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Abstract

The concept of the self and its relation to moral action is complex and subject to varying interpretations, not only between
different academic disciplines but also across time and space. This paper presents empirical evidence from a cross-cultural
study on the Buddhist and Confucian notions of self in SMEs in Vietnam and Taiwan. The study employs Hwang’s Mandala
Model of the Self, and its extension into Shiah’s non-self-model, to interpret how these two Eastern philosophical repre-
sentations of the self, the Confucian relational self and Buddhist non-self, can lead to moral action. By demonstrating the
strengths of the model, emphasizing how social and cultural influences constrain the individual self and promote the social
person leading to moral action, the paper extends understanding of the self with empirical evidence of the mechanisms

involved in organizational contexts.
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Introduction

The notion of the self and processes involving its regula-
tion can significantly shape moral behaviours (for example
Aquino et al., 2009; Joosten et al., 2014; Sachdeva et al.,
2009). Studies show that people who consider the concept
of the self as salient display more prosocial behaviours than
those who do not (Aquino et al., 2009; Jordan et al., 2011;
Reed et al., 2007). However, the dominant models in the
literature focus on the self more as an individualistic rather
than a social concept (for example Blasi, 1983; Kohlberg,
1984; Piaget, 1932/1977; Rest, 1983). Scholars acknowledge
such interpretations as potential imaginary views of a defi-
nite self (Alvesson & Robertson, 2016; Brown, 2019; Driver,
2005), demonstrating a focus on individualistic, idealized
interpretations of self-centeredness. In response, in this

< Irene Chu
i.chu@bradford.ac.uk

Mai Chi Vu

mai.c.vu@northumbria.ac.uk

University of Bradford, School of Management, Bright
Building, Bradford BD7 1SR, UK

Northumbria University, Newcastle Business
School, Sutherland Building, 2 Ellison PI,
Newcastle upon Tyne NE1 8ST, UK

Published online: 12 May 2021

study, we draw from a broader philosophical understand-
ing of the self by exploring interpretations from different
cultural perspectives. Using examples from empirical case
studies involving the Confucian relational self and Buddhist
non-self, we show how an alternative model (Hwang, 2011)
demonstrates how moral action can be fostered by constraint
of the individual.

There are a number of reasons for this approach. First,
both Buddhism and Confucianism are widely acknowledged
as important philosophies that promote virtues and ethical
values. For instance, Buddhism stresses the “moral, ethi-
cal, value-based, scientific, educational system, the goal of
which is to allow the individual to discover the true nature
of things” (Johansen & Gopalakrishna, 2006, p. 238). Simi-
larly, Confucianism promotes the moral cultivation of both
the self and the helping of others to attain a purposeful life
sustained by virtue in order to achieve social harmony (Lin
et al., 2013; Yu, 2007). Both the relational self and non-
self emphasize the importance of humanity and the ethical
foundations of the self. Second, we explore how these deeply
held ethical values can address concerns relating to moral
action (Bazerman & Sezer, 2016; DeTienne et al., 2019;
Paik et al., 2019). Third, while there are studies examining
non-self and the relational self, most of these examine the
concepts separately or in limited depth without empirical
data (for example Hwang & Chang, 2009; Shiah, 2016).
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To explore how the notions of the relational self and
non-self facilitate moral action, our paper summarizes two
qualitative exploratory case studies conducted on small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Taiwan with Con-
fucian values and Vietnam with engaged Buddhism. We
examined SMEs since there is relatively little research on
ethical decision making within them, although they may
be more ethical than larger organizations due to the rela-
tively greater influence of the founder within them (Crock-
ett, 2005). SMEs may also shed light on ethical dilemmas
through the dynamic interplay between personal construc-
tion of moral principles and engagement in moral intent and
behaviour (Savur et al., 2018). The findings are interpreted
using the Mandala Model of the Self (MMS) proposed by
Hwang (2011) for a number of reasons. First, this model
moves away from fixed universal notions of morality since
it allows interpretations from various cultures and tradi-
tions. Aspects of social identity are taken more fully into
account than alternative models because the relationship
between the individual and their cultural traditions are con-
sidered. Second, the MMS has been used as a basis for the
development of a theory of the Buddhist non-self by Shiah
(2016), demonstrating its applicability to different cultures.
Third, such models remain largely abstract (DeTienne et al.,
2019) and so can benefit from futher support from empirical
studies. We explore transcultural interpretations of the self
through an investigation of the distinctive features of the
relational self and non-self and so shed light on how these
can influence ethical behaviours in organizational contexts.
However, we do not suggest that the actions of people in
Taiwan and Vietnam are completely driven by the Confucian
relational self or the Buddhist non-self respectively. Rather,
these should be viewed in the same way as Weber’s ideal
types, that is as abstract representations of nevertheless real
characteristics forming parts of a unified analytical construct
(Brubaker, 1984).

The findings from the study broadly support the MMS
in that they reveal how cultural factors contribute to moral
action by constraining the individual self, although not all
aspects of the non-self-model are supported. In Vietnam,
the Buddhist non-self led to the negation of self-interest by
means of compassion for other sentient beings, thus empha-
sizing social interdependence. In Taiwan, the social person
was accentuated as a result of the influence of the Confucian
relational self, role ethics, collectivism and family reverence.
However, whereas these cultural influences were relatively
automatic in Taiwan, the Buddhist non-self was more the
result of an ongoing reflexive self-transformation process.

The study makes a number of contributions, both the-
oretical and practical. First in terms of theory, our study
extends understanding of self since, in contrast to individu-
alistic models, it uses underexplored notions of non-self
and the relational self from Buddhism and Confucianism
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to show the importance of social influences. The findings
provide support for the Mandala Model of the Self (Hwang,
2011) and also its extension into the non-self-model (Shiah,
2016) although with reservations. Second, we respond to the
limited empirical studies examining moral action (De Los
Reyes Jr, et al., 2017; DeTienne et al., 2019). Our empiri-
cal findings show how cultural impacts affect the way the
model is activated in two different contexts. These theoreti-
cal contributions have important implications for practice
and so lead to the paper’s third, practical contribution, for
example in areas such as corss-cultural management and
communication. To these ends, we present two case stud-
ies offering evidence for social knowledge prompting moral
action resulting from restraint of the individual and emphasis
on the social person. We explore the mechanisms behind
such moral action and so respond to the call for a more inte-
grated and interdisciplinary approach by bringing in insights
from the field of psychology (De Los Reyes Jr, et al., 2017;
DeTienne et al., 2019).

This paper proceeds with a review of the relevant litera-
ture on relevant theories of the self and a brief introduction
to the Buddhist non-self and the Confucian relational self.
The methodology and findings from the two case studies
in Vietnam and Taiwan are then presented before a general
discussion and presentation of the conclusion.

Models of the Self and Moral Action

An understanding of the self is crucial to concepts of the
formation of moral behaviours since it is argued that moral
issues offer little knowledge about how or when a person
actually behaves ethically (Blasi, 1980; DeTienne et al.,
2019; Floyd et al., 2013). There have been a number of
approaches to explore how people justify their decisions
when faced with moral dilemmas and how they develop a
sense of morality through cognitive development or psy-
chological qualities (Kohlberg, 1969; Blasi, 1983; Piaget,
1932/1977; Rest, 1983). Kohlberg described stages of moral
development, which he claimed as universal, based on the
belief that morality is manifested within moral judgments
that are shaped through stages of development (Kohlberg,
1971). However, Kohlberg’s framework has been criti-
cized for a number of reasons (e.g. DeTienne et al., 2019;
Lapsley & Hill, 2009). First, the ability to reason does not
necessarily foretell whether people act morally (DeTienne
et al., 2019) and so fails to address the moral judgement-
action gap where individuals may understand what is moral
but fail to act on that understanding (Hannah et al., 2020).
Second, overemphasis on universalism goes against behav-
iourism (Lapsley & Hill, 2009) and can underestimate the
impacts of organizational and social norms (DeTienne et al.,
2019), since environmental factors can strongly influence
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individuals’ moral behaviours (Kilduff et al., 2016; Reynolds
et al., 2010).

Blasi’s model of the self (Blasi, 1983) moves away
from universal concepts of morality and depicts the self as
the mediator of moral reasoning and action to explain the
moral judgement-action gap (Blasi, 1995). The three factors
involved are the moral self (moral values defining self-iden-
tity), personal responsibility (determining action following
moral judgement) and self-consistency (uniformity of judge-
ment and action). Jennings et al. (2015) consider Blasi’s
model to be “foundational for moral self-theory” (2015, p.
S104), prompting a surge of research which, however, has
not been integrated into a holistic framework. They summa-
rize current understanding as being based on the Aristotelian
premise of morality being a personal characteristic with the
moral self-consisting of a ‘having’ side and a ‘doing’ side.
The former is cognitively and socially constructed (Bandura,
1991) by the “roles, practices, and interpersonal interactions
within the social-moral context in which a person is embed-
ded, such as family, community, or organization” (2015, p.
S105). However, this social influence is relatively muted
which is particularly problematic for societies where social
influences are more important. In contrast, the impact of the
social is much more explicit in the MMS which will now be
described.

Hwang’s Mandala Model of the Self

By giving more prominence to the socialized yet reflexive
individual influenced by their cultural traditions, the model
proposed by Hwang (2011) addresses the deficits of the
models described above, reflecting the second contribution
of this paper. Objecting strongly to the reductive binary
research paradigms of individualism—collectivism (Hofst-
ede, 1980) and the independent-interdependent self (Markus
& Kitayama, 1998), Hwang (2011) developed an alternative
model influenced by indigenous psychology. He describes
his model as universal, ontologically rooted in critical real-
ism (Bhaskar, 1979) and epistemologically based on analyti-
cal dualism (Archer, 2003). In this concept of ‘one mind,
many mentalities’ (Shweder et al., 1998), it is proposed that
universal mechanisms of the self can be activated differently
depending on social or cultural conditions, which is a crucial
difference from the models reviewed above. Furthermore,
the fallacy of conflation can be avoided by social structure,
culture and agency being treated as analytically separable,
even though they may not be separate entities (Fig. 1).
Hwang’s model represents the self as the centre of social-
ized reflexive person whose experienced life world is repre-
sented by a circle within a square indicating objective real-
ity. This self is in the middle of two bidirectional arrows,
the horizontal arrow showing a relationship between ‘wis-
dom/ knowledge’ and ‘action/ praxis’ and the vertical arrow

Person

Wisdom /
knowledge

Action /
praxis

Individual

Fig.1 The Mandala Model of the self (Hwang, 2011)

showing a relationship between ‘person’ and ‘individual’.
These four concepts are outside the circle but within the
square, indicating the action on the self of forces from the
lifeworld and all five concepts have special meanings in cul-
tural psychology. ‘Person’ is a sociological concept, repre-
senting an agent-in-society socialized in a particular culture,
together with its specific meanings, values and appropriate
behaviours. In contrast, ‘individual’ is a biological concept
with corresponding biological needs. ‘Self’ is a psycho-
logical concept, being the locus of experience capable of
agency, knowledgeability and reflexivity (Giddens, 1984,
1993). When someone is prompted to act, they may do so as
a socialized person and/ or a biological individual and they
draw on their personal or social stock of knowledge, the lat-
ter of which is maintained by the cultural group or groups
of which they are a part. Hwang defines cultural group very
loosely as those who identify with a specific group and
whose daily social practices form a tradition. “For example,
Christianity in Europe, Confucianism in East Asia, Hindu-
ism in South Asia, and Islam in the Middle-East and South-
east Asia, are significant cultural groups” (Hwang, 2011, p.
7). In this sense, Buddhists are also a cultural group with a
particular social stock of knowledge, including for example,
the four Nobel Truths, non-attachment, interdependence,
emptiness and non-self as described below. In this way, the
influence of the social is made more explicit, with the self
being able to act as both a socialized person able to draw and
reflect on social knowledge and as a biological individual
with personal knowledge.

The MMS has been used to demonstrate aspects of the
Confucian self (Wu, 2017), but more interestingly for cur-
rent purposes, it has also been developed into a theory of the
Buddhist non-self by Shiah (2016) (Fig. 2).
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Fig.2 Non-self-theory (Shiah, 2016)

There are three features which are of relevance here. First,
non-self is achieved as a result of self-cultivation. Second,
the outer square representing the external world is no longer
there, signifying the emptiness of phenomena and the renun-
ciation of worldly things. Third, the importance of the indi-
vidual in the lower layer is emptied out in non-self so that it
is the interdependence of the social person in the top layer
which is emphasized. These are important facets of the Bud-
dhist non-self which will now be considered in more detail
before the model is revisited later in the paper.

Engaged Buddhism and Non-self
Non-self: Reflexive, Processual and Transformational

Non-self is achieved as a result of a process of transform-
ative personal growth along a continuum with egoism, a
desire-driven sense of self (Albahari, 2014), at one end and
non-self at the other. This involves the reflexive accumu-
lation of wisdom by learning from successes and failures
(Vu et al., 2018) and recognition of the detrimental psy-
chological effects of egoism based on biased self-interest
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and self-centeredness (Dambrun & Ricard, 2011) through
an understanding of the impermanent nature of the universe.

Non-self: Empty and Interdependent

The self cannot exist without its surroundings and even that
existence is empty. Therefore, the notion of non-self reflects
the principle of dependent arising, emphasizing the fact that
nothing can stand alone, just like how the material mind is
“embodied in a brain dependent on material causes and con-
ditions” (Schuyler, 2012, p. 6), which is also highlighted in
Shiah’s (2016) interpretation of non-self. The notion of non-
self in Buddhism is developed from the theory of emptiness
in asserting that all phenomena exist in dependence on each
other (Thurman, 2005). Emptiness implies fullness because
each phenomenon is empty of an independent self (Van Gor-
don et al., 2016). The emptiness of phenomena does not
refer to the exclusion of the external world as suggested by
Shiah’s (2016) interpretation, but rather an acknowledge-
ment of its transiency and empty nature.

In this way, emptiness theory helps to explain why there
is no self in a relational nature of the universe and how emp-
tiness is form, and form is emptiness (Streng, 1967). Moving
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away from self-centredness within non-self facilitates the
understanding of interconnectedness, which is crucial in
contemporary management to identify complex systems
dynamics so that necessary organizational changes can be
adopted quickly (Metcalf & Benn, 2012, 2013). Non-self
is explained by the Buddhist assumption that, since each
individual has five aggregates known as form, feelings,
perceptions, formations and consciousness, “an inherently
existing self may not be found within the aggregates whether
in singular or in sum” because “the body manifests only in
dependence on its constituent parts” (Shonin et al., 2014, p.
10). Therefore, the Buddhist doctrine of non-self rejects the
isolated self in forms of self-centeredness and egocentricity
(Magid, 2003). It is, however, important to clarify that the
state of non-self or selflessness in Buddhist in “not a case of
something that existed in the past becoming non-existent,
rather, this sort of ‘self” is something that never did exist.
What is needed is to identify as non-existent something that
always was non-existent” (Gyatso, 1984, p. 40).

Studies show that there are useful and practical Buddhist
principles that can be applied to facilitate ethical approaches
and promote ethical reasoning in managers and organizations
(Marques, 2010, 2012; Pace, 2013; Vu, 2019; Vu & Tran,
2019). For instance, Gould (1995) suggested the use of expe-
riential meditative exercises to heighten awareness of the
ethical implications of personal behaviours, while Marques
(2010) highlighted both the advantages and disadvantages
of Buddhist practices in contemporary working environ-
ments. Other Buddhist principles, such as karma, imper-
manence and non-self, have also been studied and applied
in business ethics. Karma, the law of interdependent causa-
tion (Thondup, 1995) discourages people from engaging in
negative acts that could harm others by encouraging them
to consider the consequences of actions (Rinpoche, 1993)
and so facilitates sustainable management approaches (Vu
& Tran, 2019). Impermanence refers to the perpetual state
of change of all phenomena (Yoneyama, 2007), indicating
a means of coping with attachment (Rinpoche, 1993), help-
ing the realization of the empty nature of such attachment
to material pursuits (Pace, 2013) and encouraging context-
sensitive managerial approaches. Non-self, the ability to let
go of the self and associated desires causing human suffering
(Goleman, 2003), encourages the avoidance of self-serving
pursuits that can result in unethical behaviour by promoting
egoless managerial approaches (Vu & Tran, 2019).

In this study, we further examine non-self in an engaged
Buddhist context. In the scope of this study, we characterize
engaged Buddhism not as activism towards social change
(Cozort & Shields, 2018) but as a process of sense making
involving the application of Buddhist principles in organi-
zational contexts (Main & Lai, 2013). Many contemporary
organizational issues arise from attachment to the self in
non-relational forms. The Buddhist interpretation of the self

can be explained by the level of attachment, which is shown
by Western studies tending to place the self at the centre
in comparison to all other life forms (Shonin et al., 2016).
For instance, while promoting authenticity in organizations,
ironically leaders may fantasize about their selves, leading
to narcissism (Steyrer, 2002) which can trigger egocentric
portrayal (Schwarz, 1990). A Buddhist interpretation of the
self is, therefore, crucial to unpack complexities of how the
notion of self does not exist in isolation but can be an object
to the organization’s subject, and how this subjectivity can
be corrupted in the service of collectivity (Ford & Harding,
2011).

In summary, the key features of the Buddhist non-self can
be seen to be its emptiness, interdependence and reflexive
and non-attached nature. The difference from the Confucian
self will now become apparent as the literature on the Confu-
cian relational self is reviewed.

The Confucian Relational Self

Confucian concepts of reciprocity, benevolence, sincerity,
roles and harmony are also directly relevant to modern day
business organizations (Romar, 2004b). Through self-reg-
ulation, a process of regulating one’s character and behav-
iour through benevolence (ren), appropriateness (yi), ritual
propriety (li), wisdom (zhi), trustworthiness (xin) and filial
piety (xiao), Confucian principles “constitute the horizon of
significance that makes our choices intelligible” (Sundara-
rajan, 2005, p. 39). Thus, Confucianism can foster human-
istic organizations by promoting moral behaviour rather
than self-interest and material gain (Fan, 2002; Woods &
Lamond, 2011). Confucian ethics can help managers follow
more ethical standards of practice in a way that facilitates the
development of overall character and attitudes, rather than
relying on conformity to written ethical codes. Furthermore,
due to its emphasis on roles, collectivism, interpersonal rela-
tionships and harmony (Romar, 2004a), Confucian ethics
also encourages moral action through personal responsibil-
ity and consistency of the self with social roles (Woods &
Lamond, 2011).

Confucians see the person as embedded in a particular
social network and the boundary of the self may be extended
to include significant others (Hwang, 2012). In this way,
Confucianism places an emphasis on collectivism, with the
cardinal concepts of ren-yi-li (compassion, appropriateness
and propriety) (Hwang, 2012; Ip, 2009b; Zhu, 2015). These
describe how the moral self is governed by benevolence and
compassion towards others (ren), committed to the inter-
nal cultivation of ethical values such as humanity, justice,
trustworthiness and persistence, rather than pursuing self-
actualization and accentuating external inclinations (Yu,
2007). The focus is on a continuous process of development,
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where a virtuous character is deepened and perfected. This
enables the person to become a junzi, an exemplary person
(Ames, 2011), having not only a purposeful life constrained
and directed by virtue but also with an essentially social
nature, helping others in the pursuit of the virtues in order
to achieve social harmony (Lin et al., 2013; Yu, 2007). In
this way, Confucianism guides how the individual is con-
strained and the social person is encouraged through com-
passion (ren), with role-appropriate decisions (yi) resulting
in moral action (/).

This inhibits the tendency of individualism (Lin et al.,
2013) and promotes collectivism and the interests of the
group by placing communal interests above those of the
individual. Both need to be aligned for harmony to be
maintained and so individual well-being is only possible
by means of the realization of the well-being of the group
(Ip, 2009a). This Confucian concept of harmony has been
described as the most cherished but undervalued concept
in Chinese culture (Li, 2006) and “achieving harmony is
the most valuable function of observing propriety in our
roles and relations (/i)” (Analects 1:12). The achievement
of harmony is a guiding standard in all things and applies
to all levels of society, not only that of individuals but also
those of the family, society and state (Chu & Moore, 2020).
It is encapsulated in the doctrine of the mean, which is “the
universal basis of every harmony” (Sim, 2007, p. 103) where
the goal is to maintain balance (Gardner, 2007). As such, the
concept of harmony is all encompassing and the cardinal
concepts of ren-yi-li again play a crucial role.

Role Orientation and Family Reverence

Confucianism, thus, emphasizes social relatedness and
roles in its concept of the self—the ‘relational self’—in the
dimension of self-other demarcation and individual identity,
and the Confucian individual is interpreted in connection
with the community of which he or she is a part (Chan,
2008). Confucian individuals are expected to fulfil the obli-
gations of their role in relationships, particularly to family
members, and indeed should seek fulfilment from submit-
ting to their role (Hamilton, 1990). This has been described
by Ames and Rosemont (2011) as role ethics (lun li)—"“a
specific vision of human beings as relational persons consti-
tuted by the roles they live rather than as individual selves”
(p- 109). Rosemont (1988) even considered that these roles
resulted in there being no autonomous self for early Confu-
cians although this position has been criticized by some as
being too extreme (for example Bellah, 2016). Neverthe-
less, roles are a central component of the Confucian self
and the concept of ren is embedded within the wu lun (five
relations)—relations between father and son, emperor and
subject, husband and wife, elder brother and younger brother
and between friends.
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These five relations are largely familial in nature (Chan,
2008) and filial piety (xiao) or family reverence (Ames,
2011) is regarded as elemental among virtues of human
relationships (Yao, 2000). These relationships are largely
hierarchical and this hierarchical nature of social relations
has always been considered as a part of traditional Chinese
society (Hwang, 1987). However, whilst those in more domi-
nant positions are not obliged to reciprocate in kind, they
are constrained by the responsibilities of their role to act
morally. If they do not, subordinates are required to remon-
strate with them—*...remonstrance is the only response to
immorality. How could simply obeying the command of
one’s father be deemed filial?” (Xiaojing 15). Such concepts
are socially embedded and ethical standards are to be found
in the societal rituals and codes of behaviour—a person’s
life is bounded by their relationships and the obligations
of their consequent roles. Hamilton (1990) points out that
the emphasis is on the subordinate’s duty to obey (hsiao)
and legitimate acts of power and obedience are restricted to
behaviour within the role sets of wu lun.

In summary, Confucianism stresses the relational self
with self-interest being constrained by the process of self-
cultivation and ren-yi-li. Role ethics are emphasized and
lead to a hierarchical social structure but with those in more
dominant positions having clear responsibilities and obliga-
tions. Having reviewed the relevant literature, the methodol-
ogy for our empirical data will now be presented.

Methodology and Methods
Research Methods

The theoretical perspective employed in this study is that of
critical realism following Bhaskar (2008), since it supports
the idea that individual’s physical contexts have a causal
influence on their beliefs and perspectives. A qualitative
and inductive approach was adopted because it provides
a deeper understanding of social phenomena (Silverman,
2013). Methodologically, given the novelty of the study
context and the relative paucity of empirical studies in this
area, an exploratory approach was adopted (Yin, 2018, p. 10)
which employed a multiple case study method as “an empiri-
cal inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”
(Yin, 2018, p. 18).

Case studies can prove to be invaluable in adding to
understanding, extending experience and increasing con-
viction about a subject (Stake, 2000). They can be con-
ducted for different purposes ranging from the presentation
of individual studies to the attempt to arrive at broad gen-
eralizations without detailing the results of the individual
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Table 1 Participants’ information

Reference Gender Age Position Company Sector

VI1 F 36-45 Senior staff in Research & Development VC1 Manufacture
VI2 M 36-45 Project Manager

Vi3 M 24-35 Project Assistant

V14 F 36-45 Risk Manager VC2 Finance & Banking
VIS5 F 3645 Credit Manager

VI6 M 24-35 Customer Service Staff vC3

vI7 M 3645 Project Manager

VI8 M 36-45 Digital Banking Supervisor

VI9 M 3645 Project Manager VC4 Construction
VI10 M 46-60 Deputy Manager

VIl F 24-35 Architecture VG5

VI12 M 3645 Quality and Assurance Manager

VI3 F 24-35 Accountant

V14 F 46-60 CEO VCo6 Education
VI15 F 3645 Lecturer

VI16 M 46-60 Program Manager

VI17 F 3645 Branch Manager VvC7 Pharmaceutical
VI8 F 46-60 Managing Director

VII9 M 3645 Marketing Manager

VI20 F 24-35 Product Representative

VI21 F 24-35 Product Representative

VI22 F 24-35 Customer Service Staff VC8

V123 M 24-35 Sales

V124 M 46-60 Managing Director VC9 Telecommunication
VI25 F 24-35 Project Assistant

VI26 F 46-60 CEO VC10 Printing & Publication
VI27 M 24-35 Accountant

VI28 M 24-35 Marketing Staff

VI29 M 3645 Managing Director VCl11 Transportation
VI30 M 3645 Human Resource Manager

VI31 F 24-35 Customer Service Staff

TI1 F 46-55 Accountant TC1 Import/ Export
TI2 F 26-35 Merchandiser & Shipping Officer

TI3 M 26-35 Merchandising & New Market Development

TI4 F 46-55 Founder

TIS M 3645 Founder TC2 Advertising
TI6 F 26-35 Accounting Manager

T17 F 16-25 Assistant Producer

TI8 M 26-35 Online Merchandiser TC3 Retail

TI9 F 26-35 Store Manager

TI10 M 26-35 Shop Assistant

TI11 F 3645 Founder

TI12 F 26-35 Store Manager

TI13 M 36-45 Deputy General Manager TC4 Wholesale
TI14 M 26-35 Sales

TI15 F 26-35 Buyer & Sales

TI16 M 46-55 General Manager & Founder

TI17 F 26-35 Sales Assistant
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Table 1 (continued)

Reference Gender Age Position Company Sector
TI18 M 36-45 CEO & Partner TCS Marketing
TI19 M 26-35 Film Producer

TI20 M 26-35 Head Engineer

TI21 F 26-35 Managing Director

TI22 F 26-35 Chief Editor

TI23 M 26-35 Web Page Design Director

TI24 F 26-35 Assistant Marketing Manager

TI25 M 26-35 Project Manager

TI26 M 26-35 Sales & Marketing Director

TI27 M 36-45 Director of Engineering and Information Design

TI28 M 46-55 Founder TC6 IT Training
TI29 F 26-35 Sales

TI30 M 26-35 Software Programmer

TI31 F 26-35 Marketing

TI32 M 36-45 President & Founder TC7 HiTec
TI33 F 36-45 Chief Financial Officer

TI34 M 36-45 Founder

TI35 M 26-35 Research & Development Director

studies separately (Yin, 2018). This paper falls into the lat-
ter category since, although the original driver of the two
case studies differed, they both had the broad objective of
investigating how tradition influences society. Similarly,
although the design of the two may have differed in the
detail, it can be argued that these differences do not prevent
the data collected being used for the purposes of this paper.
Consequently, by way of a cross-cultural study, the authors
are attempting to draw generalizable conclusions that could
apply to other cultural studies (Crane, 1998).

The data for both case studies originally came from larger
projects—investigating the roles of engaged Buddhism and
Confucianism in SMEs in Vietnam and Taiwan respectively.
However, a variety of different interesting themes emerged
from both sets of data, including notions of the self in both
traditions. It is acknowledged that both countries can be
described as being high-context but this only emphasizes
the value of empirical evidence from different environments.
A summary of the interviewees, SMEs and industry sectors
is shown in Table 1.

For Vietnam, participants of the study in 2016 were Bud-
dhist practitioners with more than 5 years’ experience of
practicing Buddhism and so able to demonstrate how their
specific applications of Buddhist principles have influenced
the studied SMEs. The initial interviewees were identified
based on initial acquaintances in the Buddhist practition-
ers club following the Vajrayana tradition, where Buddhist
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businesswomen and businessmen gather to share experi-
ences and challenges in practicing Buddhism in business
contexts. Subsequently a snowball technique was used and
this resulted in a total number of 31 interviewees from 11
SMEs from eight different sectors in Hanoi. These SMEs
were non-state organizations, where more freedom and
opportunities are available to initiate and apply Buddhist
concepts. For instance, a private higher educational organi-
zation was examined among other organizations in the ser-
vice sector (e.g. finance and banking) because, compared
to state-owned educational systems, private systems allow
greater flexibility, encourage active approaches and innova-
tive curriculum design, where ideas are not restricted by
hierarchical and bureaucratic systems. The interviews gen-
erally lasted 45-60 min and were conducted, recorded and
then transcribed in Vietnamese for analysis. Back transla-
tion—into English and then back into Vietnamese—was car-
ried out to make sure that the original meaning of the text
was not lost or distorted during translation.

The original primary data collection in Taiwan took
place in 2014, involving 39 interviewees in seven SMEs
from seven sectors, with the companies again being selected
using a snowball technique following initial personal con-
tacts. Each interview took 60-90 min and was conducted
and transcribed in Mandarin Chinese before being translated
into English. In contrast to the Vietnamese study, no ques-
tions referred to Confucianism either directly or indirectly.
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However, as in Vietnam, the large volume of data collected
provided ample material to be used for other research pur-
poses such as that being investigated here. The data was
corroborated for the purposes of this paper in 2018 and sub-
sequently 35 interviews with staff at all levels of seven SMEs
were judged to still be valid, the remaining four people being
uncontactable.

The quotes below are identified by the country and
interviewee, e.g. VIx for interviewees from Vietnam and
TIx for interviewees from Taiwan. For both studies, the
transcriptions were imported into NVivo as a tool for
organizing and analysing the data. Thematic analysis was
adopted, which entails searching for important themes in
the research phenomenon (Daly et al., 1997). It involves
a systematic coding and categorizing approach to explore
the textual information to identify trends, patterns of
words used, their frequency, relationships, structures and
discourses in communication (Grbich, 2012; Mayring,
2000; Pope et al., 2006). The initial concepts were identi-
fied through open coding, since it was better suited to the
discovery of topics running through the interviews which
could be grouped into underlying themes (Gray, 2009).
Then axial coding was used to look for relationships
among first-order concepts in order to gather them into
second-order themes. Finally, similar themes were linked
to overarching dimensions and so an emerging framework
was assembled.

As highlighted by the different sample characteristics
and interview questions aiming at exploring specific Con-
fucian and Buddhist embedded values in SMEs in Taiwan
and Vietnam, the intention was not to seek equivalences
between comparative settings but to generate phenomena
of interest through exploratory study for further follow-
up studies. Having reviewed the research methodology,
background information forming the context of the case
studies will now be presented.

The Context of the Case Studies
Vietnam and Buddhism

Buddhism has existed in Vietnam for over 2000 years and
is now the dominant ideology, affecting cultural, economic,
religious and political life. Coming to Vietnam by way of
China and India, Vietnamese Buddhism was initially heavily
influenced by China, reflecting a mixture of Taoism, Confu-
cianism, ancestor worship and local deities which coexisted
until the periods of French and American colonialism (Ta,
1989; Topmiller, 2000). Confucianism was preferred by the
ruling officials for a period from the fifteenth to eighteenth
centuries and was especially influential in the area of the
family. Subsequently under communism, Vietnam’s ideol-
ogy appeared to many to be corrupted and misguided. This

prompted calls for the preservation of traditional cultural
values (Kleinen, 1999; Luong, 1993; Malarney, 2003), spir-
itual reassurance (Taylor, 2004) and the restoration of prac-
tices such as prayer, ritual and offerings (Riesebrodt, 2007).
More recently in the twenty-first century, Confucianism
has been viewed as causing backwardness and superstition
(Leshkowich, 2006), compared to the Buddhist principles of
flexibility and freedom. Consequently, although Confucian-
ism is still influential, Buddhism has become increasingly
important in the Vietnamese life (Nguyen, 2009) which has
witnessed the rise of a spiritual movement with engaged
Buddhism as part of the country’s contemporary transition
(Vu & Gill, 2018). This movement has been rapidly influ-
encing SMEs in Vietnam, which make up nearly 98% of all
enterprises (Pham & Nguyen, 2017), and is especially the
case in the private sector where company owners have more
flexibility and freedom to introduce new initiatives.

Taiwan and Confucianism

Taiwan’s history of preserving its Confucian heritage started
with initial large-scale migration from mainland China
around 400 years ago and continued throughout the Japa-
nese occupation (1895-1945). Its further promotion after
the advent of democracy in 1986 means that Taiwan can
still be considered to be heavily influenced by Confucianism
with a consequent emphasis on relations within society, role
orientation and collectivism (Whitley, 1999). It also leads
to paternalism and stabilization of the economic system at
the level of the family business enterprise (Beattie, 1979;
Hall, 1988; Mann, 1987). Combined with other factors, such
as equal inheritance, strong preference for self-employment
and state domination of large-scale commercial activities
during the period of rapid economic growth in the 1960s,
the Taiwanese economy developed into what has been
described as familial capitalism based on SMEs (Gerlach,
1992) with 78% of the total workforce working for SMEs
(SME Administration Taiwan, 2019) compared with 58%
in OECD countries (OECD, 2017). SME employers com-
monly apply a paternalistic management style rooted in Con-
fucian values, resulting in a harmonious atmosphere with
employer authority stemming from their leadership position
rather than competence (Chen et al., 2003). Furthermore, the
institutional logics of Confucianism, the family and SMEs
have been found to often reinforce each other to stabilize a
familial atmosphere within the workplace (Chu & Moore,
2020).

Having described the research methods employed and the
background contexts of the case studies, the findings will
now be presented.
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Findings

In this section, we show how engaged Buddhism and Confu-
cianism provide mechanisms that promote moral action by
emphasizing the social person instead of the individual and
the consequent salience of social knowledge.

Vietham

The notion of non-self is one of the core aspects of Bud-
dhism, involving a process of self-transformation that
requires personal efforts and observations to actively
respond to external conditions rather than relying on exter-
nal changes on their own. According to participants, non-self
involves the development of mechanisms facilitating self-
regulation for ethical actions in a number of ways.

De-emphasizing the Individual Through
Self-decentralization and Social Interdependence

Interviewees stated that the practice of attaining non-self—
referring to the application of their understanding of non-
self to deconstruct and consider motives and actions in daily
life—helped them to reconsider and abandon egocentric pur-
suits to do with the individual:

My experience is that the more I think about my
self and the need to fulfil that self, the more I suf-
fer. I become stressed to think about what others think
about me, to wait for my expectations to be fulfilled...
With non-self, I realized that I do not become more
moral or more respectful by keeping trying to prove it
... morality comes from the rejection of my own ego
first. (VI12)

Interviewees shared that the letting go of individual con-
cerns emphasized by non-self promoted moral values:

I am more aware of moral issues and consequences
since I have been trying to practice non-self. I used
to ignore my colleagues’ wrongdoings because I was
afraid that speaking out would affect myself and my
relationships with other colleagues as they may see me
as being noisy or hostile to them. However, I came to
realize that such thinking was all about myself and not
about how it jeopardizes the company when immoral
behaviours are tolerated by others. (VI21)

These findings show that non-self involves a process of
decentring the individualistic self that enables individuals to
pay more attention to the needs of others rather than them-
selves. This helps them to develop more prosocial behav-
iours such as developing relationships with stakeholders
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(Waddock, 2001) by being more morally responsive to oth-
ers’ needs.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that the practice of
attaining non-self fosters interdependence, awareness of
others and social responsibilities rather than just those to
the individual self.

Non-self has been an effective practice for me to take
into consideration stakeholders’ expectations and
social initiatives rather than just thinking about my
own career development. (VI2)

The practice of non-self has changed me. I have
become more attentive and more responsible, which
is very important for me as a risk management analyst.
(VI7)

Interviewees considered how they had become more
aware of the interdependent nature of the social person
rather than being centred on their own individualistic needs.

Non-self for me is the ability to think less about myself
and more about others, including my family, my co-
workers, my employees, my customers and others in
society. It is a practice through which I have learnt to
put my family’s needs and my firm’s needs above my
personal needs. It sometimes even involves the sac-
rifice of my values. For instance, to get an urgently
needed visa to import one of our pharmaceutical prod-
ucts which had a long list of patients waiting for it, I
agreed to pay transactional costs to various gatekeep-
ers to push the process faster. But this is not something
I would do on a regular basis. (VI18)

All the above quotes demonstrate how the Buddhist non-
self lessens the influence of the individual and promotes the
social person.

Moral Action from Reflexivity

The need for ongoing reflexivity about the context of moral
issues, organizational and social norms was highlighted by
interviewees.

What you consider as moral actions are not necessar-
ily what others believe. I was so proud when our firm
could build a school to support local communities in
arural area. What I did not know was that some farm-
ers were pressured by the local authorities to sell their
lands at a cheap price for the school, which made them
lose a sustainable way of earning for their living and
making our firms’ and local governments’ intentions
morally questionable. (VI11)

Some interviewees reaffirmed that the practice of
attaining non-self remains challenging, requiring constant
reflexivity in a process of self-transformation. There were



The Nature of the Self, Self-regulation and Moral Action: Implications from the Confucian...

concerns for the practicality of this practice due to contex-
tual constraints.

Non-self is a practice that involves a learning process
with it. You learn bits and bits every day and, eventu-
ally, you learn to evolve. I call it self-transformation
and I would say that it comes with a package of painful
experiences and lessons. For instance, I could not have
fully understood the real meaning of non-self if it had
not been for my stubbornness that cost an entire project
and the jobs of two of my team members six years ago.
It took me a long journey to be able to truly and reflex-
ively judge my actions and learn from them. (VI17)

However, according to most interviewees, the practice
of achieving non-self can be strengthened by consideration
of karmic consequences to facilitate reflexive context-sen-
sitivity and revise what is considered as moral actions and
motives.

In general, in practicing Buddhism, you have to be
skilful. It applies to the practice of non-self as well
and it is extremely useful in our transitional context
today. My actions are based on my motives, intentions,
actions and outcomes. If bribing helps to save lives
then I consider it a moral action as I am sacrificing
my values to save people. My motives, intentions and
outcomes reflect positive karma and my actions sup-
port those motives even though they can reflect nega-
tive karma. I am not saying my actions are justified.
I am aware that such actions can cultivate negative
karma, which I am prepared to take responsibility for
in exchange for the benefit of others. (VI18)

The negotiation considers the karmic consequences
involved, for oneself and for others, as well as both individ-
ual and collective karma (Garfield et al., 2015). Interviewees
subsequently judged their actions against moral standards of
motives, intentions and outcomes. A senior practitioner with
nearly 20 years of Buddhist practice and experience as the
CEO of an education organization suggested that:

For me, non-self can only be attained when you show
total detachment from both your self and other selves
to practice the right intention, right view and right
livelihood. Any form of non-self that raises concerns
about right and wrong for me is a misinterpretation of
non-self. (VI14)

Following Buddhist emptiness theory, the above inter-
viewee rejected clinging onto the self or onto others’ expec-
tations to shape a certain form of self. Incorporating non-self
with the principles of the Noble Eightfold Path, self-reg-
ulation to foster ethical responses involves a process of
self-judgement through reflexive self-transformation where
individuals move away from individualistic and ego centric

viewpoints to nurture the relational self within the ‘right
livelihood’ by sacrificing the individual self.

These interviewees demonstrated that moral action
resulted from them using social rather individual knowledge
since Buddhist concepts such as right intention, right view
and right livelihood became more salient for them. Similarly,
non-self resulted in them focusing on social interdependence
rather than their individual desires.

Taiwan

In Taiwan, the interviewees described how Confucian con-
cepts shaped their moral selves and showed a strong ori-
entation reflecting the Chinese saying “sacrifice the small
self in order to achieve the big self”, meaning that personal
interest should subordinated to the common good (Busiol,
2016; Pye, 1992). They also emphasized the importance of
roles for personal responsibility and that of harmony for
self-consistency.

Emphasizing the Social Person via the Relational Self

It was clear from the interviews that the characteristics of
the social person were promoted by an emphasis on social
relations and the relational self. It was recognized that self-
restraint was needed in order to subordinate individual
wishes:

To be a decent person, I think if you are willing to
fulfil your responsibilities and your roles, if you are
willing to control yourself and be responsible, then
I think it is good. Not everyone is willing to control
themselves. (TI5)

Such constraint of the individual self was reflected in an
explicit sense of collectivism:

You see, people in our generation care about collectiv-
ism and tend to have the honour of the collective. We
emphasize teamwork and team prestige. (TLS)

For the following respondent, social relations were under-
pinned by a sense of compassion for others (ren):

...when we select managers, they must have the qual-
ity to care for people, the empathy, the benevolence to
deal with others and influence them, not by ordering
them to listen... After all, if you have good relation-
ships and good connections with others, then you make
yourself have a feeling of affinity with them. (T132)

These examples show the importance of the relational
self, where the relations with and respect for others are
paramount.
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Moral Action from Role Ethics and Family Reverence

These social relations were structured into roles which were
recognized as having responsibilities to others which had to
be fulfilled as demonstrated by the following quote:

It is about the relationships with different people. Con-
fucianism sets a kind of standard. You should have
a proper attitude towards a person according to your
relationship with them. This is my opinion on Confu-
cianism.... How are these relations reflected in this
company? It is like this... As an employer, I take care
of them instead of using them as a tool. I take care of
my staff in earnest. (TI16)

This explicit importance of roles and responsibilities
was also mirrored by the fact that, in the context of the
SME:s in the study, it was not uncommon for the organiza-
tion to be viewed as a family (Chu & Moore, 2020):

The most important point of lun li (role ethics) in the
workplace is respect and care for others, I believe...
because the company is more like a big family.
(T126)

This facilitated the wider application of the concept
of filial piety, together with the corresponding duties and
responsibilities, applying beyond the family and within the
organization:

We certainly defer to the idea of filial piety from our
parents to our senior staff and supervisors in the office.
I have never thought about this before but, now that
we’re talking about it, I realize that we don’t think
about it, we just do it as a habit. There is a Chinese
saying— ‘older brothers be friendly, younger brothers
be reverent, fathers show affectionate love and sons
show filial piety and respect’. We are like a family in
this company. I see my supervisor and the owner like
my elder sisters, aunts. I don’t only respect them but
feel a certain affection towards to them. (TI10)

This example shows how the concept of filial piety was
so deeply ingrained that people did not consciously think
about it when acting, reflecting the deep-seated nature of
Confucianism within Taiwanese culture. There was also evi-
dence that the interviewees were aware that their decisions
could lead to different outcomes with different implications
for how they are seen, both by themselves and by others.
It was important that the choices made were not viewed as
socially incorrect:

I want to do the right things. I could make NT$50 mil-
lion immediately if I do a certain thing, but it is short
term...it might be difficult for me next year and I may
have to clean up the mess next year. I may lose some of
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Table 2 Non-self and relational self: mechanisms to promote moral action

Relational self

Non-Self

The Mandala Model of the self

Relational self reflecting collectivism, driven by ren—

Self-identity located on a continuum between the biologi- Self-decentralization reducing the indi-

Individual

compassion for others
Harmony requiring that individual and social requirements

vidualistic self and egocentricity, promoting
awareness of interdependence and social

responsibilities

cal individual and the social person

Person

are balanced with each other

Role ethics and filial piety promoting yi—correct decision

Ongoing reflexivity and context-sensitivity on

Reflexivity based on a personal or social stock of knowl-

Knowledge
< Action

making—resulting in /i—correct and appropriate actions

the interdependent nature of all things, moral
standards of motives, intentions and acts in

given contexts

edge resulting in action to fulfil biological individual
desires or in accordance with the social-moral order
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my principles in this industry...You have to make your
choice, but if you ask me, I would sacrifice revenue, so
that I can face my colleagues and people in this field
proudly...I have to consider what other people think
of me. (TI13)

Although the interviewee above could have gained pres-
tige by exceeding financial targets, this would have been
at the expense of sacrificing some moral principles. They
felt that it was more important to at in a way judged to be
socially correct and so maintain their status in social rela-
tionships than be ashamed to face others. This notion of
acting correctly also extended to helping others in both the
short-term and the long-term as reflected in recognition from
others in the industry:

For myself, the short-term definition of being success-
ful is how to work with the team, but not to lead the
team, and to achieve the corporate target. The long-
term perspective is if I can help and support my team-
mates to achieve their career goals in a part of their
lives. This is my main motivation—the reputation you
make for yourself in this field, the people who used
to work with you can be top managers in this field. I
believe that it is the people who work with me in the
team who have made me successful. (TI18)

In summary, the main area of similarity between the two
studies was that both involved a degree of constraint of the
individual in favour of the social person as exemplified by
the notion of sacrifice of the small self to achieve the big
self. In Vietnam, the Buddhist non-self led to the negotia-
tion of self-interest by means of compassion for other sen-
tient beings whereas in Taiwan, the Confucian relational self
entailed constraint of individual self-interest by the consider-
ations of role and ren-yi-li. On the other hand, the main areas
of difference found were that the Buddhist non-self empha-
sized non-attachment whereas the Confucian relational self
stressed collectivism. Buddhist practice involved an active
but difficult process of reflection to recognize and act against
addiction to egocentric desires, including those that might
at first sight seem to stem from altruistic purposes or trying
to fit in with others. In contrast, the culture of Confucian
role ethics meant that a person’s social roles took priority
over the interests of the individual. Nevertheless, these dif-
ferences all facilitate the notion of favouring the social per-
son as opposed to the individual either by decentring from
egocentric desires or by appreciating the ethical angles of
collectivism and others.

Discussion

In exploring how the relational self in Confucianism and
non-self in Buddhism facilitate self-regulation, our findings
support the mechanisms suggested by the Mandala Model of
the Self that promote moral action (see Table 2).

This regulation of the self involves the constraint of the
individual to foster the social person. Based on our findings,
in Vietnam the practice of attaining non-self facilitated self-
decentralization, the letting go of ego-serving pursuits and
desires that encourage narcissism and obsession with desired
end states of human needs (Lacan, 1977). Controlling the
self, in the knowledge that self-interest can cause suffer-
ing and jeopardize the communal good, is therefore impor-
tant, especially in contemporary contexts where embracing
materialism may lead to unethical behaviours (Huang et al.,
2012; Lu & Lu, 2010). In Taiwan, Confucian values such
as the relational self and collectivism also facilitate self-
decentralization by stressing the need for compassion and
benevolence towards others with the concepts of ren-yi-li
constraining self-interest.

In addition, to cultivate moral action from knowledge,
reflexivity using social knowledge is crucial. In both studied
contexts, social consideration for others reflected an empha-
sis on otherness rather than on the individual. Our findings
in Vietnam show that Buddhist detachment facilitates reflex-
ivity using social knowledge, in this case the fundamental
assumptions underlying phenomena based on the Four Noble
Truths, which then reduces attachment to individual or even
corporate expectations that may not represent true ethicality.
As suggested by Jensen and Wygant (1990) in developing
self-valuing theory, in situations where normal rules do not
apply employees need to have a sense of what is right with-
out being bound by personal judgement or corporate policy.
The ethical guidelines of the Noble Eightfold Path promote
moral action based on principles such as right livelihood,
right intention or right action as highlighted by our Buddhist
interviewees. Our interviewees expressed how they learnt
to be more socially responsible for others by nurturing the
non-self rather than emphasizing self-serving expectations.
The importance of moral action was also highly influenced
by the understanding of the theory of karma by Buddhist
participants. This involved consideration of motives, inten-
tions, actions and outcomes to promote positive collective
karmic outcomes, sometimes resulting in the sacrifice of
personal moral values, relying on continuous reflexivity
and total detachment from self-interest. In our case stud-
ies, this scenario was clearly demonstrated by a respond-
ent in the pharmaceutical industry considering the need of
patients above the payment of a bribe to gatekeepers. In
other words, from our Buddhist viewpoint, mechanisms of
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ongoing reflexivity were crucial for social knowledge to be
used to achieve ethical actions.

Mechanisms fostering social knowledge to promote moral
action were also found in Taiwan. The centrality of Confu-
cian role ethics and the importance of social relations stated
by the interviewees led explicitly to individuals being aware
of their responsibility to fulfil their duties and the mutual
expectations of their social roles. This is underpinned by the
linkage between compassion, decision making and action
as expressed in the cardinal concepts of ren-yi-li, as well as
those of family reverence. Also important were the Confu-
cian concepts of balance and harmony, applied not just to the
individual but also to the family, society and the state. Role
ethics inform the status, obligations and duties of individuals
so that goals are aligned and the concepts of ren-yi-li guide
people to moral action. The automatic nature of how some
interviewees acted according to the concept of filial piety
demonstrates how ingrained these factors are and is indeed
evidence for the importance of social norms and knowledge
as opposed to individual moral reasoning or the reflexivity
found in Buddhist participants. The resulting collectivism
of the relational self constrains the individual and is char-
acterized by social networks (Hofstede & Bond, 1988), the
prioritization of group interests (Chu & Moore, 2020) and
adherence to the ethical norms of society (Zhu, 2015). It
has been found to affect ethical decision making more than
any other cultural dimension (Husted & Allen, 2008) and
empirical studies show that managers with a higher sense
of collectivism appear to be more ethical (Paul et al., 2006).
Together, these concepts of social relations, role ethics and
collectivism result in individuals fulfilling their mutual obli-
gations and translating social knowledge into moral actions.

The high-context cultures of the two studies contexts
demonstrate the importance of social norms that increase
the salience of social knowledge leading to moral action.
However, differences were evident in the enactment of non-
self compared to the relational self since non-self requires
ongoing reflexive negotiation between intentions, motives
against others and context, whereas for the relational self,
individuals are intuitively guided more by social values
than reflexive analysis. This difference is demonstrated by
the non-self-theory proposed by Shiah (2016), where this
ongoing process of self-cultivation is emphasized as being
necessary to reduce the influence of the external world and
promote the social person. However, the resulting model as
shown in Fig. 2 can be criticized in that the removal of the
square representing the outside world conflicts somewhat
with concepts of dependent arising and the interdependent
nature of all things. Nevertheless, it is useful in showing
how the reduction in importance of the individual in favour
of the social person, which is not restricted to the Buddhist
non-self as demonstrated by the Confucian relational self,
is a mechanism for promoting moral action.
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In summary, our findings provide support for and extend
Hwang’s Mandala Model of the Self by demonstrating how
Buddhist and Confucian elements result in moral action. In
Buddhism, the social person is facilitated by the non-self
acting to decentralize egocentric desires. The salience of
social knowledge is activated by the Nobel Eightfold path
and moral action is encouraged by reflexivity and the theory
of karma. In Confucianism, the relational self and collectiv-
ism promote the social person over the individual whilst
role ethics, ren-yi-li and harmony result in social knowledge
causing moral action.

Conclusion

Our paper makes a number of contributions, both theoretical
and practical. First, in terms of theory, we have extended
understanding of the self since a majority of models of the
self underemphasise the importance of social influences. We
have shown that the self is a multi-dimensional and dynamic
construct influenced by agency and culture rather than a sin-
gular one solely based on individualism. The mechanisms
described provide support for the Mandala Model of the
Self (Hwang, 2011); both the Buddhist non-self and the
Confucian relational self emphasize the social person over
the individual, increasing the salience of social knowledge
and demonstrating how a focus on otherness and social
context are crucial for moral action. Furthermore, a number
of influential sociological concepts are based on concepts
of the self—for example Hofstede’s cultural dimensions
theory (Franke et al., 1991; Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede &
Bond, 1988), Hall and Hall’s low- and high-context cultures
(Hall & Hall, 1990), Schwartz’s theory of human values
(Schwartz, 1992, 1994) and Maslow’s influential hierarchy
of needs (Maslow, 1943, 1954). These concepts all benefit
from a secure foundation of an explicit and rooted theory
of the self and self-regulation such as that provided by this
paper. For example, Maslow’s model concentrates of the
needs of the individual and self-actualization and underem-
phasizes the role of social factors.

Second, we also respond to the limited empirical stud-
ies examining moral action (De Los Reyes Jr, et al., 2017;
DeTienne et al., 2019) with empirical evidence from two
case studies in two different contexts. Our findings illustrate
how the underlying mechanisms of the self are activated
in the two different Eastern traditions of Buddhist non-self
and the Confucian relational self, shaping the process of
self-regulation promoting moral action. The differing social
contexts produce different types of social knowledge and
show the importance of contextualization. Consequently,
although both of the Eastern interpretations of the self reveal
a more collective and moral viewpoint, the findings also
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show distinctions and different tensions associated with how
individuals express their self in different cultures.

Third, our paper also makes important practical con-
tributions. An understanding of the self informed by the
impact of social influences has far-reaching practical
implications in many areas, such as cross-cultural stud-
ies, international business and organizational studies. For
example, processes concerning ethical codes of conduct,
especially within multinational enterprises, (Logsdon &
Wood, 2005) should be informed by theories of the self.
Cross-cultural communication (Meyer, 2014) can benefit
from such concepts of the self and self-regulation as can
cross-cultural management. Furthermore, there are also
important practical implications for aspects of corporate
legitimacy and how it is perceived by individuals (Palazzo
& Scherer, 2006; Suddaby et al., 2017). Conceptions of
the self from different non-Western perspectives also have
implications for practices such as decolonization and pro-
motion of equality, diversity and inclusion. With a basis on
Hwang’s model, which has a justifiable claim to universal-
ity since it allows for cultural influences to be taken into
account, such areas have a far sounder basis on which to
base their practical proposals.

Our study is not without limitations. Our study focused on
subjective experiences of the self, which can be prescriptive
and descriptive on their own, and there may be limited inde-
pendent perspective to validate or challenge such subjective
determinations (Michaelson, 2019). We also acknowledge
limitations in our sample size, which may hinder other alter-
native views of the self. Future studies may look into a larger
sample size covering various provinces in both contexts.

However, it is not the purpose of this paper to present an
exhaustive coverage of these issues but rather to point to the
possibilities opened up by such a consideration and suggest
areas of future research. The intention of this paper has been
to show how the Confucian relational self and Buddhist non-
self demonstrate how people regulate and constrain their
selves toward moral action. This opens up the possibility,
not only of several promising areas of future research, but
also that consolidating evidence of these implications from
different academic disciplines could arguably lead to further
insights. For instance, beyond the well-established litera-
ture on psychological mechanisms affecting self-regulation,
examining broader social contexts can shed light on how
institutional, social, cultural aspects and changes contrib-
ute to the way individuals regulate their selves and perceive
morality on that basis. We also encourage the exploration
of the self from other spiritual and cultural perspectives,
especially examining cross-cultural perspectives on self-
regulation that may reveal cross-cultural and context-sen-
sitive managerial approaches developing self-regulation
towards ethicality, given that ethics is a relative term, inter-
preted dynamically in different contexts. We also note the

possibility of future research by way of longitudinal studies
into how concepts of the self change over time, prompted
by the perceived increase in individualism described in our
findings (Ralston, 2008).

Consequently, the contribution of this paper has been not
only to present evidence, empirical and theoretical, for the
existence of these other selves, but also to shed light on
the implications for ethical behaviour. Although this may
only be a thin beam of light into a dark room at present, it
is hoped that the broad light of more exposure can lead to
more general illumination.
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