was em otioning. The inform ants were emotioning, too. D uring the group 

interviews I had, lots of disagreements occurred. People disagreed on 

sim ila rities and differences between the East and the West, as w ell as
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the approaches fo r integrating the two cultures. Evidently, d ifferent 

individuals have shaped the ir own perspectives, even through they may 

have had sim ilar experiences.

It seems tha t d ifferent inform ants have held d ifferent values, as 

outlined by Ravn (1991), in  shaping the ir constructions o f realities. 

Inspired by Leibniz and Bohm’s perspective, human experiences can be 

classified in to  two categories — un ity  and diversity. Ravn (1991) defines:

The u n ity  principle says th a t the un ity  experience is good; it  is 
good to see wholeness and meaning through any part or aspect o f 
one's life . The diversity principle says tha t it  is  good to appreciate 
th a t the same experience of un ity  can be had from  many other 
perspectives th a t are equally legitim ate and w orthw hile, (p. 111).

Ravn fu rth e r suggests th a t the two principles can be combined in  a 

two-by-two m atrix, which is an attem pt to see the two categories as 

m utua lly inclusive ones rather than m utually exclusive ones. When the 

two are p u t on each axis respectively and each o f them  is divided in to  a 

high and a low, fou r possibilities are given. One of them  is u n ity  w ith o u t 

diversity w hich means "the u n ity  experience is  present m axim ally and 

the d iversity experience m inim ally" (Ravn, 1991, p. 102). Under such a 

value, a person takes an absolutist attitude to view the world. In  other 

words, such a person sees only one rig h t path in  life  and does not 

appreciate other paths.

The opposite case is  d iversity w ithout un ity, where the u n ity  

experience is m inim ally present and the diversity experience m axim ally. 

Taking a re la tiv is tic  attitude, a person appreciates d ifferent paths in  life  

and sees no connection between these paths.

Another interesting alternative -- "the good life " — is a synthesis o f 

the above two alternatives. Taking such an approach, a person is able to
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see the larger whole as w ell as appreciate others paths which may lead to 

an even larger whole.

D uring conversations w ith  inform ants, I found th a t although 

participants in  the USA are a ll b i-lingua l and b i-cu ltu ra l, the values they 

hold may be different. Some may hold the u n ity  w ithou t d iversity, some 

may have the value o f diversity w ithout un ity. Some others may have the 

value o f "the good life ." Consequently, the realities are constructed 

d ifferently, as values guide rea lity  construction (Ravn, 1991). Further, 

the d ifferent realities lead to arguments over the same issues, as 

exem plified in  the follow ing conversation.

C: "I believe th a t Americans treat people equally, in  contrast to  the 
Chinese case. For example, I got a four percent salary prom otion th is 
year. A t the beginning, I was upset. I knew tha t I had been w orking hard. 
Then, la te r I found out th a t others m ight not have a raise as high as 
m ine, and I realized a t least I was treated w ith  equity."

D: "Very obviously, I have a different opinion. A t the very beginning, 
you were given the lowest salary possible. On th is  basis, a sm all raise is 
not a big deal to  them  a t a ll. However, when you w ant to have a raise in  
positional status, it  is  extrem ely d iffic u lt in  th is  cu ltu re ."

T: " If you w ork w ith  five other Americans, and your performance is 
better than them , do you th in k  you w ill be raised to  a supervisory role 
when such an opportunity comes?"

D: "Not a t a ll."

Z: "I do not th in k  you can make absolute judgm ent on the issue of 
equality. In  th is  society, it  can be said th a t sometimes people are equally 
treated, and sometimes not."

D: "Those who are equally treated are the extreme ones — these people 
have prom inent capacities."

C: "However, I s till th in k  it  is  a equal society. I would like  to  compete 
w ith  them. I do not like  s ittin g  there, com plaining. The interpersonal 
guanxi is m uch more simple than the situation in  C hina."

D: "I am not sure about th a t a t a ll. Everywhere guanxi is the key."
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Z: "In  m y case, guanxi is much more sim ple here than in  China."

In  the above conversations, C takes an approach w hich is in  my 

opinion close to the re la tiv ist alternative. C sees the difference between 

China and the USA as two cases w ith  d irect, clear contrast. Conversely,

D takes an approach which is close to the absolutist alternative. D 

believes th a t unequality and guanxi are universal phenomena, and he 

sees th a t foreigners are unequally treated by Am ericans. Z takes a sort o f 

"the good life " approach which views the re a lity  in  a flexib le, dialectic 

perspective. He disagrees w ith  both C and D in  th a t they make absolute 

judgm ent on th ings. In  his m ind, equality is  yes and no.

M y feeling is  th a t such emotioning is  a signal fo r new discoveries or 

new learning. Em otioning here can be viewed as the beginning o f a 

process w hich produces a d istinction th a t leads to a challenge to the 

orig inal view held by an observer.

Such research is reflexive in  nature, the researcher learns about 

h im self through researching others. As Steier points ou t in  reflexive 

research, activities can be viewed "as te llin g  ourselves a story about 

ourselves" (Steier, 1991, p. 3). To trad itiona l researchers, such a 

phenomenon is iron ic, since research is  viewed as extracting inform ation 

out o f the researched. However, for the reflexive researcher, it  is valuable. 

A fter a ll, research is to learn, and to leam  something about h im self or 

herse lf is to be valued.

As Steier (1991) points out, not only does the researcher take different 

roles in  d iffe rent conversations, the researcher can be projected as having 

d iffe rent roles in  a single conversation. Jorgenson (1991, 1986) in  her 

fam ily research notes tha t a researcher can be constructed as different
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people by different inform ants. As such constructions inevitably 

influence the research process, there is a need to know how the 

inform ants construct the researcher, in  order to fu lly  analyze the data 

collected.

In  m y research such a phenomenon also occurred, and it  had some 

serious im plications on my research. The enterprise director gave me a 

title  — consultant -- which was fancy and attractive in  China. When I 

was taken around to  meet w ith  new people, I was m ost o f the tim e 

introduced as a consultant. I was aware o f the tra d itio n  o f respect in  

China, and th is  was obviously an attem pt to raise my social status, in  

order to  gain some respect from  others in  the organization.

However, I gladly received such a construction o f myself, u n til I met 

some d ifficu ltie s  in  my research. When people took me as a consultant, 

m y inform ants waited for m y inform ing them instead o f ta lk ing  about 

themselves and the organizations they were in . I was pu t a t the higher 

end o f the h ierarchical relationship. In  th e ir m inds, I, the consultant 

was the one to give answers rather than ask questions. In  an interview , 

after I asked several questions, the inform ant was obviously uneasy. He 

commented:

M r. Tang, I don't th in k  tha t my perspective is useful. I have had 
little  education and I don’t  th in k  my judgm ent is rig h t a t a ll. Since 
you are an expert w ith  Western tra in ing, please don't be modest. I 
am eager to leam  from  you. (interview no. 24)

Having realized th is  problem, I had to find ways to co-construct me as 

a role th a t was conducive to conversing. Since then, I was th ink ing  

about the way to  lower my "status" to the level s im ilar to or below my 

inform ants. As explained earlier, the com m unication style in  China is 

usually top-down in  a hierarchical relationship. Then, I tried  to shape
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my inform ants' construction of m yself as a researcher rather than a 

consultant. I explained the importance of it  to my in te rna l researchers, 

and asked them  to do a plain, modest introduction o f me. Such a sh ift 

seemed to be useful. In  addition to the guanxi work I had been doing, I 

believed th a t I had collected much valuable inform ation.

A model o f Cross-Cultural Communication

Im p lic it in  the pervious sections in  the chapter is the 

com m unicational problem between the researcher and the researched, 

and between different perspectives. In th is section, such a problem is 

fu rth e r illu s tra ted  in  the context o f cross-cultural transfer o f 

organizational practices.

The lite ra tu re  on cross-cultural communication is vast. Here, I make 

no attem pt to review the literature. In order to understand w hat cross- 

cu ltu ra l com m unication is about, firs t o f a ll we have to know the 

defin ition o f com m unication. According to Adler (1986), "com m unication 

is the exchange o f meaning: it  is my attem pt to le t you know w hat I 

mean. Com m unication includes any behavior th a t another human being 

perceives and interprets: it  is your understanding o f what I mean" (p. 51). 

In  other words, com m unication is  not about transm itting  inform ation. 

M aturana &  Varela (1987) note tha t "the phenomenon of com m unication 

depends on not what is  transm itted, bu t on what happens to the person 

who receives it"  (p. 196).

A  simple model o f communication includes a sender and a receiver. In  

communications a message is encoded by the sender and decoded by the 

receiver. Encoding is a process in  which the sender produces symbols, 

creating a message. The message sender has to encode his or her
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m eaning in to  forms such as words and behavior tha t the receiver can 

understand. Decoding is the process in  which the receiver decodes the 

sent symbols such as words and behavior back into messages tha t have 

m eaning fo r them. Adler (1986) points out tha t the sent message is never 

identica l to  the received message. That is why we often have 

m isunderstanding between each other.

In  cross-cultural communication, such a process becomes even more 

com plicated. This is m ainly because the sender and the receiver come 

from  different cu ltu ra l backgrounds, and these different cu ltu ra l 

backgrounds complicate the process of communicating. "C ross-cultural 

m iscom m unication occurs when the person from  second cu ltu re  does not 

receive the sender's intended message. The greater the differences 

between the sender's and the receiver' cultures, the greater the chance for 

cross-cu ltura l m iscommunication" (Adler, 1986, pp. 52 - 53). In  other 

words, in  cross-cultural com munication, no m atter w hat is  transm itted 

on one end it  may be something different at the receiver's end. As a 

resu lt, cross-cultural m isunderstandings caused by m isperception, 

m isin terpretation, and m is-evaluating occur (Adler, 1986), w hich is 

illu s tra te d  in  the following cases.

The reason fo r th is is th a t we have cu ltu ra l blinders (Adler, 1986).

O ur in te rp re ta tion  of the sent message is inevitably influenced by our 

cu ltu ra l assumptions of w hich we are not often aware. To reinforce th is 

th in k in g , the follow ing model o f cross-cultural com m unication is 

developed (see Figure 14).
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Figure 14. A model of cross-cultural communication

As the model shows, there are two parties com m unicating w ith  each 

other, each of which has a different cu ltu ra l background. I f  Party B sends 

a message — sent message in  the figure — to Party A, such a message has 

to go through Party A's cu ltu ra l b linder in  w hich the sent message is 

transform ed in to  a new one — the received message. In  the process o f 

transform ation, I believe th a t the sent message is dismembered and 

reconfigurated in  a way tha t is  m eaningful to  Party A. As shown in  the 

figure, such a message is like ly  to be different from  the sent message. 

Further, Party A w ill encode a message — sent response — and send it  to 

Party B. A  sim ila r process o f transform ation occurs in  Party B's cu ltu ra l 

b linder, w hich produces a received response th a t is like ly  to  be different 

from  the sent response.

It is  im portant to emphasize the influence of the cu ltu ra l blinders. In  

some cases, the sent message can be completely ignored, due to the
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cu ltu ra l b linder one has, which is illustra ted  in  the case of "an American 

d inner party."

The case o f "an American dinner party"

In  early 1992 I, was invited to participate in  a discussion between a 

Chinese delegation and th e ir American university counterparts fo r a 

cross-cu ltura l exchange project th a t I helped establish several years ago. 

By the end of the firs t dinner party hosted at the President's home, the 

Am erican university president made a toast expressing h is appreciation 

fo r the hosp ita lity they received during the v is it they paid to  China last 

year. A fte r the toast, he also encouraged people to stay and to continue 

th e ir conversation as long as they wished. Such a gesture was whole- 

heatedly a good one, and he meant w hat he said. However, rig h t after the 

toast, the Chinese university President expressed his gratitude to the 

Am erican people fo r th e ir hosp ita lity  and the delegation stood up and 

le ft. The message they were getting was tha t th is  was the end o f the 

d inner, and it  was tim e fo r them  to leave.

Such a move shocked the Americans at the dinner party. When I was 

asked w hat went wrong, I explained the Chinese tra d itio n  and they a ll 

laughed.

Then, the Americans hosted a second barbecue dinner party. A fter 

about two hours’ eating and conversing, the American president made 

another toast to the Chinese delegation, and emphasized th a t they did it  

in  the Chinese way in  the previous n ight, and insisted th a t ton igh t it  

had to  be done in  the American way. That is, they should continue the ir 

conversations and be free to leave a t any tim e. However, as soon as he 

fin ished his speech, a ll the Chinese stood up and le ft.
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In  th is case, the Americans sincerely expressed what they meant. They 

wanted the Chinese to be comfortable and relaxed. For the Chinese, 

Americans were giving signals for them to leave, although they heard the 

Americans said the opposite. Chinese tend to "listen to the meanings 

hidden in  the ta lks." They figured tha t the Americans ju s t wanted them 

to leave, no m atter w hat they expressed in  words.

In  some cases, the two parties m isunderstand each other due to 

different meanings embedded in  the same expressions, as illu stra ted  in  

the follow ing cases.

The case o f "bedroom and play"

We had our firs t native English speaker, Sally, in  my la s t year o f 

college. Many students took advantage o f th is  opportunity to speak to a 

native speaker. Since I was her teaching assistant, she and I got to know 

each other quite well.

One day, she came to me obviously very upset. She told me th a t a 

student in  the class made her feel bad. I was shocked at the very 

beginning, and I alm ost laughed to death when she repeated the 

follow ing conversation between the student and her.

Student: "Sally, I haven't seen you fo r a long tim e! I have been 

th inking  o f asking you to come to my bedroom and play."

Sally: "What? no, No!"

Student: "Come on! Have some fun! I know you are lonely, too."

Sally: "Look, I do not like  it. Just drop it! I am too old to  play w ith  

you."

Student: " It does not m atter! Just come and we w ill play."
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In  th is  case, bedroom means the student's dorm itory liv in g  complex. 

S im ilarly, the word — play — means a gathering or party. Both words 

have d iffe rent meanings associated w ith  the Western cu lture.

The case o f "hosting"

When a Chinese in s titu tio n  was planning to have a v is it to the 

United States, they asked whether any o f th e ir partner organizations in  

the USA could host them. The organization in  the USA gladly responded, 

and prepared to host the delegation for a few days. However, as soon as 

the Chinese delegation arrived, the American host — a secretary — took 

them to a car renta l service and asked them to rent a van. Not knowing 

w hat was going on, the Chinese delegation did not ask any questions 

and ju s t followed whatever the secretary said. She then took the group to 

a m otel and le ft.

The rest o f the three days went smoothly. However, the Chinese 

seemed not w illin g  to discuss any serious m atter w ith  th e ir partner in  

the USA, w hich was upsetting to Americans. The American partners were 

expecting to have serious discussions on long-term  plans w ith  the 

Chinese partners. The head o f the Chinese delegation asked Americans 

to v is it China if  they were interested in  continuing the ta lk .

Next year, the American organization wanted to send a delegation to 

China, and asked whether the Chinese organization could host them. 

The answer was positive. When the American delegation arrived, they 

were greeted by a group of people equal in  status to the members o f the 

Am erican delegation. W hile they were chatting at the a irport, the 

Americans' luggage was transported by car dispatched from  a fancy hotel. 

Then the Americans were taken to the hotel.
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The next day, the Chinese were ready to ta lk  about long-term  

relationships. The same group of people who met the American 

delegation stayed w ith  the Americans a ll the tim e. The v is it was very 

successful, and an exciting cooperation plan was developed. This made 

Am ericans wonder why th is  did not occur in  the United States. Over 

d inner, the head o f the American delegation raised the question to the 

head o f the Chinese delegation. The head o f the Chinese delegation 

sm iled and said tha t when they were there in  the United States, the 

Chinese fe lt tha t Americans were too busy to ta lk  to the Chinese. Since 

it  d id  no t make sense to the Americans, a member o f the American 

delegation asked the translator who went to the U nited States w ith  the 

delegation the same question. The transla tor said th a t the Chinese did 

no t feel th a t they were hosted properly.

When the Americans were ready to leave, they found out tha t a ll o f 

th e ir expenses were paid for, and the same group of people came to see 

them  off. They fin a lly  understood the Chinese meaning o f hosting.

In  th is  case, hosting means receiving or helping in  the Unites States. 

B u t hosting in  China means ta lking care o f guests "properly."

In  some other cases where concepts from  one cu ltu re  do not exist in  

another culture, th is  w ill even be more complicated. As Becker (1991) 

notes:

Coming to know another language, p a rticu la rly  a d istan t one, 
confronts the knower w ith  silences, things in  one language w hich 
have no counterpart in  another. These silences are often obscure 
because one fills  them in  as what one actively hears (exuberances) 
o r doesn't notice them at a ll because the d istinctions don't exist in  
one's own language (deficiencies), (p. 232).
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In  such cases, the cu ltu ra l blinders influence the process o f 

transform ation even more. In  these circumstances people in  one culture 

struggle to grasp th e ir meanings by using term s close to these foreign 

ones. This is  an attem pt to use the constructed, m eaningful re a lity  to 

construct w hat an alien m onster is. In  a discussion on Chinese cu lture, 

an American scholar who had some appreciable knowledge about the 

East explained the Chinese concepts such as ren and i m eant love and 

caring, w hich was clearly not so in  China. S im ilar attem pts were made in  

China. W hile I was doing the research in  the Chinese organization, I 

found people interpreted self or ind iv idua lity  as ge ren zhu y i — 

individualism , autonomy as zhi you zhu y i — freedom-ism, and 

partic ipa tion  as quart li x ia fang — delegation.

Thus, due to  cu ltu ra l differences it  is problem atic fo r partic ipan ts to 

in te rp re t and give meaning to the researcher's questions. In  m y research 

in  China, I often found m yself m isunderstood because o f the questions I 

asked. When I was asking questions about ind ividua l righ ts and 

autonomy, several inform ants asked back: "Are you asking about 

individualism ?" I was surprised and im mediately said no. I was keenly 

aware w hat individualism  m eant in  the Chinese context.

Conversely, it  is  also problem atic for the researcher to in te rp re t and 

give meanings to organizational behavior as w ell as to the inform ants' 

responses. In  m y research in  the case organization, I also found m yself 

often in  disagreement w ith  the interpretations given by the 

organizational members. As explained earlier, because I am b i-cu ltu ra l 

and therefore I may use the Western perspective to view the Chinese 

situa tion , some disagreements could exist between the inform ants and 

myself. A t the early stage of the research, I tended to provide
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explanations for certain observed behavior or perceived problems. Soon 

enough, I found out tha t in  some cases my explanations did not make 

much sense to the organizational members. For example, for the case of 

the fax machine problem, I clearly took a Western perspective and 

complained about the failure o f it  to one of the internal researchers. He 

disagreed and the later research into the case taught me a lesson about 

it.

It became even more problematic, when I was doing research w ith  the 

cross-cultural informants. Since both the researcher and the researched 

can move across cu ltura l boundaries easily, we tended to do that 

unconsciously, which created more confusion about cu ltu ra l differences. 

Further, we tend to m ix both English and Chinese during conversations, 

and we do not always make explicit whether they are meant in  the 

Eastern sense or the Western sense.

How do we improve cross-cultural communication, then? It seems 

that we have to create a repetitive circular process of communication. In 

other words, we need to make the model a dynamic process so tha t each 

party is able to understand the other party’s process of meaning 

construction.

In  th is sense, communication is about constructing shared 

knowledge or inform ation which is constructed in  the circular, repetitive 

interactions between the two parties. I t  is about neither sent message 

nor received message. In other words, the traditional definition of 

communication which focuses on either the sender or the receiver does 

not seem to be able to improve cross-cultural communication. The 

traditional approach to communication seems to be static, and
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individual-focused. In  contrast, the circular concept o f communication 

seems to be more appropriate. As KrippendorfF (1982) argues:

C ircular processes o f communication are such th a t a transitional 
state or message passing through a point in  a cycle returns to it  in  
some form and effects the future state or message now passing 
through a second and more times. By such repetition, circular 
processes o f communications iteratively modify th e ir own contents 
u n til the process reaches an equilibrium at w hich iterative 
modifications have ceased to be effective and i f  changes are then 
s till present, they are stationary and to a significant degree 
predictable, (p. 13).

The discussions above also support the necessity to make a difference 

between language and languaging. According to Maturana and Varela 

(1987), language is a description produced by an observer, and 

languaging is an act experienced by participants. The trad itiona l 

conceptualization o f communication can be taken as communication at 

a language level. The non-traditional model described above is a 

communication a t a languaging level. In other words, when people 

communicate w ith  each other, they are languaging.

Such a model was applied in  the research done w ith  the cross- 

cultural inform ants. One tric k  is that I created the questions w ith  mixed 

languages. The ru le  is  tha t when people ta lk about concepts in  the 

Chinese culture, they are spoken in  Chinese, and vice versa. In  Appendix 

III, we find many questions are framed that way. Further, the same trick 

is used in  the w riting  of the dissertation. As presented in  earlier 

chapters, I have used many Chinese pin yin to describe many Chinese 

concepts such as ren, i, 11 he, and ningju li in  the dissertation.

A second trick  is  tha t whenever I got confused, I would stop the 

informant and ask fo r clarification. For example, when people talked 

about self and collectively in  the Chinese sense but in  English, I, the
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researcher, often had to stop the inform ant to ask whether she or he 

meant th is in  the Chinese sense or in  the American sense. Such incident 

occurred over and over again in  the research. They enhance cross- 

cu ltu ra l communication via circular, repetitive processes.

Finally, th is model has some im plication for cross-cultural 

translation — a profession I have been involved in  for many years. In  

terms o f translation, a key question is how to translate ideas from one 

cu lture to another. The traditional belief is tha t a translator should 

exactly translate what is being said by the speaker. Such a belief im plies 

objectivity.

My position is that objectivity in  translation is impossible in  cross- 

cu ltu ra l communications. In other words, subjectivity or non-objectivity 

is involved in  translation and interpretation (Becker, 1991). As explained 

previously what is being said may be completely different from what is 

meant on the receiver’s end. In some other cases ideas are believed to be 

d ifficu lt, or untranslatable. For example, "bad behavior" in  one cu lture  

m ight be "good behavior" in  another one. In  order to have effective 

translations, the translator has to be literate about both cultures and 

actually transform  what is being said in  order to be understood correctly. 

Such a translator is a language translator and a cultural translator as 

well, a title  I was given for the project between the Chinese ins titu tion  

and the American counterparts.

Such a cu ltura l translator conducts a meta-translation. The language 

translation is a basic level translation. I f  there is a cultural fit, a d irect 

language translation alone can do the job. I f  due to cultural reasons, the 

d irect translation w ill not work, the cu ltu ra l translator has to intervene. 

Since a few years ago, before I did a translation, I explained to both
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parties tha t I would not do a direct translation in  some circumstances in  

order to make the communication effective. As a cu ltu ra l translator, I 

also pay much attention to the behavior o f both parties in  order to make 

the exchange smooth and productive. I often intervene to make 

appropriate the tim ing for g ift exchanges, speeches, hand-shaking, and 

so fo rth . In fact, I have been very deeply involved in  the negotiations on 

program development for both parties.

Summary

This chapter is a reflexive account on the research process. It deals 

w ith  the researcher's impact on the constructions o f social reality in  the 

context of cross-cultural transfer of organizational practices. In the firs t 

section the researcher’s experiences are presented as research data, in  

w hich the researcher is also the inform ant. In  the section that follows, 

an attem pt is made to surface the researcher’ values, beliefs, and 

assumptions, and explicate how they m ight have influenced the study 

one way or another. In  the following section, an account for the 

researcher's observing the research process, in  which the researcher is 

embedded, is made. Finally, some issues pertaining to cross-cultural 

communication are discussed, and a model for cross-cultural 

communication is presented.
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CHAPTER NINE

DISCUSSION OP FINDINGS. CONCLUSIONS. AND IMPLICATIONS 
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Introduction

In the introductory chapter, I challenged the idea tha t the Western 

organizational theories and practices are universal and can work in  the 

Chinese situation w ithout accommodating the trad itional values and 

beliefs that sustain the society. Specially, I suggested tha t culture is 

deeply embedded in  the manifestation of organizational practices, and 

the East and the West are cu ltu ra lly  very different. When the Western 

organizational practices are applied in  the Chinese situation to deal w ith 

organizational problems in  China, the nature of the organizational 

problems becomes a different one. Essentially, different forms of 

organizational problems exist, due to the intervention o f new 

organizational practices. To know the nature of the organizational 

problems, one has to leam the perspectives of the major players which 

influence the organization — specifically employees, management, and 

the government — because humans have capacities to construct then- 

own realities and act accordingly. Consequently, a problem of meaning 

may arise, because the imported organizational practices may have 

values and meanings tha t do not correspond to the values and meanings 

in  the host culture.
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Further, I suggested tha t cultural transposition may be achieved in  

the context of cross-cultural transfer of organizational practices. In order 

to create cu ltura l transposition, a process of cu ltu ra l tuning is needed. 

One can change either the dominant values and meanings in  the host 

culture or the imported organizational practices or both simultaneously 

to f it  in to each other.

Specifically, in  pursu it of meanings of cross-cultural transfer of 

organizational practices, two research questions are raised in  Chapter 

One:

1. What are the major cultural values and beliefs that influence 

human behavior, especially organizational behavior in China?

2 . What are the major cultural values and beliefs by which certain  

imported organizational practices may be interpreted in China?

In  terms of searching for strategies for cross-cultural transfer of 

organizational practices, two research questions are developed in 

Chapter One:

1. In terms of effectiveness as defined in  the local culture, what 

are the cultural values and beliefs that either fit or do not fit into  

certain imported organizational practices?

2. How may cultural values and beliefs, and imported 

organizational practices be reorganized or transformed to fit into  

each other, with the aim of increasing organizational performance?
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Having substantially discussed the study, it  is time to draw conclusions. 

In  this Chapter, I shall attempt to describe a model for cross-cultural 

transfer of organizational practices which w ill answer these research 

questions. Then, I shall focus on the conclusions of the study and its 

implications for future research.

Toward a Model of Cross-Cultural Transfer o f  
Organizational Practices

After th is study, a model of cross-cultural transfer o f organizational 

practices is developed (see Figure 15). Before getting in to  the details of 

the model, I shall give a brief, holistic description of the model so tha t 

we have a view of the forest. First, organizational theories and practices 

are deeply embedded in  the culture in  which they are created. In  other 

words, the conceptualization of organizational theories and practices is 

in trinsica lly related to the Western culture. Second, when organizational 

practices in  the Western culture are introduced to deal w ith  

organizational problems in  the Eastern culture, a process o f interpreting 

those organizational practices occurs in  the Eastern culture. In  such a 

process, the organizational practices are interpreted from a Eastern 

cu ltura l perspective. Consequently, different understandings about those 

transferred organizational theories and practices may arise. F inally, in  

order to achieve cu ltu ra l transposition, a process of transform ation 

occurs. In such a process, two kinds of tuning exist, and they may or 

may not have to occur simultaneously, depending on the situation. One 

of them is organizational practice tuning which means th a t the cross- 

cu ltura lly transferred organizational practices are transformed to f it into 

the Eastern culture. The other one is that the native cu lture has to be

316

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



R
eproduced 

with 
perm

ission 
of the 

copyright 
ow

ner. 
Further 

reproduction 
prohibited 

w
ithout 

perm
ission.

i

S^The fit of \  
Eastern culture & 
Western Practices,InterpretationOrganizational

Practices

Western Culture

No

Transformation

Yes

^  Transforming culture 

—^  Transforming Western practices

Direct transfers

Tranformlng both

Eastern Culture

Figure 15. A model for cross-cultural transfer of organizational practices

317



transformed to f it  into the cross-culturally transferred organizational 

practices. Sometimes, the two tunings may have to happen 

simultaneously. Finally, the process of interpretation and 

transformation is very much related, as w ill be illustrated later.

Next, I shall use some m ajor cases in  the study to illustra te  such a 

model, w ith  special attention to the process of interpretation and 

transformation. First, I shall discuss how the native culture influences 

the process of interpreting. Then, I shall also ta lk  about strategizing 

cu ltu ra l transposition.

The Cultural Orientations and the Interpretation of 
Cross-Culturallv Transferred Organizational Practices

In  th is section, I shall discuss how different cu ltura l orientations 

im pact the process o f interpretation o f cross-culturally transferred 

organizational practices.

Collectivism and the Meaning of Cross-Culturallv Transferred 
Organizational Practices

Collectivism as a cu ltu ra l orientation has been extensively discussed 

in  relation to human nature in  the text. In the Chinese view, human 

beings are moral beings, which means that Chinese are after Confucian 

moral perfection (Hu, 1990). Behaviors are guided by the Confucian 

principles of jen, i, li, he, and xiao. A ll o f these principles are about 

human relationships, and in  fact the Chinese view human relationship 

as the basic core o f the society which constitutes a significant difference 

from the Western culture. As discussed in  Chapter Five, the emphasis 

on collectivity is so much tha t there exists a transform ation o f the
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meaning o f self. Wo — the Chinese word for self -- means more "we" than
t t j  i i

Consequently, the Chinese tend to view the self as member belonging 

to a j i  t t  J i t i is very im portant in  the Chinese culture, as an ind ividua l 

has to survive in  a j i  t t  When an individual is small, she is taken care of 

by her family. When outside of the family, she establish her self w ith  new 

groups tha t provide the kind of protections that she needs. In the 

meantime, she is expected to contribute to such a j i  ti, and conform to 

norms made by the j i  t t  The forms by which collectivism is made manifest 

in  the Chinese culture are fam ily fame, group performance, group 

rewards, group competition, organizations as communities, 

subordination to group, and self-denial.

As discussed in  Chapter Two, the Western organizational theories and 

practices are developed on the assumption that human beings are by 

nature self-oriented or individualistic. Consequently Western 

organizational practices such as pay-by-skill or pay-by-performance, and 

team work did not make much sense to the Chinese. Individualism  has 

been treated as a negative phenomenon in  the Chinese society, and these 

organizational practices are associated w ith  individualism . For instance, 

although officially pay-by-skill or pay-by-performance was adopted in  the 

organization, the collectivism orientation proved to be more meaningful 

to the organizational members. Mr. Dong decided to drop the opportunity 

for a raise because of the concerns for others. Mr. Wang and Mr. J ia  both 

went for and received such an opportunity, although officia lly only Mr. 

Wang deserved such a promotion. In such an instance, the new practices 

and the trad itiona l practices stood side by side. Another instance of th is
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kind was manifested in  the case of the fax machine. The Western values 

o f innovation did not hold in  the battle w ith the concern o f collectivism.

Particularism and its Impact on the Meaning of Cross-Culturallv 
Transferred Organizational Practices

Particularism  is a cultural orientation discussed in  relation to the 

assumption of human relationship. Particularism means to have 

different rules for different groups o f people, whereas universalism refers 

to the phenomenon that the same rules are applied to a ll of the people. 

The Chinese have their own word for the particularistic relationship -  

guanxi One can argue that the Chinese society is established by guanxi 

work. People are consciously building their guanxi which is viewed as 

more im portant than their skills.

As discussed in  Chapter Two, the Western organizational practices are 

based on the universalism orientation. The assumption is th a t human 

beings are equal, and personal relations have to be kept separate from 

public life.

Consequently the Western organizational practices are understood 

differently by the Chinese. For example, the Western management by 

participation was viewed by the Chinese to have two meanings. One was 

that workers had the right to participate in  the management. This 

matched the communist ideology that workers were the masters of the 

country. The other one was that workers had some skills and experiences 

to improve organizational efficiency. The meanings tha t workers had the 

right to participate in  the daily decision making processes, and by doing 

so could achieve the satisfaction of independence and self-actualization 

were somehow lost. Or rather, they did not make much sense to the 

native Chinese. Treating workers as equals to the managers violated the
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Chinese norm of respect for hierarchy. They viewed tha t such practices 

made the leaders appear to be lacking in  charisma — "lack of leadership 

quality," "indecisive." It also made workers as if  they were misbehaving, 

since managing was generally viewed as the sole responsibility o f the 

management. Consequently, only those people who had close guanxi w ith  

the bosses got more chances to participate. Further, they changed the 

meanings of delegation and of management by participation. Some 

workers were named as ba da yuan to "participate."

In  the case o f salary promotion, nobody actually believed tha t the 

process can be a fa ir one in  the Western sense at all. In  order to get both 

candidates promoted, Mr. Gai had to go through his guanxi. Another 

instance of th is  kind was manifested in  the case of team work. The value 

o f in-group was used in  the reorganization o f teams. Those people who 

liked each other and treated each other as in-group members were 

organized in to  a new work team.

A f f e c t i v i t v  a n d  its Impacts on the Meaning of Cross-Culturallv 
Transferred Organizational Practices

Affectivity is another cu ltura l orientation which contrasts the East 

and the West. I t  exists in  the form of emotional and inform al 

relationships among the organizational members. As previously 

discussed, Chinese tend to emphasize human relationship more than 

any other m aterialistic relationships. In  other words, the organization of 

the Chinese society was human-centered, focusing on the expressive 

needs o f the human beings. In contrast, the organization of the Western 

society emphasizes more instrumental needs which serve the purposes of 

the organization — economic effectiveness (Ogbor, 1990).
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It needs to be noted that affectivity is manifested in  the form al 

structures and inform al structures at Jiagong. The life-support system is 

clearly designed to support and satisfy human needs. As shown in  the 

text, affectivity pervades almost every part o f the inform al structure of 

the organization. Some of the examples are the value o f harmony, the 

respect for hierarchy and age, and guanxi work among organizational 

members.

The Western organizational practices serve more instrum ental needs 

than the expressive needs of human beings. The reforms carried out in  

the case organization were based upon the instrum ental assumption of 

organizational behavior. As shown in  the text, th is is where the cultures 

clash most. An instance of th is  was manifested in  the case o f firing. The 

management at both the enteiprise level and the plant level expressed 

the ir sorrows over "sending people on vacation." Another instance was 

shown in  the case of salary promotion. Mr. Dong gave up h is opportunity 

due to the concerns for others. Mr. Gai worked very hard to get both Mr. 

J ia  and Mr. Wang promoted, because of his consideration and caring for 

them. In the case of participation, the establishment of the workers' 

congress was to enhance the workers' feeling of mastership over the 

enterprise. In the case of team work, the feelings toward each other made 

some differences in  terms of who got recruited to new teams. The people 

who were not chosen were reassigned jobs to other places o f the 

enterprise instead of being la id off.

Ascription and its  Impacts on the Meaning of Cross-Culturallv 
Transferred Organizational Practices

Ascription is another cu ltura l orientation by which assumption about 

human relationships are made manifest. As shown in  the text, the

322

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Chinese emphasize ascription as against the Western emphasis on 

achievement orientation. Such a cu ltura l orientation is manifested in  

the form of reward d istribution

As discussed in  Chapter Two, the Western organizational practices are 

developed based on a p rio ri assumption that humans should be judged 

and rewarded by their achievement. The organizational practices such as 

pay-by-skill or pay-by-performance are typically Western. However, when 

these practices were applied in  the Chinese situation, cu ltu ra l clashes 

occurred. An instance of th is  was manifest in  the case of salary 

promotion. Mr. J ia  demanded such a promotion opportunity for the 

reason that he was senior and retiring. Such a demand was obviously 

taken as legitimate by M r. Gai and the people at the JCSP, and they 

granted the promotion to M r. Jia. In the case of management by 

participation, some of the senior workers were allowed to participate ju s t 

because of the ir seniority a t the enterprise. Some other people were 

allowed to participate because of the ir close relationship w ith  the 

superiors.

Large Power Distance and its  Impacts on the Meaning of Cross- 
Culturallv Transferred Organizational Practices

Large power distance is another cu ltura l orientation by which 

assumptions about human relationships are made manifest. As 

previously discussed, the human relationships in  China are essentially 

hierarchical, and reflect the hierarchical relationships manifested in  

nature. Harmony is realized through the respect of hierarchy. Large 

power distance is manifested in  the form of the clear hierarchical 

structure of the organization, respect for hierarchy and age, status 

consciousness, the privilege of the superiors, and paternalism.
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As discussed earlier, the Western organizational practices are based 

on the assumption that human beings are equal. Consequently, when 

these Western organizational practices are used in  the Chinese 

situation, they are understood differently. An instance of th is  was 

manifested in  the case of salary promotion. Mr. J ia  took seniority as a 

power leverage to get himself promoted. Another instance was the case of 

management by participation. Due to the introduction o f such Western 

practices, authoritarianism  in  the lower level of management was 

strengthened. People were not given equal opportunities in  the process of 

decision making. Further, participatory management was interpreted as 

delegation ra ther than equal participation among organizational 

members. A  fina l instance was in  the case of team work. Workers in  a 

team were not equal, and there existed a clear consciousness o f 

hierarchy in  a work team.

A  general conclusion which can be made is that the meaning of 

Western organizational practices are constructed or reconstructed in  the 

process of transfer. As discussed in  the text (especially in  Chapter Six 

and Seven), when the organizational practices are transferred from  one 

culture to another, the ir original meanings can rarely hold. Sometimes, 

the original meaning is fractured or lost; and sometimes, new meanings 

are infused in to  the imported organizational practices.

This is in  significant contrast w ith the universalists' position. As 

discussed previously, universalists tend to believe tha t when the 

organizational theories or practices are transferred from one culture to 

another, the meanings of them w ill be intact. In other words, the 

imported organizational theories or practices w ill be understood as the

324

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



way it  is understood in  the West. The question left is whether such 

theories or practices can fit into the local culture.

The Process of Transformation and Strategies 
for Cultural Transposition in the Context 

of Cross-Culturallv Transferred Organizational Practices

This model suggests tha t the Western organizational practices which 

are developed based on the Western assumptions have to be transformed 

or redefined to accommodate the Chinese cu ltura l orientations, due to 

the significant difference between the two cultures. The process of 

transformation involves organizational practice tuning and cu ltu ra l 

tuning.

Explicitly stated, a major goal of th is study is designed to explore 

cu ltura l transposition — cu ltu ra l synthesis — in  the context of cross- 

cu ltu ra l transfer o f organizational practices. By cu ltura l transposition, I 

refer to a process o f cu ltura l tuning for the purpose of achieving 

organizational effectiveness in  modernization or development. An 

underlying assumption is tha t there exist traditional values and beliefs 

which f it  into the Western organizational practices; and there are also 

traditional values and beliefs which do not f it  in to the Western 

organizational practices.

To achieve the goals o f modernization or development at the 

organizational level or the society level, various strategies should be 

pursued in  the process of cu ltura l tuning. In  the study, several strategies 

are identified. First, when the traditional values and beliefs f it  the 

organizational practices in  the West, direct transfers of such practices 

can be done. In the case of information technology transfer, because the 

value o f high efficiency and modem technology is sim ilar to the ones in
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the West, a direct transfer of such a technology was made. A t Jiagong 

and Lingong, especially the la tter one, the im portation of Western 

inform ation technology made significant increases o f organizational 

effectiveness. However, the value over inform ation technology is not 

going to be persistent, i f  it  can not make a difference. A t Gunlun, the 

inform ation technology was not well utilized, and the enterprise director 

who made such a decision began to feel lots of pressure.

In  some cases the Western organizational practices have to be 

transformed to f it  into the Chinese culture in  the pursu it of 

organizational effectiveness. These cases tend to happen when the 

trad itional values and beliefs are strongly held. Such a strategy is 

m anifest in  the case of firing. The Western practice o f layoff was almost 

transformed into a different form  of organizational practice: The term for 

layoff — kai chu or j ie g u  — was not used, and people were encouraged to 

leave the organization in  a variety o f ways. None of these 

institutionalized practices was rejected by organizational members, and 

the effects for savings and reducing losses to the enterprise were 

achieved.

In  some other cases trad itional values and beliefs have to be 

transformed to work w ith imported organizational practices. In  the case 

o f structura l reform, the enterprise management had to abandon the 

trad itional value of control, and delegate enough powers to Jianan, in  

order to improve economic performance. The Western practice o f p rofit 

center was essentially established, and such an integration achieved a 

great success. In the case of salary promotion, an attempt was made to 

promote those w ith  the best performance record. However, in  my 

judgm ent Jiagong was not able to transform the traditional values and
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beliefs to cany out the process in  a Western way. However, i t  did 

encourage people like Mr. Wang to go for such an opportunity which 

would not come to him  otherwise. As discussed in the text, it  ended up 

that the trad itional practices and the new ones stood side by side.

There exist some other circumstances whereby both the imported 

organizational practices and the traditional cultural orientations have to 

be tuned. Such a strategy is manifested in  the case of management by 

participation and team work. In  the former case, Jiagong created a 

Workers' congress which functioned more or less like the board of 

trustees in  the West. Such a practice was to a great extent even more 

radical, since it  put workers — the lower organizational members — on 

the very top of the organization. Further, the instrum ental role o f the 

workers was emphasized and they were encouraged to do trouble 

shooting and problem solving. This more or less changed the values th a t 

workers were only to listen and work.

The case of team work was a successful cultural tuning. On the one 

hand, people were judged and selected on the basis of performance, and 

people could make the ir own choices for positions. Such practices were 

divergent from  the traditional practices. A  serious attempt was made to 

avoid nepotism and back-door phenomenon. On the other hand, on the 

basis of competition according to abilities, guanxi work -- the trad itiona l 

values and beliefs — was allowed to play. Further, a m otivational 

mechanism based on group performance was applied, and workers were 

given more powers to control the production processes.

A general conclusion which can be made from this study is tha t the 

traditional values and beliefs can be delineated to the extent so that 

those which f it  or do not fit in to  the cross-culturally transferred
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organizational practices can be identified. Further, both culture and 

imported organizational practices can be transformed to f it  in to each 

other in  the p u rsu it of cultural transposition. As shown in  the text, such 

transform ation is a d ifficu lt, complex process. I t  is more complex than 

any type o f technology transfer. And that is why I argue against the 

notion th a t achieving cultural transposition can be treated like 

assembling a car by importing different parts from different countries.

Several types o f transformation can occur in  the process o f achieving 

cu ltu ra l synergy. First, those cultural values and beliefs which do not fit 

in to the im ported Western organizational practices can be transformed 

in  order to achieve cu ltura l synthesis. Furthermore, fo r some strongly- 

held trad itiona l values and beliefs, the imported organizational practices 

have to be tuned to f it  into the Chinese culture. The tuning o f the 

practice o f firin g  for the Chinese culture was a good example of th is. 

Finally, in  some cases such as the case of management by participation 

and team work, both the traditional culture and the imported 

organizational practices had to be tuned to f it in to  each other in  the 

pursu it o f cu ltu ra l synthesis.

Further Conclusions, Suggestions, and Implications

This study is about revealing the cu ltura l in terp lay in  the context of 

cross-cultural transfer of organizational practices. In  the rest of the 

chapter, some further conclusions, suggestions, and im plications are 

examined.
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The Study of Cultural Transposition and Implications for 
the Study of Organization and Culture

Cross-cultural scholars continue to argue about the relationship 

between organization and culture. As discussed in  Chapter Two, there 

exist two major views -- the universalistic view and the non- 

universalistic view. The universalistic view posits tha t organizations are 

alike and theories of organizations apply cross-culturally (Hickson, 

Hinings, McMillan, & Schwitter, 1974; Kuc, Hickson, & McMillan, 1980; 

March & Mannari, 1980; Hsu, Marsh, & Mannari, 1983). Although 

culture needs to be included in  theory development, it  is not necessary to 

develop culture-specific theories (Sechrest, 1977a, b; Brown & Sechrest, 

1980). To include culture in  the theory building. Strodtbeck (1964) 

suggests treating cu ltura l factors as independent variables. A ll o f these 

position discourage the attempt o f developing culture-specific theories 

(Poortinga and Malpass, 1986).

In contrast, the nonuniversalistic view treats culture as a background 

factor which influences the psychology of human beings (Poortinga and 

Malpass, 1986). It is on th is basis that some scholars (e.g., Hofstede, 

1980, 1991; Adler, 1991; The Chinese Culture Connection, 1987; Lockett, 

1988) argue that organizations are cu ltura lly conceptualized, and 

organizational practices from one culture do not work in  another 

culture. Further, it  is found tha t culture also plays an im portant role in  

determ ining behavior (Redding, 1990), and behavior reinforce cu ltura l 

values (Hofstede, 1984a, 1991). In th is respect, the culture-specific 

school suggests tha t different cultures should proceed to develop the ir 

own culture-specific theories.
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The findings in  th is study seem to have some implications for this 

issue. First, it  seems that the cu ltura l determ inists have a point that 

each culture is specific. This study has revealed that China has her own 

perspective on how the world is organized. Chapter Four extensively 

discussed the nature of man, and how the values and beliefs — the 

fabrics o f a society — influenced human behavior at the level of self, 

relationship, organization, and society. The human nature — moral being 

— is a significantly distinctive view o f hum an beings. In the West, 

human beings are viewed as individualistic. Although Theory X  and 

Theory Y generate different perspectives about the nature of human 

beings, the two views are nevertheless based upon the individualistic 

assumption in  the West.

As discussed previously, the different view on the nature of human 

beings and human relationship has led to a different way of organizing 

the Chinese society. Consequently, hum an relationship or some kind of 

group is taken as the basic un it of a society. Further, j i  ti zhu yi, zhun bei 

you xu, and guawd become the three m ajor fabrics in  organizing the 

society. W ith such a world view, the concept of organization, job, 

leadership, and motivation takes on different meanings.

However, it  does not mean that imported organizational practices w ill 

not work at a ll in  the Chinese situation. One of the conclusions drawn 

from  th is study is tha t one can not be absolute in  judging whether 

organizational practices from one cu lture can work in  another culture. 

There are sim ply too many contingent factors in  th is context. According 

to the previous discussions in  the text, the kind of organizational 

practices, the cu ltura l orientations associated w ith  these organizational 

practices, and the cultural orientations a ll have a claim to th is question.
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Thus, instead o f asking such a broad question, a better question 

should take a contingent dimension: In what circumstances can the 

organizational practices developed in  one culture w ork in  another 

culture? In other words, the fit between the imported organizational 

practices and the local culture is more im portant than anything else. 

When there is a fit, success prevails; when there is no fit, it  fails. In the 

case o f in form ation technology transfer, the value o f efficiency in  the 

local culture corresponds w ith the Western value underlying the use of 

inform ation technology, resulting in  successes at both Jiagong and 

Unggong. In  th is  case, nothing significant in  terms o f either local culture 

or the imported organizational practices was changed. In  the case o f 

structura l reform  at Jianan, the value of hierarchy had to be changed in  

order to use the Western profit-centered organizational practices. In  the 

case of firing, the Western organizational practices had to be 

transformed to a great extent to fit into the Chinese values. In the case 

of management by participation and team work, both cu ltu ra l 

orientations and the Western organizational practices had to be 

transformed, interpreted, or redefined to make it  work.

Another im plication which can be drawn from th is  research is tha t 

both the culture-free school and the culture-specific school go to 

extremes, and th e ir extreme theoretical views on these issues may not be 

useful in  the context o f cross-cultural transfers o f organizational 

practices. These theorists tend to be conservative in  developing and 

protecting the ir own tu rf, so that two untenable opposite theses are 

developed. As suggested by Kirkbride and Tang (1989), "It is therefore 

probably more fru itfu l to consider them not as opposites bu t ra ther as 

two ends o f a continuum  along which the specific effects o f the
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application of any technique or theory can be assessed" (p. 8). In other 

words, each organizational practice can be viewed as more or less 

universal.

Another, related im plication is that theory development for cross- 

cu ltu ra l management should focus on developing contingent theories. 

Many cross-cultural management scholars are committed to develop 

universal theories. However, in  a cross-cultural context universal 

organizational theories have meanings only in  a contingency sense.

Since the world is fu ll of diverse distinctive cultures, it  does not make 

much sense to develop a theory in  one culture and intend to apply it  

s tric tly  to another culture.

This fu rther implies that traditional theory development is no longer 

adequate to develop cross-cultural theories in  management and 

organizations. The traditional theory development assumes tha t the core 

of a theory should not be changed when applied to other situations. 

When a theory or a practice prescribed by a theory is transformed, 

redefined, or reinterpreted, the traditional theorists view tha t the theory 

is no longer existent. As discussed above, in  the context of cross-cultural 

transfer o f organizational practices, such changes of the original theories 

or practices are imperative. In this context then, it  may be more 

meaningful to develop contingent organizational theories which can be 

adapted to various cultures.

Although th is particular study has suggested an im portant direction 

towards developing universal organizational theories, much need to be 

done in  future research. Such an issue entails a study of enormous scope 

and complexity. Further research should continue to focus on the 

contingency approach to study the phenomenon of cross-cultural
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transfer o f organizational practices. This study suggests that the meta

constructs — the major pattern variables and universal dimensions — are 

im portant in  such studies. Further, it  suggests tha t an indigenous 

perspective w ill help enrich the understandings o f the host cultures of 

the cross-culturally transferred organizational practices.

Future research should focus more on the synthesizing process 

between the traditional culture and the imported organizational 

practices. Such processes are im portant to study, since all of the cu ltu ra l 

interactions reside in  them. A lim itation o f th is study was the lack of 

such a focus. Except in  the cases of salary promotion and team work in  

which the researcher was involved to some extent, the other cases were 

after-the-fact studies.

The Research Design and its Implications for the Study of Meanings 
of Cross-Cultural Transfer of Organizational Practices

Most cross-cultural studies are done either by a researcher or 

researchers from one culture to study another culture, or by a native 

researcher or researchers. In the former case, anthropologists usually do 

studies like  that. In the latter cases, the native researchers usually do 

studies like that.

The design of th is study is different from most other cross-cultural 

researches. Multiple perspectives — the Eastern conversation, the cross- 

cu ltu ra l conversation, and the meta-conversation -- are used to explore 

the meanings and strategies of cross-cultural transfer of organizational 

practices. A ll of these perspectives are designed to look at the same 

monster from different angles.
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I hope th is study has shown the importance of understanding culture 

and practices from the native perspective. Our ideas, theories, or 

organizational practices are culturally-bounded, and one cannot use his 

or her own pattern o f thinking, feeling and acting to make a judgm ent on 

another one (Hofstede, 1991). Otherwise, one may make a judgm ent 

which does not make sense to the native people. As discussed in  Chapter 

Two, Westerners mischaracterize Chinese as weak-willed in  the ir 

conform ity and deference to leadership. In the native perspective the 

Chinese conform ity and acquiescence may be a motive to avoid 

disrupting harmonious relations (Wong, 1982).

This study also revealed an argument on whether the Chinese are 

collectivistic or individualistic. In my judgm ent the argument tha t 

Chinese are individualistic (Pye, 1991; Ng, 1990) is another 

m ischaracterization o f the Chinese culture. I believe that such an 

argument is established by interpretations o f some phenomena using the 

Western perspective. W hat is important to know is how the natives view 

such a phenomenon. From this study, it  is clear tha t the Chinese view 

relationship as more im portant than anything else. Consideration for 

others is as strong as ever.

An im portant po in t is that Chinese exhibit different behavior in  

different situations. In  an ingroup, a ll of the Confucian moral principles 

apply. When in  a non-ingroup setting, the individuals behave 

aggressively for the benefit of self or group. I t  is true that many Chinese 

do not view the ir work groups as their ingroups, thus they behave in  a 

non-ingroup setting.

I believe that those who view the Chinese as individualistic are 

probably misled by the non-ingroup behavior. The Westerners view th is
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as individualistic behavior. Interestingly, such behavior are justifiab le  in  

the Chinese society, although the society is harsh on individualism . As 

discussed in  the text, such behavior may well be viewed as collectivistic. 

For example, one is aggressive in  various competitions to w in  fame for 

the fam ily or an ingroup. The aggressive behavior is driven by the concern 

o f the group.

This fu rther implies tha t the meaning of collectivism may be different 

in  different cultures, and one can not impose its  meaning from one 

culture to another. Schwartz (1990) suggests that the dichotomy — 

individualism - collectivism is insufficient. One reason is th a t there is a 

difference between collectivism defined in  an ingroup, and collectivism in  

a national culture. In  China, I believe tha t the former meaning of 

collectivism is more adequate.

In fact, the idea o f using m ultiple perspectives is not new at all. As 

mentioned earlier, Morgan (1986) asserts tha t in  the study o f a social 

phenomenon, i t  is always more beneficial to have m ultip le perspectives. 

W hat has been known is tha t using m ultiple perspectives are more 

beneficial than a single perspective. An additional perspective is like ly to 

add something to the new picture. The use of m ultiple perspectives is 

often lim ited to perspective-shifting. 'To see ourselves as others see us" 

is often the scheme. Hamada (1990) attempts to sh ift her perspectives in  

her study on American enterprises in  Japan.

W hat is unusual in  the study is the way these perspectives are 

interwoven together to produce a whole. I believe tha t such research 

bears a theoretical significance. What has been lacking is how to connect 

these perspectives together to enrich its meanings. In the study, such an 

integration attempt is made. The cross-cultural conversation is to
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transcend the knowledge obtained from the Eastern conversation. Based 

on the inform ation obtained from the Western and the Eastern 

conversations, abstract constructs — the pattern variables and universal 

dimensions — are utilized. Further, those inform ants who have cross- 

cu ltu ra l experiences are selected to discuss about how cultura l conflicts 

as w ell as cu ltura l synthesis are realized in  the ir own experiences. I 

believe tha t such an effort was instrum ental in  understanding the 

cu ltu ra l interplay in  the context o f cross-cultural transfer of 

organizational practices. Meta-conversation is an attem pt to have a 

conversation between the researcher and the research process. It is a 

process whereby the researcher was observing the process in  which the 

researcher was observing. The outcome resulting from th is effort includes 

the findings about the issue of trust, being conscious about the role of 

the researcher in  the data collected, and modifying research methods.

However, the meta-conversation in  this study is not ideal. W hat w ill 

be ideal is to have a meta-conversation w ith the organizational members 

in  the case organization. As w ill be discussed later, it  is unfortunate that 

the organizational members were not able to have such a conversation, 

due to the fact that they lacked the Western perspective. Future research 

should pursue such an ideal situation so tha t the tentative theoretical 

framework can be further refined.

Another significance of the design in  this study was the approach to 

how m ajor organizational forces -- the government, the management, 

and the employees — constructed their own realities, and how much they 

shared the single organizational reality. This was an attempt to 

understand the sub-cultures as well as the interactions among them in  

an organizational setting. In traditional studies, only the management's
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perspective or culture is explored, and the perspective of the employees is 

usually ignored.

Such a design was very fru itfu l. It proved that different groups of 

organizational forces constructed the ir own realities. The government 

had the ir own perceptions about the problems in  the industria l 

organizations, and suggested a radical approach to transform the society 

in  which the industria l organizations are embedded. The management 

had different perceptions, and took a different alternative to deal w ith  

the organizational problems. They were more concerned w ith  the 

harmony and stability of the organization. The employees were more 

discrim inating. They liked some of the reforms, and did not support 

others. They were concerned about the kind of refohns which brought 

less social security for them. Further, they became disillusioned by the 

reforms th a t strengthened authoritarianism  in  the organization.

On the other hand, they, especially the management and the 

employees, a ll shared an organizational reality. For example, the respect 

for hierarchy, the value of harmony, and guanxi work were a ll supported 

or taken for granted by them. Further, they believed that reforms were 

necessary, although their approaches were different. Future research 

should fu rthe r investigate the dynamic interactions between these 

organizational sub-cultures or realities. This study only did th is to a veiy 

lim ited degree.

The Cross-Cultural Transfer of Organizational Practices and its  
Implications for Organizational Change in a Cultural Context

In  th is study of cross-cultural transfer o f organizational practices, an 

observation about the process of organizational change in  a cultural
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context may have a theoretical significance. In the literature, pertaining 

to the transfer o f organizational innovation or technological innovation 

from one culture to another, scholars seem to reach a consensus tha t 

there are some conditions that may promote or prohib it such cross- 

cu ltura l transfers. Such conditions are often phrased as "com patibility" 

(Levine, 1980; Roger, 1983) or norms of consistence (Staw, 1984). As 

Ogbor (1990) argued:

. . . these ideas . . .  focus their attentions solely on "factors" and 
means concerning the institutionalization o f change programs 
w ith in  the organization. The main value of these propositions is 
tha t they are prim arily directed to an interest in  the fate o f 
innovation (or new institution) being introduced, rather than to a 
concern, too, w ith  the destiny o f the existing practice (or 
institu tion) through which the new one is directed. This 
presupposes situations o f organizational innovation in  w hich the 
new program or pattern o f behavior is brought to bear on an 
existing behavior in order to reach some goal — for instance, 
organizational efficiency. It presupposes situations o f innovation 
in  which the institu tion . . . has displaced or is process of 
displacing the existing one. (p. 351)

The findings in  th is  study suggests tha t in  the phenomenon of cross- 

cu ltura l transfer o f organizational practices the fate of innovation is only 

a part of the whole dynamic situation. As Ogbor (1990) arrives a t his 

study tha t not a ll situations in  which the displacement o f old practices 

is taking place. In  the case of salary promotion, the old practices and the 

new ones co-existed, and the organizational members seemed to agree 

tha t such a trend would continue. To a large extent, in  the cases of 

management by participation and team work, both trad itional practices 

and the new ones were intermingled w ith each other. It is hard to say 

that the displacement was taking place.

The co-existence of two different types of organizational practices 

suggest tha t fu ture research in  the cross-cultural transfer of
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organizational practices should broaden the context. The fate of 

innovation is only a m inor case of the whole complex process. What is 

equally im portant to know is the organizational process o f im porting an 

innovation per se, as well as impacts by such organizational process.

Further, the traditional practice of innovation also presupposes tha t 

the fate o f innovation is bleak when it  is incompatible w ith  traditional 

values and beliefs. In other words, mostly such an innovation w ill not be 

adopted. Even though traditional values and beliefs can be changed, it  is 

widely held tha t such change is d ifficu lt to make.

The findings in  th is study suggest tha t it  may not always be the case. 

Throughout the text, the direct cu ltura l clash between the traditional 

cu ltu ra l orientations and the new cu ltura l orientations associated w ith  

the im ported organizational practices have been discussed. However, it  

seems th a t some of the values which do not f it  in to  the innovations are 

changed in  an amazingly swift manner. A ll of the cases investigated were 

adopted and implemented in  recent years. One would expect tha t the 

fundam entally different values and beliefs have to take generation to 

change.

In  order to find out the detailed process which has led to such usual 

changes at Jiagong, a longitudinal research design is needed. In absence 

o f such a research design, categorical answers have to be awaited. 

However, based on the research some intelligent speculations can be 

made.

Several reasons may contribute to the sw ift changes of traditional 

values and beliefs in  the case organization. One of the reasons is that 

the whole environment is changed from a plan system to a market 

system. Such a change has forced the case organization to transform
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itse lf to the new environment. In recent years, the proportion of plan 

from  the government was gradually reduced. As the trend was going 

strong, the management at Jiagong realized that they had to transform  

the organization.

Second, the government which is the owner of the organization is the 

opinion leader (Rogers, 1983), and the government is committed to 

im porting organizational practices from  the Western countries. The 

government can be viewed as the radical reformists. The nature of the ir 

radicalness was manifested in  the bold steps toward reform ing the 

trad itiona l system.

Third, under the leadership o f the government, the management at 

the case organization became the change agent, and actually 

implemented a ll of the changes. The management was clearly concerned 

about the stability of the situation. In  the ir view, the changes should 

reinforce the stab ility o f the situation, rather than make it  chaotic. 

Evidently they complained a lo t about the new changes they had to make 

to the organization. Compared w ith  the government's position in  

transferring organizational practices to China, they were m uch less 

enthusiastic. However, since the government had an upper hand in  such 

situations, the management had to implement changes anyway. Further, 

the crisis the case organization was facing played a significant role in  the 

fast cu ltu ra l changes made. Under tremendous pressures, the 

management was w illing  to experiment w ith  almost anything to make 

the situation work, although they did not like the way the government 

was dealing w ith the situation.

Finally, the employees were supportive to most of the reforms, 

although they did not like some of the changes made at Jiagong. They
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tended to support those changes which led to organizational efficiency, 

and were concerned about the changes which had affected the ir lives in  

negative ways. For example, they believed that job security should be 

reinforced rather than weakened. On the other hand, they did not have 

much control over the change process.

The Study of Cultural Transposition and its Implications 
for the Case Organization

The research findings in  th is  study has practical im plications for the 

case organization. First, it  seems to me that the case organization needs 

to know more about the Western organizational practices and the 

cu ltu ra l orientations associated w ith  them. In other words, they need to 

be able to sh ift the ir perspective in  the process o f im porting 

organizational practices.

In the research, I got the impression that the management viewed the 

whole situation from mainly a traditional perspective. They apparently 

held the trad itional values such as harmony, stability, and expansion 

very strongly. When the external changes and internal changes led to 

chaotic situations, they had a tendency to uphold the trad itional values 

and blame the changes. Consequently, they were suspicious about the 

Western organizational practices.

A general consensus among the management, employees, and the 

government was tha t the transformation from the trad itional mode of 

organization to a new one was a very slow process. The Western 

organizational practices were s till implemented to a small scale. Part of 

the reason in  my opinion was tha t the management was not able to sh ift 

the ir perspectives. Entrenched in  a traditional perspective, they were
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like ly to blame the changes. From a different perspective, an equally 

strong argument could be that the lack o f harmony and stab ility  was due 

to the slow transformations of the organizational mode.

Another possible benefit for perspective-shifting was tha t they could 

be able to stay above and view the situation dialectically. There was a 

tendency to discard the traditional culture and organizational practices. 

Such a tendency was manifested by the radical position taken by the 

government. The "breaking three irons" movement was a clear evidence of 

tha t approach. Such a perspective was to some extent also existent in  

the case organization. From such a study and other cross-cultural 

studies, it  can be asserted that this is a very dangerous direction to go. 

The fast failure o f the "breaking three irons" movement was an im portant 

lesson in  th is  respect.

Further, it  seems to me that the management should be able to guide 

the process of interpretation (reinterpretation) and definition (or 

redefinition) of the imported organizational practices. In  the case of 

s tructu ra l reform and management by participation, the Western 

practices were used to ju s tify  the inequality between the management 

and the employees. Such a phenomenon was manifested by the cases of 

increased salary distribution between the managers and the workers, and 

the authoritarianism  of the management. Such a phenomenon had led 

to workers' belief tha t they were "exploited" or "mistreated" by the 

management.

The reinforcement of authoritarianism  in  the case organization 

deserves much attention from the management. One of the dysfunctional 

values pointed out from the cross-cultural informants was the cu ltu ra l 

tendency o f k illin g  an individual's in itia tive or creativity. Such a view
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was also generally supported by the employees in  the case organization. 

This suggests tha t the management should be aware of the im plications 

o f the interpretation (reinterpretation) and definition (or redefinition) of 

the imported organizational practices.

The research in  the case organization also suggests tha t Jiagong was 

not able to m aintain a reasonable balance between change and stability. 

There were many change in itiative going on at the same time, and the ir 

interconnectedness was a concern of the senior management. In  some 

cases, the management was not aware of the im plications o f such 

changes. Further, the transformation process from the trad itiona l system 

to a new organization which adopts to a market-oriented environm ent 

was slower, compared to the changes in  its external environment.

The Study of Cultural Transposition and its Im plications for the  
Development of Chinese Organizational and Management Theories

One of the conclusions of the study is that the Chinese cu lture  is 

significantly different from  the Western culture. The trad itiona l values 

and beliefs are s till the major factors determining human performance. 

This suggests tha t the development of Chinese theories in  organizations 

and management has to consider the cultural aspects.

One obvious route to the theory development is to develop indigenous 

theories. Indigenous theories refer to (1) that the theories are 

conceptualized in  a native cu ltura l perspective and in  the meantime (2) 

tha t the theories are to reflect their own cultural reality (Bond & Hwang, 

1986, p. 217). A m erit o f th is approach is that it  can avoid the Western 

ethnocentric perspective. As discussed earlier in  th is chapter, the 

Western ethnocentric perspective may result in  explanations th a t do not 

make sense to the native people.
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Such theories focus on the cu ltu ra l assumptions and develop theories 

which fit those cultura l assumptions. To an extent, such an attem pt was 

made in  Chapter 4. The moral man leads to three basic cu ltu ra l 

mechanisms -  J i tiguan nian, zun bei youxu, and guanxi — which 

permeate group, organization, and society. Such theories w ill be 

developed specifically for the Chinese culture.

This study suggests that another approach is to develop synergistic 

theories of organization in  the context o f cross-cultural transfer of 

organizational practices. Such an approach is to seek opportunities to 

generate learning across cu ltu ra l boundaries. The cases of integrating the 

trad itional culture w ith  the imported organizational practices are very 

useful for developing such synergistic theories. Especially, the case of 

management by participation and team work deserve attention.

I view that the synergistic approach to develop theory is more exciting 

than the preceding one. This is because, first, it  can speed up the process 

o f theory development in  China. Compared to theory development in  the 

West, i t  is my judgment tha t theories of organizations are prim itive in  

China. One of the reasons may be that "the whole notion of having a 

social scientific framework for the study and improvement o f forms of 

economic cooperation is itse lf peculiarly Western, and derives from a 

non-universal tradition of scientific rationality" (Redding, 1990, p. 236- 

237). However, such a theory development is critically necessary for the 

tens o f thousands of large state industries in  China. This is especially 

so, as China is entering the international market, and establishes a 

m arket system o f its  own. The integration o f Western organizational 

theories and practices and the Chinese culture w ill speed up such a 

process.
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Second, such a cross-cultural breeding of organizational theories w ill 

produce theories in  the context of world cultures, which has wider 

im plications for other cultures. In such a route, the Chinese culture has 

to be understood in  relation to other cultures, as was done in  Chapter 5, 

and the synergistic theories are in trinsica lly cross-cultural.

Consequently, such theories may be useful in  other cultures. A good 

example of th is is tha t the TQM or TQC which was produced by a 

synergistic process between the Western organizational practices and the 

Japanese culture and is having tremendous impact on the Western 

culture and organizational practices.

It is doubly im portant to take the cross-cultural approach to develop 

organizational theories in  the Chinese culture, because the Western 

culture has significant impacts on the changes of people's values and 

beliefs. Hu (1990) argues that in  recent years the Western assumptions 

o f "economic man" and "self-actualization" man are having significant 

impacts on the Chinese, especially the young Chinese. Human behavior 

is  like ly determined by the m ixture of "moral man," "economic man," and 

"self-actualization man." To some extent, such an argument is supported 

by th is study. The dissatisfaction about pay and benefit, social security, 

and authoritarianism  reflect some interpretations. I f  Hu is right, the 

integration of the Western organizational theories or practices w ith  the 

Chinese culture ought to be of paramount importance.

The Research Findings and Level of Generalization

Finally, an issue pertaining to the generalization of the research 

findings needs to be addressed. The level of generalization can be
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discussed in  terms of the persuasiveness of the research problem and the 

methods o f inqu iry  which lead to the nature o f the data collected.

As discussed in  Chapter 1, this research was designed and conducted 

as a result o f the awareness of the cultural clashes in  the Chinese effort 

of transferring Western organizational practices to China for the 

modernization drive. Since the Chinese government owns the state 

industries and the decision to transfer the Western organizational 

practices is made by the government, such a problem is clearly a national 

one. This argument was further supported by the fact that such a 

problem of cu ltu ra l clashes was found in  a ll o f the organizations the 

researcher visited. Thus, the problem of meaning and the problem of 

cu ltura l tuning can be seen as a general problem throughout the state 

industries in  China.

Furthermore, i t  is argued that the model generated from this case 

study is a general one, and it  can be applied to the context of cross- 

cu ltura l transfer o f organizational theories and practices. Such a model 

does not provide answers or prescriptions to any concrete practices o f 

cross-cultural transfer of organizational practices. In this respect, i t  is a 

process-oriented rather than a content oriented model.

However, i t  is  im portant to emphasize tha t th is case study is lim ited. 

Although the problem is universal, the manifested forms and solutions 

to the problem m ay be diverse (Geertz, 1973; Ogbor, 1990). In  other 

words, in  a different organization, the cu ltura l dynamics can be 

manifested in  different forms and realities, constructed by the different 

groups in  the organization, can also be different.

As mentioned earlier, the level of generalization can be also discussed 

in  terms of method of inquiry. Usually, in  order to generalize research
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outcomes to other organizations, a sample o f organizations have to be 

chosen to study. Since this study was mostly done at Jiagong, the 

research findings of th is study can not be generalized into other 

organizations. Further, since this research is done under the interpretive 

paradigm, it  cannot produce universal knowledge. This particular 

research is m ainly concerned w ith the dynamics w ith in  a particular 

context. However, th is does not mean that generalization o f the research 

outcomes a t a theoretical level are not possible. The strategies developed 

in  the study are at a theoretical level, and can be generalized into other 

organizational settings.
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Appendix I 
Interview Schedule for managers* 

Theme 1. Self

This is to investigate how the respondent views herself or him self in  

an organizational context.

(1) How do you describe your self? How do you describe an ideal self?

(2) W hat is your view of a good manager?

(3) Do you have to make any particular sacrifices to be where you are 

now?

Theme 2. Relationships

This attem pts to map im portant relationships in  an organizational 

setting.

(1) Who do you feel responsible for? What are the actual 

responsibilities? (This may include moral and m aterial responsibilities.)

(2) Where do you go for help?

Possible probe: describe incidents/situations.

(3) How is guanxi im portant here in  your organization? W ithout 

guanxi, could you be what you are today? Expand on type and extent of 

contact.
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Theme 3. Motivation and Satisfaction

This is to investigate how satisfied/dissatisfied managers are, and 

managers' perspective on new policies o f h iring and promotion. (1) How 

satisfied are you w ith  your present job?

Possible probe: W hat are the three most im portant sources of 

satisfaction in  doing your present job? Describe a recent 

incident/s ituation  tha t gives you satisfaction.

(2) Are there any aspects of the work which cause dissatisfaction?

Possible probe: describe a recent incident/situation that gives you

dissatisfaction.

(3) How do you like  the new motivational mechanisms -- policies of 

h iring  and promotion?

(4) Do you believe these new policies can be successfully implemented 

in  your organization? Why? /W hy not?

(5) I f  they are successfully implemented, are you more satisfied than 

before? Why? Why not?

(6) How would you feel if  you are no longer a manager or even forced 

out o f the job one way or another, as a result of new policies?

(7) How do you describe the workers' attitude to work in  your 

organization?

(8) How are the new organizational policies affecting the ir attitudes? 

W hy?/W hy not?

(9) Do you th in k  the needs o f workers are provided, i f  these new 

policies concerning motivation are successfully implemented?

(10) Have you tried any specific strategy by which your subordinates 

are more committed to the ir duties? Describe the strategy, please.
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(11) What are the attitudes and reactions of your subordinates toward 

the strategy used by you?

(12) Do you believe you strategy w ill help the other departments or 

factories, too?

Theme 4. Leadership

This is to investigate leadership styles in  the organization.

(1) How do you characterize your bosses?

(2) How do you like the ways they lead? Possible probe: Describe an 

incident or situation.

(3) How would you like to change the way they lead?

(4) As a boss, how do you describe your relationship w ith your 

subordinates?

Theme 5. Decision-making and organizational structure

This is to investigate managers' perspective on decision-making and 

organizational structural reform.

(1) How do you characterize decision-making in  your organization?

(2) How do you feel about the way decision is made in  your 

organization?

Possible probe: Describe an incident or situation.

(3) In  your opinion, what are the problems pertaining organizational 

structure?

(4) Do you believe these new policies for delegation and autonomy w ill 

be successfully implemented?

(5) W ill the new policies for delegation and autonomy improve the 

situation? How?
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(6) If you are No. 1 in  the company, what type of structura l change 

would you make to improve the situation?

Theme 6. Relationship with the State

This attempts to make sense o f the managers' perspective on the 

interrelationships between organization and government.

(1) Based on your work experience, what should government’s role be, 

as fa r as making organizations effective?

(2) Based on your work experiences, what does government do too 

m uch of and too little  of?

(3) How are the new policies concerning enterprise reforms affecting 

your company?

(4) W hat suggestions would you make to the government in  term s of 

reform ing trad itiona l businesses?

T h is  is ju s t a lis t of questions to help the researcher get focused. 
Most interviews were unstructured and did not follow the order o f the 
lis t. Not a ll of the questions were directed to all of the respondents, 
either. Some of the questions directed to specific situations were not on 
the lis t.
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Appendix n  
Interview Schedule for employees*

Theme 1. Self

This is to investigate how the respondent views herself or him self in  

an organizational context.

(1) How do you describe your self? How do you describe an ideal self?

(2) What is your view of a good employee?

(3) Do you have to make any particular sacrifices to be where you are 

now?

Theme 2. Relationships

This attempts to map im portant relationships in  an organizational 

setting.

(1) Who do you feel responsible for? What are the actual 

responsibilities? (This may include moral and m aterial responsibilities.)

(2) Where do you go for help?

Possible probe: describe incidents/situations.

(3) How is guanxi im portant here in  your organization? Expand on 

type and extent o f contact.

Theme 3. Motivation and Satisfaction

This is to investigate how satisfied/dissatisfied people are in  an 

organizational setting.
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(1) How satisfied are you w ith your present job?

Possible probe: What are the three most im portant sources of 

satisfaction in  doing your present job? Describe a recent 

incident/s ituation that gives you satisfaction.

(2) Are there any aspects of the work which cause dissatisfaction?

Possible probe: describe a recent incident/situation that gives you

dissatisfaction.

(3) How do you like the new motivational mechanisms -- policies of 

h iring and promotion?

(4) Do you believe these new policies can be successfully implemented 

in  your organization? Why? /W hy not?

(5) I f  they are successfully implemented, are you more satisfied than 

before? Why? Why not?

(6) How would you feel i f  you are forced out of the job one way or 

another, as a result of new policies?

(7) In  your opinion, what are the causes of the organizational 

problems?

(8) I f  you are the boss, how would you change the organization?

Theme 4. Leadership

This is to investigate leadership styles in  the organization.

(1) How do you characterize your bosses?

(2) How do you like the ways they lead? Possible probe: Describe an 

incident or situation.

(3) How would you like to change the way they lead?
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Theme 5. Decision-making

This is to investigate the cultura l differences in  terms of decision

m aking and possibility for cross-cultural transfers.

(1) How do you characterize decision-making in  your organization?

(2) How do you feel about the way decision is made in  your 

organization?

Possible probe: Describe an incident or situation.

Theme 6. Relationship with the State

This attempts to make sense of the respondent's perspective on the 

interrelationships between organization and government.

(1) Based on your work experience, what should government's role be. 

as fa r as making organizations effective?

(2) Based on your work experiences, what does government do too 

m uch o f and too little  of?

"This is ju s t a lis t of questions to help the researcher get focused. 
Most interviews were unstructured and did not follow the order o f the 
lis t. Not a ll of the questions were directed to a ll of the respondents, 
either. Some of the questions directed to specific situations were not on 
the lis t.
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Appendix m
Interview Schedule for Chinese Working in the USA

Theme 1. Self

(1) What is the word for self in Chinese? How do you understand the 
concept and identity of self from your own experiences? How do you 
describe the content of self? How do you like the American way of 
understanding self? Please provide examples.

Self mm'A  ? g - f r t X & 0 5 . «elf

(2) In contrast to an American, how do you describe your self? Any 
changes since you came to the USA?

.f t£ # 18i£ ftIE? SJA&§ktJa.W ft

(3) What is a From your own experiences, how do you
understand the identity of in the Chinese culture? How do you 
describe the content of ^ H ^ ?  What is the word for in English? 
How do you like the American way of understanding Please
provide examples.

AS05. i& m S M P 'E S  
& £ £ & £ ?  f t i n

(4) From your own experiences, where is the boundary between self 
and in the Chinese culture? Where is the boundary between self
and in the American culture? Please provide examples.

“ if  ‘F I X
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' f t l K self

Theme 2. Relationships

(1) Compare your work experiences in China, who do you feel 
responsible for in the USA? (This may include moral and material 
responsibilities.)

f i J J t r t t f l f t ?

(2) Compare your work experiences in China, where do you go for 
help?
Possible probe: describe incidents/situations.

iriMwnnmm, msam ft*#*?
(3) From your own experiences, how do you understand the concept 
of ? What is the nature of ? What is ^ ?

k m .

(4) Under what conditions, you claim that you have a th ere?  
How is different from freindship?

(5)Does American culture also have the concepts of and 
? What are the words for them respectively?

(6 ) Compare your work experiences in China, how is guanxi 
important here in the USA? To what extent guanxi functions as a tool
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for one's sm-.-fss in earn i i l iu re ?

- A S M # ?

(7) In each culture,to what extent, how is 7^ ^  important to an 
organization's success? Why?

a ?

(8) In China, how do you la guanxi with people who have have similar 
status — such as your peers and your school mates? How do you la 
guanxi with people who have higher status — such as elders and your 
bosses? How do you la guanxi with people who have lower status — 
such as people who are younger and your subordinates? How does sex 
make any difference in terms of the way you la-guanxi?

a m  a . 1A. t f c f t r t a n ? foE#

(9) In the USA. how is the way of in the USA different from
experiences in China? Does any of the above "techniques" apply to the
American culuture? Please give examples.

(10) How is the way of maintaining in the USA different from 
experiences in China?

f l i f i t t ,  w # 3 t t w - f s p F i i ?

(11) From your own experiences, how do you unde stand the notion 
of jĵ ; (lian) or fWf-^(mianzi)? What is its nature?
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(12) What do you mean when you say this person (buyaolian)? 
What do you mean when you say this person is very flrf-?* 
(yaomianzi)? What do you mean when you say this person does not 
give (mianzi)?" Under what circumstances do we say that s /h e  
has lost jj ;̂?

f K ?  S M i i A ? ®  
iffi&*A#7lfe?

(13) Who, the individual or the society, makes up the criteria for ^

ff&  or

(14) Can the value of (lian) or fET-?-(mianzi) be increased or 
decreased? How do you increase your (lian) or j§J-^*(mianzi)?

b -t -?

(15) Can jj\y[ (lian) or jgj-^(mianzi) be transferred from one person to 
another without losing its value? In other words, can you use my ^  
(lian) or j§j-j^(mianzi) to achieve the same outcomes ju st as I do it 
myself?

# ?

(16) Does the USA also have similar concepts? What are the words for 
(lian) or (mianzi)?

(17) Compare your work experiences in China, how is (lian) or
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-^ (m ia n z i)  im p o rta n t here in  the USA?

s # ?

(18) How different the criteria for (lian) or ^ ^ (m ia n z i)  in the 
two cultures? Any examples?

(19) How does the notion of lai affect a person's growth in each  
culture?

Theme 3. Performance and Satisfaction 
This is to investigate how effective and how satisfied people are in a 
comparative perspective, and possibility for cross-cultural transfers.

(1) Compare your work experiences in China, how effective are you 
on your present job?
Possible Probe: show  the efficiency ratio, if possible.

(2) Compare your work experiences in China, how satisfied are you  
with your, present job?
Possible probe: What are the three most important sources of 
satisfaction in doing your present job? Describe a recent 
incident/situation that gives you satisfaction.

(3) Compare your work experiences in China, are there any aspects of
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!lu* work w h ich  cause dissatisfaction?

Possible probe: describe a recent in c id e n t/s itu a tio n  tha t gives you 
d issatisfaction.

(4) What is the word for motivation in Chinese? How do you translate 
motivational techniques into Chinese?
Motivation Motivational techniques

(5) How do you like the motivational techniques in your work setting? 
How can any of the motivational techniques in your organization be 
transferred back to China?

motivational techniques?  
g t l f  (^motivational techniques

(6 ) What are the Chinese values and beliefs that you see will be 
congruent with these motivational techniques? Why?
f 4^ 7 x1 ̂  U  £# ^ ^ m o tiv a t io n a l
te c h n iq u e s^ — ‘S t?  A f f * £ ?

(7) What are the Chinese values and beliefs that you see will be 
dysfunctional to these motivational techniques?

techniques ?

(8 ) How can these dysfunctional values and beliefs be changed to fit 
into these motivational techniques?

motivational techniques

(9) Assume th a t the cu ltu ra l values and beliefs are not touched, how
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can these motivational techniques be changed to fit in to  the Chinese 
cu ltu re?

motivational techniques

Theme 4. Leadership 
This is to investigate the cultural differences in terms of leadership  
styles and possibility for cross-cultural transfers.
(1) From your work experiences in die two countries, how do you 
characterize your bosses in both countries?

(2) Compare your work experiences in China, how do they lead 
differently? how do you like the ways they lead? Possible probe: 
Describe an incident or situation.

(3) How can any of the leadership practices in the USA be transferred 
back to China?

(4) What are the Chinese values and beliefs that you see will be 
congruent with these leadership practices?

(5) What are the Chinese values and beliefs that you see will be 
dysfunctional to these leadership practices?

(6) How can these dysfunctional values and beliefs be changed to fit 
into these leadership practices?

- 36";
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* ^ # 7 : 5 ^ 0 % o '?

(7) Assume that the cultural values and beliefs are not touched, how 
can these leadership practices be changed to fit into the Chinese 
culture?

Theme 5. Decision-making & organizational structure 
This is to investigate the cultural differences in terms of decision
making and possibility for cross-cultural transfers.
(1) From your experiences in the two countries, how do you 
characterize decision-making at an organizational setting in both 
countries?

(2) Compare your work experiences in China, how do you feel about 
the way decision is made in your organization?Possible probe: 
Describe an incident or situation.

(3) W hat is the word for autonomy in Chinese? What does autonomy 
m ean to you? How is it conceptualized differently in China and the 
states?
Autonomy 4 ,9  autonomy7

(4) How can any of the decision-malting practices in the USA be 
transferred back to China?
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(5) What, are the Chinese vaiues and beliefs that you see w il l  be 

congruen t w ith  these decis ion-m aking practices?

^TT& fli—St?

(6) What are the Chinese values and beliefs that you see w ill be 
dysfunctional to these decision-making practices?

(7) How can these dysfunctional values and beliefs be changed to fit 
into these decision-making practices?

(8)Assume that the cu ltura l values and beliefs are not touched, how 
can these decision-making practices be changed to f it  in to  the 
Chinese culture?

Theme 6. Relationship w ith the State 
This attem pts to make sense of the respondant's perspective on the 
interrelationships between organization and government.
(1) Based on your work experience in the two countries, w hat should 
government's role be. as far as making organizations effective?

ffl?

(2) Based on you r w ork experiences in the two countries, w ha t does 
governm ent do too m uch of and too little  of?
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(3) Is there anything China should learn from  the USA to improve the 
function of the government? If yes, can they be directly transferred 
back to China w ithou t difficulty? Why? (Why not?)
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Appendix IV 

Glossary

Ba  da  yuan. It refers to eight managing members -- production planner, 

quality controller, equipment manager, m aterial manager, safety 

manager, personnel manager, health and benefit manager, and budget 

manager — who usually exist in  a work team in  a Chinese organization. 

These ba da yuan manage most of the daily production activities in  the 

workshop. These ba da yuan was usually recommended by workers and 

appointed by the workshop director. They were s till under the leadership 

o f the workshop management. However, most o f the daily activities were 

delegated to the ba da yuan who were held responsible.

Ban zhu  m in  zhu guan li. It is a Chinese democratic management 

system at the work team level. In such a system, workers are empowered 

to manage th e ir own work situation.

Boo. I t  is  a Chinese term  for reciprocity. Bao is  taken very seriously in  

human transactions. One is obligated to re turn  a favor offered by a 

party.

Chang. I t  is a Chinese term for factory.

Da wo. I t  is a Chinese term for a collectivity to which he or she belongs.
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Xiao wo. It is a Chinese term for the small self -- "me" or "I."

Dangan. I t  refers to a file of information kept by officials where a 

person's degrees, positions, and political and ideological h istory are 

recorded. It is a way o f controlling humans in  the Chinese society.

Da ye  or da be. I t  is a Chinese term for father's gege.

D id i. It is a Chinese term for younger brothers.

Ganqing. It is a Chinese term for affective component in  human 

relationship.

Gege. It is a Chinese term for elder brothers.

GuanxL I t  is a Chinese term for relationship — the basic u n it of the 

Chinese society. Guanxi refers to the kind of m utual relationships in  

which two parties are bonded together in terms of obligations. It is 

believed tha t guanxi originates from the family sphere and is also applied 

to other social situations.

He. The principles of jen, i, and li lead to the principal o f he — harmony. 

Chinese tend to trea t he as the ultimate quest for hum an beings. In 

other words, Chinese tend to avoid open conflict or confrontation in  

every possible way.
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He l i  h u a jia n  y i. It refers to innovative ideas and suggestions provided 

by workers for improvement. The management in  a Chinese organization 

uses such a system to motivate people to improve organizational 

performance.

Hong. I t  is a Chinese term  for ’’red." It means following the communist 

ideology closely. In order to have a good future, the Chinese usually have 

to be hong.

1.1 is another Chinese principle of human behavior. It refers to 

faithfulness, loyalty, or justice.

J i  t t  It refers to a collectivity. The Chinese have a significant sense of 

collectivity. They tend to treat individuals belonging to collectivity. In 

other words, individuals cannot live along w ithout collectivity.

J i  t i  guan nian. I t  denotes the value of collectivity which is strongly 

held by the Chinese.

J ia n  k u fe n  dou. I t  means thriving th riftily  and diligently.

J ie jie . It is a Chinese term  for elder sisters.

Jen. Jen is humanness — what makes us human. We are not fu lly  

human simply by receiving life in  a human form. Rather, our hum anity 

depends upon community, human reciprocity. Jen pointed in  tha t
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direction. It  connected w ith  the Confucian golden rule o f not doing to 

others w hat you would not want them to do to you.

J i  da  guo. It refers to a relatively large punishment received and 

recording in  the dangan. Both j i  xiao guo and j i  da guo can be removed 

later on depending on one's performance.

J i  x ia o  guo. I t  refers to a relatively small mistake which is recorded in 

dangan. Examples of j i  xiao guo resulting in  j i  da guo include fighting in 

the workplace, being absent for long terms, or stealing.

Jigu. I t  is a Chinese term for mother's brother.

Jun. Jun  originally means a ruler.

JunzL Junzi originally refers to a son of a ruler. It is also applied to the 

member o f the upper class or "Great Man." Since the upper class 

members have to follow the moral principles, ju nz i also im plies the 

superiority of character and behavior.

Ke. I t  is a Chinese term for department.

Laoxiang. It is a Chinese term for regional guanxi People who come 

from the same region is naturally bonded w ith  each other.

Li. L i refers to propriety, rite, or respect for social forms. The Chinese 

principle o f l i  is taken as an objective criterion o f social order. It was
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perceived as the rule of the universe and the fundamental regulatory 

etiquette o f human behavior.

M ianzi. I t  is a Chinese term for face-work. I t  means one's social 

position or prestige obtained by successfully performing social roles 

which are recognized by others. Mianzi is often used to influence the 

allocator. In  the reciprocal relationship, m utual obligations are 

negotiated through face work. The consequences o f such negotiations 

may lead to enhancing, losing, or saving one's face, which in  tu rn  may 

result in  enhancing or weakening the relationship.

M e ijia o  yang. It  refers to lack of proper education which leads to 

im proper behavior in  social settings.

MeimeL I t  is a Chinese term for younger sisters.

M in  zhu dui hucL It refers to democratic ta lks w ith  the management. 

Each year, the management held regular forums w ith  workers to listen to 

the ir concerns.

Ni. I t  is a Chinese term used by a senior or a hierarchically higher 

person to refer to the hierarchically lower person or a young person, or by 

the same status or age group when they refer to each other.

Nin. I t  is a Chinese term for "you" who is elder or superior. In other 

words, nin  is used by the young people to refer to an elder person or a 

hierarchically higher person, or by people to refer to a guest.
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N in g ju  li. It means center-directing force. It refers to the value for a 

collectivity to which an individual belongs.

P i p in g  j ia o  yu. It  refers to criticism  and education. This means tha t 

those violators may have serious talks w ith  managers or may even be 

reprimanded. Such a punishment may not end, u n til violators adm it 

mistakes and promise not to make them again.

Qinshu. It is a Chinese term for relative guanxi. People who are relatives 

are natura lly bonded w ith  each other by mutual obligations.

Ren. Ren is the Chinese word for human. It is w ritten a s /^ , which is 

interpreted as two people supporting each other. In other words, it  is a 

collectivistic notion.

Renqing. Renqing is the media in  which guanxi can exist. The principle of 

renqing implies not only a normative standard for regulating social 

exchange bu t also a social mechanism that an individual can use to 

strive for desirable resources w ith in  a stable and structura l social fabric.

Shushu. I t  is a Chinese term for father's didL

T ian  Ming. It refers to "heavenly commands to man." Chinese tend to 

believe tha t the Heaven has superior power over human beings and 

human beings exist to fu lfill the ir destiny imposed by heaven.
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Tinghua. It refers to the phenomenon that people have the tendency to 

obey instructions from superiors. Tinghua is one o f the major Chinese 

values.

Wo. I t  is a Chinese term for "I" or "me." The Chinese wo means more 

"us" than "self’.

X iao. Xiao originally means piety towards the sp irits  of ancestors or 

dead parents. However, it  is also applied to filia l du ty to the living 

parents and other superiors such as other elders in  a group, which is its 

usual meaning in  current China. Such a notion im plies a hierarchical 

relationship in  social settings.

Xiaoren. Xiaoren denotes "Petty Man" in  contrast to Junzi -- "Great 

Man." The differences of meanings and behavior between ju n z i and xiaoren 

are manifested in  some of the Confucius' sayings: "Great Man, being 

universal in  his outlook, is im partial; Petty Man, being partia l, is not 

universal in  outlook"; He (Great Man) sets the good examples, then he 

invites others to follow it"; Great Man cherishes excellence; Petty Man, 

his own comfort. Great Man cherishes the rules and regulations; Petty 

Man, special favor."

Xiaoyou. It is a Chinese term for schooling guanxi I f  the two parties 

graduated from the same school, they are naturally bonded w ith  each 

other.
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X ing  zh e n jin g  gao. It is another form o f punishment. It refers to an 

official warning which may lead to other more serious punishments such 

as j ix ia o  guo .ji da guo, or firing.

Yen. Yen denotes tolerance. In order to m aintain the value o f he yen is 

believed to be the best strategy in  dealing w ith  human relationship.

Y li/£. It is a Chinese term  for mother's sister.

Zhang. It is a Chinese term for head.

Zheng x ia n  chuang you. I t  means pioneering in  production and in  

quality.

Zhu. It is a Chinese term for group.

Zhuan. It is a Chinese term for "technically sound." W ithout hong, 

zhuan denotes negative meaning. In the communist ideology, hong and 

zhuan together are strongly valued.

Zun bei you xu. From the principle of xiao, it  comes the value of zun bei 

you xu — the respect for hierarchy. Different hierarchical position implies 

different power and status. Thus, the Chinese tend to find the ir own 

hierarchical position in  any social setting. People exist at different levels 

o f a hierarchy exhibit different behavior.
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