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Abstract

In this paper we propose a distinction among collectivists to capture a fundamental difference in mental models of “collective” that has important organizational implications but has not been specifically identified in prior conceptual and empirical research.  Drawing on research in social psychology, comparative management and organization theory addressing Japanese, Chinese and East-West phenomena, we develop a distinction between network and organizational forms of collectivism.  Organizational collectivists perceive an organization as an exchange partner that contextualizes any interpersonal relationships within its boundaries.  In contrast, network collectivists perceive an organization as an arbitrary boundary around a collection of individuals with whom they have strong, weak or no particularistic relationships.  We find this distinction to be a useful way to interpret the sources of tension and conflict reported by Japanese and Chinese in Japanese subsidiaries in China, with important managerial implications.  While our qualitative and interpretive study does not allow us to test alternative hypotheses or draw society-level conclusions, it does suggest ways in which organization theory, especially that addressing individualism-collectivism phenomena, could be enriched.  

 REFINING THE COLLECTIVISM CONSTRUCT


The vast literature, both conceptual and empirical, investigating individualism-collectivism (I-C) is notable in the consistency and resilience of this simple dichotomy, in spite of its "conceptual muddiness" (Earley and Gibson, 1998:291) and multidimensionality (Triandis, 1995; Schwartz, 1992; Stephan et al, 1998).  Individual orientations are characterized as either idiocentric or allocentric (Markus and Kitayama, 1991), and “individualists” and “collectivists” place different priority on individual and group goals (Hui, 1988; Hui & Triandis, 1986; Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1989; Triandis et al, 1988; Wagner and Moch, 1986; Yamaguchi, 1994) and differ in their tendency towards independent and interdependent self-construals (Erez and Earley, 1993; Markus and Kitayama, 1991) which, in turn, have implications such as perception of procedural fairness and outcome favorability in social exchange (Brockner et al, 2000).  They are also reported to differ in particular social behaviors such as cooperation (Chen, Chen and Meindl, 1998; Early, 1993; Wagner, 1995), social control mechanisms (Bond and Smith, 1996; Triandis, 1996; Ouchi, 1979), social loafing (Earley, 1989), organizational citizenship (Moorman and Blakely, 1995) and reward allocation (Leung and Bond, 1984; Chen, 1995).  

Over the more than two decades that the individualism-collectivism distinction has received attention in the management literature, a number of refinements have been introduced.  Triandis and colleagues, for example, have introduced a distinction between vertical and horizontal forms of both individualism and collectivism (Triandis, 1995; Triandis and Gelfand, 1998; Triandis and Singelis, 1998; Triandis et al, 1998).  They draw attention to degree of equality and attitudes towards inequality among individuals in collective, or among autonomous individuals, leading to a 4-category typology: VI, VC, HI, HC.   With a similar objective, Rhee et al (1996) created another 4-category typology by distinguishing between kin- and non-kin forms of both individualism and collectivism.  


Ironically, little of this research has addressed the obvious question, especially in the study of collectivism, of what is the “collective”.  The disciplines and concerns of the researchers undertaking this research and the journals in which this research has primarily appeared – psychology and social psychology – may explain the lack of emphasis on specific organizational contexts.  For example, Markus and Kitayama (1991) have distinguished between levels of analysis, with “idiocentric” and “allocentric” to describe individual orientations underpinning individualism and collectivism at the group and cultural levels.  Allocentricism, however, only refers to an external orientation and, subsequently, the strong influence of external influences on an individual's values, beliefs, self-identity and behavior.  It does not distinguish between influences from relationships with other individuals (that implies an individual's personality is a "sum" of all of these relationships and influences) and influence from relationships with particular collectives (the set of shared norms, values and goals).  

The ambiguity emerges when it is recognized that in all but extreme cases an individual has relationships that span multiple collectives.  Are an allocentric individual's attitudes and behaviors primarily defined by a single collective, or by his or her set of relationships with particular individuals (regardless of the collective to which they may belong)?  The trait “external orientation”, that quantitative studies have shown to be useful in discriminating collectivists from individualists, does not help answer this question. 

Another refinement – the distinction between in-group and out-group relationships – at first suggests a distinction between relationships with individuals and with a collective.  Too often, however, the terms “in-group” and “collective” are used interchangeably, or the distinction is not made explicit.  Part of the reason is that in some cases, particularly in the case of families or clans, the in-group and collective overlap.  We argue that families and clans represent collectives whose fundamental element is the dyadic relationship; a focal member has explicit and either direct or indirect ties to other members.  Thus, it is impossible to discriminate the motives for an individual’s actions; is an individual acting for the benefit of the family (a collectivist rationale) or the individuals with which he or she has ties (a dyadic rationale)?  Because these two “collectives” overlap, the distinction between and alternative outcomes depending on relative priority between individual-individual and individual-collective ties is not obvious or, perhaps, important because both rationales lead to the same behavior, albeit based on very different reasoning.  This overlap is the weakness of drawing society-level conclusions (such as “Chinese are collectivistic”) from studies of family relationships (e.g., Redding, 1993), in which analyses of an individual’s ties to other individuals (family members) are confounded by his or her ties to the collective (the “family”).  

ALTERNATIVE MENTAL MODELS OF THE “COLLECTIVE”


Lacking in such characterizations and refinements, however, has been a critical re-consideration of the definition of “collective”.  Redding et al (1994) touched on this issue when they asked “What is the ‘organization’ in organizational commitment?” and suggested that Western and Asian employees perceive the organization differently.  Similarly, in drawing conclusions about the collectivist orientations of samples of Americans, Chinese, Japanese, Mexicans, etc., we should expect some variation depending on the mental model of “collective” of the research subjects.  If that is not similar across samples being compared, then any differences among them may be due to differences in their reference “collective”, not their innate psychological orientations.

A review of the comparative management and individualism-collectivism literature suggests that this question has gone unanswered.  Specifically, we can identify two very different definitions of “collective”, each with very different implications for interpreting and understanding individual behavior and organizational dynamics.  The first definition is equivalent to what Lodge and Vogel (1987) call a “community”, that is “more than the sum of the individuals in it” with “special and urgent needs that go beyond the needs of its individual members” (p.15).  This characterization of a collective evokes an image of an almost sentient actor.  Discussions of superordinate goals, group goals, and collective gains are based on this perception of the collective as an entity separate from the individuals who comprise it.  


The second implicit definition of collective focuses not on a collective entity, but on the set of other individuals with which a focal individual has particularistic ties, or his “in-group” (e.g., Gudykunst et al, 1992; Leung and Bond, 1984).  In this characterization, the in-group is equivalent to the collective, and both are defined in terms of relationships between individuals.  Collective goals and gains are those that are shared among members of an in-group, inseparable from the members.  This is in stark contrast to the first characterization of “collective”, in which the collective is attributed with its own set of needs and goals.  

Too often, scholars misuse or mix these two conceptualizations of “collective”, even within the same study and paper.  For example, Farh, Earley and Lin (1997) use the example of Confucianism to illustrate the emphasis in Chinese culture on the relationship between an individual and society.  Their discussion, and interpretation later by others (Earley and Gibson, 1998), equate “society” with the first definition of collective discussed above; namely, as an entity transcending the individuals who comprise it.  Actually, the fundamental “five relationships” that Confucianism stresses as being the basis of society are all dyadic: emperor/minister, father/son, husband/wife, older brother/younger brother, friend/friend.  In other words, the collectivism that is promoted by Confucianism – and arguably a general description of social relationships in China – is fundamentally comprised of an individual’s particularistic, dyadic ties with other individuals.  This emphasis on an individual’s personal relationships and both loyalty and responsibility to them is the “individualism” that Mao was trying to reverse in the PRC’s founding slogan “Serve the people” and in the Cultural Revolution.  He was attempting to shift what he considered the Chinese individual’s overly developed sense of loyalty and responsibility from particularistic ties with other individuals (that he saw as too often operating at the expense of the national collective) to the individual’s relationship with the Communist Party, broader society and the nation (the legitimate “collectives”).  Rather than organizationally-focused collectivism, therefore, we argue that these characteristics associated with Chinese social relationships are dyadic and network-focused.  

Research on Japanese management practices and organizations suggest an alternative mental model of the “collective”.  Specifically, analyses of Japanese management practices and organizational life describe an environment in which individuals perceive the organization as an exchange partner which has goals and needs, and with which the individual engages in reciprocal loyalty, effort and benefits.  Underpinning it is what Nakane (1972a, 1972b) described as the Japanese sense of contribution and even self-sacrifice for collective needs and objectives.  This is a fundamental feature running through the massive literature addressing Japanese management and organizational life.  Dore (1973), for example, describes it as an “organization-oriented system” (in contrast to the Anglo-Saxon “market-oriented system”), elaborated by Ouchi into what he termed Theory Z (Ouchi, 1981; Ouchi and Jaeger, 1978).  Others have elaborated particular characteristics as well as the configuration of cognitive orientations and behaviors of Japanese organizations, management practices and employees (Beechler and Yang, 1994).  A common focus in these descriptions has been the sources and implications of employee commitment to and identification with the organization and its goals (e.g., Alston, 1989; Cole, 1979; Marsh and Mannari, 1972, 1977; Lincoln, 1989; Lincoln and Kalleberg, 1985; Logan, 1984; Mendenhall and Oddou, 1986; Miyajima, 1986; Rohlen, 1974).  While usually portrayed as managerially desirable and even a competitive strength, Chikudate (1999, 2002) has also shown how commitment to organizational goals can lead to pathological, even criminal, organizational behavior.  

Another consistent element in the research on Japanese organizational life is that the collective – whether company, other organization, or nation – is conceived of as a salient entity for its members.  Of course, this same research has also drawn attention to the nature of interpersonal relationships that the individual forms with other individuals in the organization; the definition does not exclude an individual having dyadic relationships with other members.  As Ho and Chiu (1994) argue, individual and collective pursuits co-exist, just as Triandis (1995) suggests that individuals and societies vary in their relative balance of individualist and collectivist tendencies.  However, the implication is that a collectivist’s relationship and responsibilities to the collective take precedence over (most, if not all) individual considerations, including any needs or objectives of particular dyadic relationships, that are incompatible with the collective's needs and objectives.  

DISTINGUISHING ORGANIZATIONAL AND NETWORK COLLECTIVISM

Lack of reference to a specific collective in I-C research, coupled with the alternative mental models of “collective” found in diverse empirical research in Chinese and Japanese contexts, provides the basis for our conceptual distinction between organizational and network collectivism.  Organizational collectivists perceive their collective as an entity with which they have an exchange relationship and show mutual loyalty.  The research cited above investigating Japanese management and organizational behavior provides ample illustration of such organizational collectivism.  A network collectivist, in contrast, sees a collective as a set of individuals with whom he has direct, indirect or no ties; exchange and loyalty are by definition between individuals, not between an individual and an abstract “collective” (such as company or other organization).  The features associated with Chinese interpersonal relations and group structure similarly illustrate the basic elements we are using to characterize network collectivism.    

To elaborate this conceptual distinction, we have contrasted these two types of collectivism along a number of dimensions (Table 1).  For reference, we have also included individualism in this comparison, but will not focus on its characterization.  Rather, we focus our discussion on the differences between organizational and network collectivism, particularly the very different mental models of a collective's structure, views of which relationships are salient, and the relative priority of loyalties to different counterparts.  

First, an organizational collectivist sees a group as a set of individuals who have ties with the same collective entity.  In contrast, a network collectivist perceives a collective as a set of individuals with which he or she has direct, indirect or no ties, although any ties may be of varying strength or quality.  Second, the view of salient relationships is tied up in this perception of structure.  An organizational collectivist sees the collective as a separate entity with which he or she has an exchange relationship, and it is the source of benefits and other resources that are important to the individual.  For network collectivists, on the other hand, direct and indirect ties are salient, and the “group” is not an entity separable from the individuals who comprise it.  The logical extension of each of these perceptions, therefore, is that organizational collectivists see the relationship to the group (as distinct from the individuals within it) as a primary object of loyalty and, when incompatible, as having precedence over any loyalty and relationships with particular individuals in the same group.  In contrast, network collectivists see themselves and their relationships with other exchange partners as objects worthy of their loyalty.  


This difference in the object of loyalty highlights another ambiguous construct in the individualism-collectivism literature; namely, the definition of “superordinate” or “group” goals.  Our distinction between the object of primary loyalty by organizational and network collectivists suggests two types of goals, with different priorities.  We would expect an organizational collectivist to exert effort in pursuit of collective goals and objectives, even at the expense of his own interests or those of others in the collective with whom he has direct ties.  A network collectivist, in contrast, would identify and pursue goals that benefit himself and his set of exchange partners.  He would not place a high priority on goals and objectives of other individuals with whom he does not have a salient direct or indirect tie, even though they may be members of the same collective.  Furthermore, a network collectivist would have little interest in "collective" goals that do not directly contribute to his or her personal goals or the goals of those with whom he has a particularistic relationship.  

SINO-JAPANESE CONFLICT THROUGH ALTERNATIVE COLLECTIVIST LENSES
We explore this distinction between organizational and network collectivism through an interview-based, interpretive study of perceptions and attitudes of two groups of employees – local Chinese and expatriate Japanese – working together in Japanese subsidiaries in China.  Not only are they the two most studied “collectivist” societies, but our ideal types of organizational and network collectivism also map onto the psychological and social characteristics generally ascribed to Japanese and Chinese cultures, respectively.  Based on our own experience, we also expected this context to provide the most contrast between groups.  In other words, our sampling is not meant to achieve representativeness and thereby draw society-level conclusions, but to maximize contrast between the groups in order to further refine our conceptual distinction and test its usefulness in providing new insights into the sources of conflict between these groups (e.g., Numagami, 1998).  Furthermore, while underutilized in comparative management (Redding, 1994; White, 2002), our interpretive approach is appropriate for the purpose of our study, namely, to explore differences in meaning and interpretation among actors.

By studying Japanese subsidiaries, we are also able to link our distinction between organizational and network collectivism with the massive stream of research on Japanese management practices and their transferability to non-Japanese cultural contexts.  Indeed, the Japanese perceptions, values, attitudes and behaviors reported in this study are closely aligned with prior research on Japanese management and employee relations within Japan.  For example, numerous scholars who have drawn attention to the replication of the Japanese family structure even within large, non-kin based enterprises, in which membership is the basis of an individual’s identity and primary loyalty (Axel, 1995; Bhappu, 2000; Dien, 1998; Redding et al, 1994), a dependence that Japanese management systems manipulate (e.g., Sullivan and Peterson, 1991; Islam, 1997; Chikudate, 1997) but that, some have argued, is not necessarily correlated with commitment (e.g., Near, 1989). 


The difficulties the Japanese in this study seem to have in recreating such employee attitudes and behavior in their Chinese subsidiaries at first seem in contrast to numerous other studies of Japanese management of foreign operations.  Although not able to transfer the complete management system because of differences in the social, economic and political context (Lowe et al, 1997; Beechler and Yang, 1994; Humphrey, 1995), Japanese firms have transferred and successfully implemented many of their practices (e.g., Kenney and Florida, 1993, 1995; Delbridge, 1995; Dedoussis, 1995; Lowe et al, 1997; Wilkinson et al, 1995).  It is important to note, however, that most of these studies have focused on manufacturing firms and primarily shop-floor management and HRM practices.  Others have noted the considerably less success by Japanese firms in managing white collar and mid- or upper-level management staff (e.g., Yoshihara, 1989).  

In spite of prima facie cultural similarity and other strategic rationales which might suggest that Asian subsidiaries would be more thoroughly “Japanized” (Taylor, 1999), results show similar patterns to Japanese subsidiaries in western contexts; namely, particular practices are transferred, but there is no apparent attempt to replicate a complete Japanese organizational context.  For example, Taylor (1999) finds that the Japanese firms in his study highly “Japanized” production management, but generally followed local norms in personal practices, including localizing HRM management for local employees.  These are the same conclusions that can be drawn from studies in Singapore (Choy and Jain, 1987; Gill and Wong, 1998; Rodgers and Wong, 1996), Taiwan (Yeh, 1991; Hannon et al, 1995) and Hong Kong (Wong and Hendry, 1997; Wong, 1999).  These same studies, however, also suggest that while HRM practices may be highly localized, there is also a sharp distinction drawn between locals and Japanese expatriates.  For example, Wong and Hendry (1997) specifically critique the dual labor market – internal labor market for Japanese, external labor market for local employees – operating in Japanese multinational retailers in Hong Kong.  


Such empirical evidence from diverse national contexts suggests that particular practices have been successfully transferred to Japanese subsidiaries as well as adopted by non-Japanese firms.  We may also expect, although these studies do not explicitly address this issue, that the Japanese firms have not been able or have not attempted to re-create in their foreign operations the cognitive orientations – sense of mutual obligation, organizational basis of individual identity, etc. – that have also been used to describe the Japanese management context.   

Methods


Information about Chinese and Japanese perceptions of each other and their organizations is drawn from extensive interviews conducted during the period 1997-2001.  A total of 35 Chinese employees (both line and manager level) and 13 Japanese managers in six Japanese wholly-owned subsidiaries in southern China (including Hong Kong) were interviewed.  Although the firms are in different industries, all of them are export-oriented manufacturers focused on maximizing production efficiency.  Interviews followed a semi-structured protocol, optimizing between comparability across subjects as well as the need to ask context-specific follow-up questions.  The researchers were able to interview the subjects in their native languages (Japanese or Chinese), placing the burden of conceptual translation on the researcher rather than subject.  


Japanese interviewees were top and upper-level expatriate managers, usually seconded to the subsidiaries for three to five years.  The Chinese interviewees included not only a majority of managerial level employees, but also production workers and supervisors.  Although these hierarchical positions are not identical, this distribution is representative of that found in most Japanese subsidiaries.  The main difference among the Chinese employees’ comments that roughly mapped onto hierarchical level was that manager-level employees had more direct contact with the Japanese expatriates and related more personal observations.  Much of the production workers’ comments were based on general impressions rather than extensive interaction with the Japanese.

Alternative interpretations of the sources of conflict


In discussing the relationships among the Japanese and Chinese employees, both sides raised similar issues, but from very different perspectives and with very different interpretations.  These issues are 1) relationship between employee and company, 2) communication and relationships among employees, 3) roles and responsibilities, and 4) antecedents, expression and outcomes of trust.  Below we illustrate these contrasting perspectives and interpretations from our extensive interviews.  For each issue, we first present a summary of the general differences reflected in the set of interviews, and then present some of the translated quotes on which the summary is based.  We then argue that the conflict and mutual lack of trust that are associated with these differences represent conflicting ideas of the basis and expression of trust between these two groups, which we interpret through a organizational-network collectivism lens.

Relationship between employee and company


The interviews revealed a fundamental difference between the Japanese and Chinese regarding their perception of their relationships to “the company.”  The Chinese focused on the company as a source of tangible benefits, and their relationship as one of tangible instrumentality.  To them, the company provides pay and other tangible benefits and the opportunity to increase their skills (human capital).  They do not mention the intrinsic rewards that the Japanese emphasized.

Generally, I am satisfied with what I do, as far as my career path.  As for my responsibility, it is about the same as [my previous job].  What I meant by my 'career path' is that I am getting a higher wage than what it used to be.  And benefits are a lot better. [Company B, Chinese Manager]

I am working here to learn more about business and be able to learn new skills.  [Company D, Chinese employee]

Here, they give you free lunch, so it's great.  [Company D, Chinese employee]

The Japanese managers described Chinese employees’ motivations in much the same terms as the Chinese, focusing on tangible benefits from the company.  Mixed in with these, however, were more references to intangible benefits that “the company” provides.  While the Japanese employees understand and appreciate these benefits beyond pay and tangible benefits, they do not perceive the Chinese as recognizing their value.  The Japanese included such benefits as a sense of belonging, prestige, leadership quality, and quality of relationships with other members.

[The Chinese employees] do not have a sense of belonging within the office.  This is because employees want to sell themselves as soon as they acquire a certain level of skills.  [Company D, Japanese General Manager]

The only reason they work here is because they want to earn a living.  They do not care about names of prestigious companies. [Company C, Japanese General Manager]

Unlike Chinese employees, Japanese employees would not change their job so easily.  I believe that if another company offered them a better deal regarding compensation, they will not easily yield to that offer.  Before making any decision, they would think about benefit issues and leadership in that new company and, most of all, they would be concerned whether or not they could get along with the people in the new working environment.  [Company E, Japanese manager]

Some managers also described a relationship between employee and company that goes far beyond an employment contract and exchange of labor for pay.  For them, leaders must instill a sense of devotion in new employees towards the company that, in turn, is the basis of their becoming a responsible member of society.

Entering the company is not merely the way of sustaining lives, but to grow spiritually and become a better person.  That is why we must be an inspiring leader and try to have a close relationship with each employee.  If our relationship becomes too impersonal and too business-like, the organization will not grow and each employee will never have compassion toward their company…  We accept a handful of new graduates so we must help them to become a socially responsible person.  This must be the true meaning of a "socially responsible company." [Company E, Japanese manager]


Furthermore, the Japanese also perceive that the Chinese are unwilling to contribute substantially to the company’s objectives.  One Japanese used the term “dedication”, equating it with a willingness and ability to make a contribution to the further development of the company, beyond simply “following orders” (which we discuss in more detail later). 

Dedication to the company?!  Their actions certainly aren't consistent with what they say.  They probably would not understand the word 'dedication'.  They have done quite a bit, but what they have done so far is to simply come along with our direction.  We created the plans and they just implemented them.  If they think that is dedication, that is their major mistake.  [Company A, Japanese manager]

Other Japanese managers drew a similar distinction regarding the Chinese (un)willingness to contribute to the company or, more generally, to society at personal expense.

In Japan, there seems to be a stronger sense of responsibility.  Whatever they are asked, they will do it regardless of whatever they will receive overtime payment or not.  If they feel that it will contribute to their company, [Japanese employees] will do it.  Even if we ask them to work overtime without properly asking them, they will come to us and ask us to let them complete their duty.  They have more enthusiasm about their own work. [Company E, Japanese manager]

I sometimes wonder if any Chinese has the concept of exerting their efforts to create something valuable to society.  Frankly, I believe that the only thing they have in mind is to create short-term profits.  [Company A, Japanese manager]
Communication and relationships among employees


Both the Chinese and Japanese described communication and the quality of relationships between the two groups as poor.  However, the two groups emphasized very different types of communication and, subsequently, different bases for the poor communication among them.  The Chinese consistently referred to the socio-emotional quality of communication and relationships with the Japanese.  

The Japanese managers do not understand us very well.  Most of the do not speak Chinese… They do not understand our culture, the Chinese way of thinking, and many traditions and customs.  Under such circumstances, it is very difficult for the Japanese to determine exactly how to manage the factory here.  Most of the Japanese people go back to Japan in three years; some of them even come and go in one or two years…  So, when they try to manage us, certainly there are communication problems. [Company A, Chinese employee]

By the time [the expatriate Japanese managers] get used to the new environment and understand the people, they have to go back to their home country.  When a new manager comes, they have to go through the process of readjustment all over again.  From the Chinese perspective, by the time the Chinese personnel become used to one manager's leadership style, it is about time for the manager to leave.  So, we have to make a rapid adjustment to a new manager again.  It is very difficult for us to go through such a frequent adjustment process.  [Company C, Chinese employee]

I can communicate and there is some communication between Japanese managers and us, but other than business-related matter, communicating with Japanese is rare.  [Company B, Chinese manager]

I do not feel comfortable being with higher-ranking Japanese managers.  I do not feel any closeness to them…  I like to work in this place because there is a mutual goal…  Japanese managers understand Chinese employees, but as far as human relationships are concerned, they may not understand us. [Company C, Chinese employee]
The Japanese, in contrast, focused on communication as a means of accomplishing work goals, and the Chinese did not engage in such communication enough. 

There is a horizontal [exchange of work information] in the Japanese business environment.  But in China, there is only a vertical relationship.  There is not much horizontal relationship. [Company E, Japanese manager]

They are eager to learn new skills but they have no desire to teach others what they have learned.  It seems they want to protect their position or status by not sharing what they have learned.  [Company E, Japanese General Manager]

Even when Japanese quit, they think about the situation of the company and try to train those who will take over their responsibilities before they leave.  But here, [the Chinese employees] just quit.  [Company C, Japanese General Manager]
Furthermore, both the Chinese and Japanese described fundamental differences in what is considered acceptable behavior in interpersonal relationships.  Similar to the difference between the objectives of communication described above, acceptable behavior is judged by very different criteria.  Again, the Chinese used socio-emotional values to judge behavior, whereas the Japanese used task-based values.  This difference is clear in the two group's interpretation of open expression of anger.  The Chinese framed it as a personal affront (and loss of face).

The weakness of the Japanese is their short tempers.  If there are some problems, they get mad at people in public.  In this regard, Chinese are better than Japanese.  [Company B, Chinese employee]

The Japanese, however, interpreted work-related anger as an expression of dedication and involvement in work.

I feel there is a lack of dedication in analyzing various issues.  [Chinese managers] do not have passion for their work as they never yell at their subordinates. [Company A, Japanese manager]

Both Chinese and Japanese managers criticized the impact of that close interpersonal relationships can have on company or work considerations.   A Chinese manager noted:

In the mainland, I must constantly be concerned with whether or not my subordinates will do according to what I say.  I cannot get mad at them, because if I do, then our relationship will become worse, and this may affect our productivity…  I must consider more about human relationships than production level…  In this factory, I can relax more because I don't have to be so concerned about human relations. [Company C, Chinese manager]

The emphasis on guanxi [in Chinese state-owned companies] becomes problematic. In many cases, older workers will bring in their children and other relatives.  When we try to manage people, we must always think about these personal relationships before taking any action… In a state-owned company, you must constantly think about whether or not I am offending anyone or if everyone will accept me…  Here [in this Japanese company] the only thing that matters is the production ratio, and the possibility that you might get fired if you do not do a good job. [Company C, Chinese manager]
A Japanese, however, still perceived favoritism among the Chinese to be a problem in the Japanese subsidiary.

Those they do not like, they do not want to use them regardless of their performance.  They tend to use someone they like and try to avoid those they do not like.  If the people are capable, I do not question their behavior.  But it seems that they may use them just because they like them, not because they have ability.  [Company A, Japanese manager]

Roles and responsibilities


The Chinese and Japanese employees had very different perspectives on the definition and allocation of roles and responsibilities.  The Chinese perceived the Japanese as consciously excluding them from decision-making and restricting them to simply following orders.

We do not know much about this company.  It seems that many things are strictly confidential and are not exposed to Hong Kong employees.  We do not dare ask about such issues and data…  We only work here.  We are not allowed to make any decisions about our work.  Decisions are made by the Japanese directors.  [Company A, Chinese employee]

It seems that the Japanese are the ones to make decisions and we [Chinese] are supposed to follow what they tell us.  Such a relationship is very monotonous… When important issues come up, they discuss the issues together.  The Chinese employees, however, are excluded from their discussion.  The important decisions are always made by the Japanese.  These decisions are then handed down to us.  So we are expected to obey what they tell us.  [Company A, Chinese employee]

If they do things like that [make decisions without Chinese input], there will always be some errors in their directions viewed from the Chinese cultural context.  Some of their decisions are rooted in Japanese culture so deeply that there is no way that their decisions can be put into practice here effectively.  [Company A, Chinese manager]

Before, when we had a Japanese as a general manager, he was allowed to make decisions without consensus from the headquarters.  But after a Chinese manager was promoted to be general manager, we had to report everything to the headquarters through him and then wait for a response.  [Company E, Chinese manager]

[In Chinese factories], power is more equally allocated among managers.  But in this company, all authority is in the general manager's hands, in bucho's.  [Company D, Chinese manager]

Similarly, Chinese middle managers and other employees clearly perceive the Japanese as demanding strict and unquestioning obedience and following of rules.

The Japanese way focuses on efficiency and obedience…  The Japanese require us to do whatever they tell us to do.  In Chinese companies, subordinates can disobey orders from superiors if they think that these orders are unreasonable.  In Japanese companies, if subordinates do not obey orders from their superiors, subordinates will have problems.  They should never question orders given by their Japanese superiors. [Company C, Chinese manager]

There are some Japanese influences in this company.  In many cases, we just do what the Japanese managers tell us to do, and we must obey what they say.  That's how things work around here. [Company D, Chinese employee]

Sometimes the Japanese become too dependent on their superior or the company, so they should learn to be more individualistic.  That's something they could learn from the Chinese.  They cannot say no or any opposing ideas, but the Chinese do not just follow directions given by superiors.  They could lose their tempers or get into arguments with their bosses if they feel like they should; sometimes this is very healthy.  [The Japanese] should learn things from that.  This will never happen with Japanese managers.  [Company C, Chinese employee]
In contrast, the Japanese readily acknowledged their top-down, directive management approach, but attributed it to the Chinese employees’ lack of initiative or willingness to go beyond explicit instructions, unlike Japanese employees.   

In China, each employee only does the thing they are told to do.  Each just fulfills his own duty and they do not do more than what they are told. Even if there is a problem, nobody will notify anybody, leading to further problems…  Japanese employees, on the other hand, tend to be more creative and, if they realize something was wrong, they will somehow try to modify it and try to communicate with [the affected people].  [Company E, Japanese manager]

Usually, when Japanese employees are not sure what they are supposed to do, they would simply ask questions.  However, Chinese employees just guess what they are supposed to do without asking supervisors or managers for appropriate actions.  Thus, they make more mistakes…  This is why we could only teach them simple tasks. [Company A, Japanese manager]  

I believe that in order to be successful, we must have a strong top-down type of organization… because they will not do what they are told.  Everything must be specific as to when and how and through what process it must go. [Company B, Japanese General Manager]

They will not do tasks other than what they are hired for.  They will not help others or go an extra mile to handle tasks. They just do their part and they feel it is unreasonable to do someone else's job just to be nice or improve the social environment with the company. [Company C, Japanese General Manager]


Therefore, while the Japanese expect the employees to solve problems and seek information proactively, the Chinese believe that simply following orders strictly is the behavior that the Japanese managers desire.  This mis-communication between them leads to mutual frustration.  The Japanese, however, saw the issue of top-down management as a result of a more general problem of the Chinese not accepting responsibility for their own performance.

Another concern regarding Chinese employees is their perception regarding precision.  For example, when we ask both Japanese and Chinese employees to create a similar document, the Japanese employees tend to do everything precisely…  But in the Hong Kong office, [the Chinese employees] make simple errors and miscalculations and sometimes the debit and credit do not balance, yet they send such incomplete documents to the headquarters.  They seem to consider it okay to have such errors. [Company E, Japanese manager]

In the past, we had problems with employees' tardiness.  Some employees were always late to work.  The reason was because of the traffic situation.  But Japanese employees would anticipate such normal traffic situations and try to come on time by leaving home earlier.  The Chinese employees never took such actions.  [Company D, Japanese General Manager]
Antecedents, expression and outcomes of trust


A theme running through many of the conversations with Chinese and Japanese respondents was the issue of trust or, more accurately, the lack of trust between the two groups of employees.  The two groups differed, however, in the implied foundation on which trust between them is based.  The Chinese nearly exclusively linked the issue of trust with the socio-emotional dimension of their relationships with Japanese managers, what McAllister (1995) termed affect-based trust.  Moreover, they spoke of such trust as an outcome, and that the Japanese had to make the first step.  For example:

They will let us do something but they do not believe in our abilities.  It hurts.  I am not the only one who is thinking this way…  They should let us have responsibilities and see how we handle the situation…  If the Japanese can believe in our abilities, we will be able to contribute. [Company C, Chinese manager]


The Japanese, in contrast, consistently framed the issue of trust in terms of the task, or cognition-based trust (McAllistar, 1995).  For them, trust is an antecedent to delegating more responsibility. 

Three years ago the previous [expatriate Japanese] manager decided that we would try to hire as many female employees as possible.  We have maintained this policy ever since.  We cannot fully trust male employees… When a male employee works in material handling, every time they order material, they try to receive a rebate from our suppliers, without getting permission from the company.  [Company A, Japanese manager]

We hope that the Chinese can absorb all of the necessary skills and technical knowledge, but as for financial management, we cannot trust them enough to do it.  We could tell them to deposit checks into the company's bank account.  But as for managing cash, a Japanese must do it because although we trust the factory managers greatly, we cannot trust them to the degree of letting them handle all of the financial transactions.  (Company C, Japanese manager]

When I talked with one capable [Chinese employee], I thought at first that he could be the one who could take my position in the future.  But later as I got to know him, it would not be possible, because he started yelling at me that someone else has been paid better than himself, etc.  They all start talking about who got better benefits and whatever.  As I was listening, I could no longer trust him.  [Company A, Japanese manager]

If there is a rule that they must protect or else they will be fired, then they will follow that rule.  [Company E, Japanese manager]

One Chinese manager recognized the task basis of trust on the part of the Japanese:

It seems that the Japanese do not trust the Chinese employees in some aspects.  Possibly they do not believe in our ability to do things right.  The Japanese managers probably do not believe that the Chinese have the capacity to solve complex problems.  One of the reasons may be because of their national characteristic of being a homogeneous society.  Another major reason might be that our company started just a few years ago; therefore, it is difficult for them to cultivate mutually trusting relationships.  Our company is at a stage where mutual trust has not been fully developed.  After being together for a while, we will get to know each other.  Only then will we be able to feel mutual trust.  Right now we have not earned their trust. [Company A, Chinese manager]

MANAGING ACROSS COLLECTIVISMS: THE SINO-JAPANESE CASE


The Japanese have been unable to replicate in their Chinese subsidiaries the type of organizational social system and employee behavior found in the Japanese parent, even as Japanese direct investment into China has increased (Imae, 1993, 1995).  Our interviews uncovered stark differences in assumptions and perceptions between the Japanese and Chinese employees along four dimensions of organizational life, and these differences seem to be the basis for the uneasy relationship between these two groups.  Rather than a workforce with a feeling of common fate and dedication to corporate goals, the Japanese have come to perceive their Chinese employees as individualistic and self-serving opportunists to whom they cannot entrust more of the corporate fate than absolutely necessary.  The Chinese, in contrast, nearly universally admire the Japanese for their ability to accomplish technical tasks and achieve production efficiency.  However, they do not trust the Japanese commitment to the Chinese employees or their ability and willingness to understand the socio-emotional aspect of relationships that is so important to the Chinese employees.


 These differences are in line with the conceptual distinction we have proposed between organizational and network collectivists and suggest further distinctions.  The Japanese revealed values, beliefs and interpretations consistent with our expectations for organizational collectivists.  Specifically, the Japanese framed interpersonal relationships relative to the company (the collective), and “the company” has a meaningful existence to them.  Furthermore, they judge others in terms of their commitment, loyalty, ability and willingness to contribute to the company's operations.  Even when they discuss “personal” relationships, emphasizing the value of establishing and smoothing “personal” relationships, they invariable justify this as valuable for its contribution to accomplishing corporate objectives.  


The Chinese, in contrast, focused on the quality of interpersonal relationships with other members of the organization, seemingly irrespective – or even in contradiction to – corporate (or “task”) considerations.  They emphasized the ability or inability of others to establish and maintain personal relationships, not their commitment or ability to contribute to the collective task.  For them, “loyalty” by definition is personalized and given to other individuals, not to an abstract entity such as “the company”.   Similarly, “gain” is either personal or shared along these particularistic ties, not shared equally with all members of the organization.

The result of this difference in salient relationships and object of loyalty is manifest in the linkage between pay and turnover in the Chinese case and, alternatively, much weaker linkage in the Japanese case.  As described in the preceding section, Japanese consistently bemoaned the willingness of their Chinese employees to quit for even small incremental increases in pay, unable to understand how they could so completely discount the intangible benefits (sense of belonging, prestige, security) that they saw the company as providing.  The Chinese were also quite forthcoming in their priorities in this matter; basically, they will go wherever the pay is better.  Indeed, one even defined career development in terms of pay increases.  Both the Japanese and Chinese recognized that the Japanese have very different attitudes about the importance of pay in considering switching jobs; although it is a consideration, it is only one of many factors and certainly not the primary consideration.

The central difference between these groups of employees arises from the different salience of an individual's relationship with “the company.”  Our interviews suggest that when a Chinese considers issues of pay and other benefits provided by the company, he or she literally does not take the company “personally”.  By definition there cannot be a salient relationship with “the company” because it is not another person.  Hence, he or she is unfettered in negotiations by considerations of loyalty or moral obligations vis-a-vis the company.  Moreover, quitting the company does not involve severing a salient (i.e., interpersonal) relationship, so even small differences in pay may provide ample justification.  For the Japanese, in contrast, negotiating for personal gain is tempered by considerations of “the company’s” needs and situation, and the long-term exchange relationship between the individual and the company.  Similarly, quitting involves severing the relationship with the company – a salient other – as well as those to whom that individual is tied through their mutual commitment and relationship with the company and who have probably served as the individual’s primary social reference group.

Managerial implications

It is beyond the scope of this paper to make specific recommendations to Japanese managers to reduce the level of conflict and tension in their Chinese subsidiaries.  However, the analysis presented in this paper has uncovered a fundamental source of conflict, and that is the necessary first step to managing this conflict.  The Japanese must recognize the differences in the basis and dynamics of interpersonal relationships, as well as differences in the implicit relationship between an individual and the company, between themselves and their Chinese employees.  Many of their management practices, both formal systems and informal processes, depend on employees having a “relationship” with the company and making value judgments with that relationship in mind.  As we have shown, the Chinese employees as a group do not share such assumptions and attitudes, suggesting that some Japanese practices may have to be significantly modified, recontextualized, or even replaced in the Chinese context.

 
A general recommendation, and one generalizable beyond the Sino-Japanese context investigated in this study, is the need for managers to pursue alternative paths to achieving “collective” behavior.  In other words, managers must take a contingency approach to the socialization process (Lois, 1999), matching management practices to culture-based attitudes and beliefs (Ramamoorthy and Carroll, 1998), to elicit desired behaviors such as cooperation within a collective (Chen, Chen and Meindl, 1998) as well as positive perceptions of procedural fairness and outcomes (Brockner et al, 2000).  For groups of individuals with organizational collectivist orientations (as discussed in this paper), management must deepen an individual’s sense of responsibility, loyalty and dependence on the organization.  They should strengthen the perception that benefits to the individual come from and depend on the well-being of the organization.  They must create opportunities for the individual to confirm his or her reliance on the organization, as well as legitimize organizational objectives and demands on individuals.  

Eliciting individual behavior that furthers organizational objectives in the case of a group of network collectivists, however, requires a very different managerial approach.  The first step would be to broaden and deepen an individual member’s range of relationships with other members.  Managers must convince them that they receive tangible and especially socio-emotional benefits from their proximity with other members in the organization (not from “the company”, which a network collectivist does not perceive as an exchange partner).   They should frame organizational objectives in terms of the effect on other members with whom the individual has developed salient ties.  Because we would expect a network collectivist to place higher priority on considerations of his or her exchange partners than those of “the company”, managerial pleas for “self- or partner-sacrifice for the sake of the company” would at best be ineffectual, at worst elicit exactly the behavior that management is trying to avoid.

EXTENDING THE DISTINCTION


One objective of this paper has been to introduce a conceptual distinction between organizational and network collectivism in order to interpret the stark contrast in perceptions, values and behavior between Japanese and Chinese employees we have observed in our sample who, most prior research would suggest, would be categorized as collectivists.  Of course, the difference we have identified is not a sole cause of Sino-Japanese conflict in an organizational setting.  Historical animosity is clearly another factor.  Some may also interpret the differences we have identified as a result of different views of the subsidiaries or corporation and, naturally, a difference in salience between them.  While the Japanese see their employment in the company as a long-term proposition (even if in the Chinese subsidiary for only a few years), the Chinese may not share that assumption.  In other words, the company is a salient in-group for the Japanese, but perhaps not for the Chinese, for whom the family may be more salient.  Even if this is the case, however, it still leads to the questions that motivate this study: what are the views of a particular collective by members of that collective, and what are the managerial implications of the sometimes stark differences in views?  

The conceptual distinction we have proposed in this paper is the first step to a much deeper, more convincing alternative explanation of the nature of Japanese and Chinese relationships in the same collective.  The Japanese responses reflected the attitudes, values and a mental model of the collective – in particular, the salience of the organization as a primary exchange partner for its members and the subordination of interpersonal relationships to organizational “needs” – that we have used to characterize organizational collectivism.  Furthermore, their relationships with other members are through this collective; i.e., a relationship between individuals is fundamentally based and depends on their common relationship to the collective.  Furthermore, evaluation of other members is based on perceptions of loyalty and contribution to the collective.  

The Chinese, on the other hand, provide an illustration of the characteristics we have associated with network collectivism; specifically, the primacy of interpersonal relationships among members of a collective and members’ weak linkages to the organization as a collective. Their mental model of an organizational collective (like a company) is a set of individuals among which he will have direct or indirect ties with some, but not all, other members.  Furthermore, their dimensions of a relationship – the exchange of loyalty, effort, obligation, identity – were only ascribed to interpersonal relationships, not to the employee-organizational relationship.  

This paper has only introduced the possibility of a fundamental distinction among individuals and cultures that could have important implications for social dynamics in organizations.  To refine our conceptual distinctions, further research must include representatives of other “collectivist” cultures (or allocentric individuals), as well as those usually considered “individualist” (or idiocentric individuals).  It is also necessary to explore diversity within national cultures in order to identify important contingent variables, such as organizational age and mission, that could affect members’ perceptions of the organization and their relationship with it.  This must be followed by quantitative studies that draw on the extensive empirical research that has been done in this area, but incorporating a priori items that allow us to test the hypotheses derived from the distinction between organizational and network collectivism.

CONCLUSIONS

To develop the distinction between organizational and network collectivism, we have drawn on prior research that has contrasted Japanese and Chinese along a wide range of psychological and sociological dimensions.  We have also used this new distinction to analyze the cognitive bases of tension and conflict between Japanese and Chinese working in the same organization.  While certainly not the only source of difficulty in Sino-Japanese relations, we do feel that differences in attitudes, values and behaviors resulting from differences in mental models of the collective are a contributing factor.  We have also proposed that such fundamental differences may explain two patterns in Japanese management of overseas subsidiaries widely reported in related literature; the extensive transfer of “technological” practices and limited transfer of HRM practices, coupled with a sharp distinction maintained between local and expatriate HRM systems and practices.  

We have also argued that the distinction between organizational and network collectivism is relevant beyond the Japanese and Chinese social contexts from which it is derived and explored in this paper.  To clarify this distinction further, as well as relate it to individualism and the variations in each of these broad constructs (e.g., Triandis’ (1995) horizontal and vertical distinction), much more research is necessary.  However, one implication for individualism-collectivism research is clear from this paper; namely, it is necessary to understand a research subject’s mental model of a particular collective.  Furthermore, we expect that an individual may exhibit a range of cognitive orientations depending on the reference collective, and in turn be conditioned by other contextual factors.  This possibility suggests a re-interpretation of the data from prior studies of individualism and collectivism, and also suggests improvements in the instruments and research designs used to investigate related phenomena. 
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Table 1.  Comparison of individualism and two types of collectivism
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	Network
	
	Organizational

	
	
	
	Individualism
	
	Collectivism
	
	Collectivism

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Basic unit of social system
	
	Atomistic individuals
	
	Dyads linking individuals
	
	Dyads linking individuals and collective

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Basis of identity
	
	Personal attributes
	
	Personal attributes, esp. set of dyadic relationships
	
	Group affiliation

	
	Exchange
	
	Bilateral; reciprocal between individuals.
	
	Bilateral; reciprocal between individuals.
	
	Bilateral; reciprocal between individual and collective.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Object of loyalty
	
	Self
	
	Self and exchange partners
	
	Collective 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Dominant consideration in goal pursuit 
	
	Self
	
	Personal gain and relationship with exchange partners
	
	Relationship with collective


	Table 2.  Contrasting values, beliefs and interpretations of Japanese and Chinese employees.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	JAPANESE PERSPECTIVES
	
	
	
	CHINESE PERSPECTIVES
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	 
	"Correct" attitudes and behavior
	 
	Japanese view of Chinese
	 
	"Correct" attitudes and behavior 
	 
	Chinese view of Japanese

	Relationship between employee and company
	 
	Employees receive sense of belonging, prestige, security, skills and experience, not just pay.  Long-term relationship.
	 
	Only interested in pay. No dedication to company goals. Clearly divide work from private.
	 
	Company is source of tangible benefits (pay, benefits) and future benefits (through skill up-grading).  Loyal if company pays appropriately for my abilities and contribution.
	 
	Very united and dedicated to the company.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Communication and understanding among employees
	 
	Informal communication is necessary to smooth work process.  Showing anger (towards subordinates) about mistakes shows passion for work.
	 
	Don't communicate horizontally, even when necessary to solve a work problem.  Don't proactively communicate with others informally.  
	 
	Must pay attention to human relationships.  Anger shows disregard for other's feelings, lack of respect.  
	 
	Don't try to understand China and Chinese.  Aren't sensitive enough to others' feelings.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Roles and responsibilities
	 
	Employee should be internally motivated.  Expect them to do more than what is specifically stated.  
	 
	They do not go beyond explicit instructions.  Require detailed directions, but sometimes don't follow them.  Don't try to seek and solve problems.  Don't take personal responsibility.  Everything depends on connections (guanxi).
	 
	We should only follow orders since that is what the Japanese want, but subordinates should be able to question orders from their bosses.  Power should be distributed more broadly.  Chinese aren't, but should be, included in decision-making.
	 
	Follow orders, even unreasonable or bad ones, blindly.  Very strict about work rules, processes, standards.  Aren't good at developing "human relationships" with Chinese.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Antecedents, expression and outcomes of trust
	 
	"Trust" means commitment to company goals and objectives.  If I can trust your abilities, I will give you more responsibility.  
	 
	Chinese don't keep promises and often lie about their abilities.  They will try to take advantage at (or regardless of) company's expense.
	 
	"Trust" develops between two people based on their "human relationship".  Giving responsibility shows trust.    
	 
	If they say they will do something, they will.  But they don't believe in our abilities.
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