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Training Multicultural Employees in the Headquarters: the Case Study of Indonesian Employees in a Japanese Multinational


ABSTRACT
This research investigates the experience of international employees in a Japanese multinational company who were transferred from the headquarters (HQ) to the local subsidiary; and the challenges they faced after throughout the program. A qualitative study was conducted with Indonesian employees who work for a subsidiary of Japanese manufacturing company after spending two years training at the HQ. Their Japanese language ability, cross-cultural skills, and their networking with the HQ set them apart from the local and home-country employees. On the other hand, their roles were often limited by their special status which did not fit into the company’s hierarchy. Based on the findings, we discuss how multinational companies like company X can utilize such employees as “linking pins” effectively by focusing on permeating senior specialists’ role through both sides.
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Introduction
In today’s war of talent, multinational companies continue to face the challenges of recruiting, retaining and distributing talents across the geographical location. One practice that is carried out by L’oreal to ensure that they remain competitive is to recruit multicultural talents from all over the world, train them in the HQ and post them to the overseas subsidiaries (Hong & Doz, 2013). In Japan, such program is known as “genchi saiyou” or local recruitment program (Kopp, 2000; Satou, 2013) and in this paper we will examine the case of Indonesian local recruits in a Japanese manufacturing company.
For Japanese companies are increasingly expanding in ASEAN countries including Indonesia (Shiraki, 2012; Yamamoto, 2012), the function of Japanese subsidiary offices in Indonesia and the management of the Indonesian employees are becoming important. In this study, problems faced by the Indonesian employees and how they cope with the problems will be discussed.
Theoretical Framework
Dual employment structure in the overseas subsidiaries of Japanese companies
The management of the overseas subsidiaries of Japanese corporations is mainly conducted by the Japanese nationals dispatched from the head office (Peterson et al., 1996). The Japanese expatriates are said to be effective in performing their international assignments (Tung, 1984). However, they are not without limitations. Shiraki (2007) tells us that the Japanese expatriates often face difficulties in communicating with the local staffs. The same study also indicates that there is an insufficient understanding among the local employees about the management principles of the HQ (Shiraki, 2007).
On top of the high utilization of Japanese expatriates in managing overseas subsidiaries, previous works (Abegglen & Stalk Jr, 1985; Kopp, 2000; Black & Morrison, 2010) also stated that Japanese companies are unwilling to integrate the locals into the senior management positions. This leads to a common phenomenon of a dual employment structure, where the Japanese expatriates occupy the top management position while the locals are left with the lower rank posts (Wong, 1996). 
Multicultural employees
	Multicultural persons are defined as those with great understanding about two or more cultural perspectives (Fitzsimmons, 2013) and it is possible for such individuals to acquire multicultural understanding and skills in the later stage of their life (Lucke et al., 2014) .Vance, Vaiman and Andersen (2009) suggest that multicultural employees who work intently with expatriates could take in roles as cultural translator, communication assistance, resource and information mediator, talent promoter and agent of change.
	Managing multicultural individuals can also be challenging for companies because such employees could feel excluded from the mainstream groups and their multicultural identities could also be restrained if the company has powerful, monolithic culture (Fitzsimmons et al., 2011). Furthermore, there can be mismatch between the company’s and employees’ expectations. For instance, Furusawa and Brewster (2014) found Japanese multinationals in Brazil perceived multicultural Nikkeijin (Brazilians of Japanese descent) as valuable cultural mediators but the Nikkeijin have rather bad images about Japanese multinationals, especially because of the little career advancement opportunities for non-Japanese nationals (Furusawa & Brewster, 2014). 
Framework of this study 
The local recruitment program can change the overall picture of the dual employment structure in the overseas subsidiaries of Japanese multinationals. Therefore, this study aims to answer these two following questions:
(1) Where do the local recruits fit in the dual employment structure?
(2) What are the organizational implications of training the HCNs in the head office?
Survey Overview
Method
A semi-structured interview was conducted in September 2013 at Company X branch in Jakarta, Indonesia. The interview with the eight Indonesian employees was conducted in Indonesian language and translated into English. The interviewees were encouraged to speak freely about their experience working in Japan and Indonesia, and about their interaction with their coworkers. The questions asked to the interviewees are shown in Table 1.
(Table 1 goes here)
Interviewees
The interviewees were educated in Japanese universities and they have already mastered Japanese when they entered the company. They spent two years of training in the Japan headquarters (HQ) before they were posted to the Indonesian subsidiary. All of them had the title of “senior specialists”. Table 2 summarizes the profile of the interviewees.
(Table 2 goes here)
Company X’s profile
Company X is a Japanese musical instruments manufacturer which operates worldwide. The operations in Indonesia majorly function as manufacturing centers. The branch where the interviewees currently work was established in the late 1990s. The branch has about 4000 employees and around 80 percent of them are contract employees. Company X has ethnocentric approach to its strategies and the dual employment structure can be observed in the Indonesian subsidiary. The top management is dominated mostly by Japanese expatriates, although there were few Indonesian department general managers. 
Results and Discussion
Dilemmas of the misfits
Vague position. Both in the HQ and in the subsidiary, the interviewees were never the exact fit in the organizational structure. The interviewees’ position as “trainees” instead of” normal employees” in the Headquarters was seen as a positive experience by all the interviewees. Being mere “trainees”, they were expected nothing but to learn. They constantly mentioned that they received good guidance from HQ employees, felt welcomed and they were also able to gained more understanding about the company’s philosophy and the Japanese work ethics
On the other hand, being the odd ones out in the subsidiary has both its advantages and disadvantages. Some interviewees mentioned that their vague position allowed them to have more freedom in learning new things in the subsidiary and to interact with employees from various levels. 
On the downside, they are having difficulties in placing themselves in the company’s hierarchy. As they are no longer trainees but leaders in the subsidiary, they started to feel the pressure to perform. However, due to the unclear roles, some interviewees took up many responsibilities, such as the duties of the Japanese expatriates, or any available job in their division. Interviewee 8 shared his frustration:
“…we are not managers yet, (they told us)’ you have to be responsible’. But they cannot leave everything to us. How about the Japanese expatriates?” 
[Interviewee 8, Male, 20s, Supply Chain Management]
The interviewees were aware that being local recruits, they would be remunerated based on the standard of the subsidiary. However, it seems that after spending some time in the subsidiary they began to realize that it might be too small for the amount of responsibilities they needed to fulfill. 
Accidental leaders. The other unintentional impact of their special career path is that it does not prepare them to be the leaders of the subsidiary.  During their training in the HQ, they were under the “trainee” status which was different from the other new Japanese hires who were working as “permanent employees”. The status prevented them to take up challenging tasks. Interviewee 4 expressed her dissatisfaction towards the contents of her work in the HQ.
“(My knowledge level) is the same with the Japanese new hire. But the senior and the person-in-charge during OJT did not let me do the same work.”
[Interviewee 4, Female, 20s, Production Engineering]
Some interviewees also found the training period quite challenging because they were in charge of things which are not related to their field. Interviewee 2 was a management major but he had to enter the production engineering division. Moreover, just like in other Japanese companies, job rotation is normal in company X’s HQ. Interviewee 6, for instance, was rotated to different division once every three month. On top of that, some interviewees were handling different division from what they were trained in the HQ 
In Japan, such cases are not rare. According to Sano (1995), Japanese university graduates joined the company right after graduation. They were recruited based on how their characters fit the company. Their skills or work-related knowledge are not important selection criteria (Sano, 1995). Japanese employees also perform a greater variety of tasks compare to workers in Western style management, which are more specialized. The reason is because the firm values multi-skilled employees who are more flexible in facing unpredictable situations more than those who are knowledgeable in only one specific area (Itoh, 1994) .Generalist training also enables firms to look for a replacement within the company to fill an empty position, as oppose to the external labor force (Sano, 1995).
The generalist training enables the interviewees to know how the company operates as a whole. However, this can be problematic once they are posted to the subsidiary, because the local employees expected them to be experts in the respective field. Furthermore, in the subsidiary their role is no longer a ‘trainee’ but a ‘leader’. The leader’s role in Indonesia is more like a teacher who needs to educate his/her students (Hofstede, 1997). This culturally biased view of what leaders ought to be may explain why some respondents think that they are still lacking in many areas. 
Unequal opportunities. From the interview, we also became aware that the interviewees who were in the Production Engineering division and Supply Chain Management seemed to be playing their role as “bridge employees” more actively than the interviewees who worked for the Accounting and Human Resources division. The former group’s job required them make frequent contact with the HQ. Moreover, the former group also mentioned more interactions with the Japanese expatriates. The roles of the latter group, however, were limited to sharing their experience and motivating their coworkers to adopt the Japanese working ethics.
Discussions
New type of position for the ‘senior specialists’ in the subsidiary. Previous researches (Wong, 1996; Wong, 2010; Taira, 1980 in Wong 1996; Kopp, 2000; Black & Morrison, 2010) that highlighted the two distinguishable groups of Japanese expatriates and local employees in the overseas subsidiaries of Japanese multinationals. This case study of company X, however, pointed out that there is another group that consisted of HCNs who entered the subsidiary after spending years of training in the Japanese headquarters. Their unique career path and Japanese language ability enabled them to communicate effectively with the headquarters. In the HQ, they went through firm-specific trainings and were nurtured to comprehend the company’s values and beliefs. Those were the areas that set them apart from other local employees.
The interviewees, therefore, emerged as the new group in the dual employment structure of the Indonesian subsidiary of Company X (Figure 1). Unlike the two original structures which are more solid and well defined, the new structure is still shaky and vague. 
To alleviate senior specialists’ ‘identity crisis’. Being the misfits, however, was not a total disadvantage. Their unique experience enables them to understand the corporate culture, while also taking consideration of local sentiments. Furthermore, their language and cultural skills could foster better flow of ideas between the Japanese expatriates and the local employees. This bridging improves the communication between the Japanese expatriates and the local Indonesian employees and contributes to their mutual understanding. Based on the shared philosophy and vision through understanding, it is assumed that the Japanese expatriates will positively consider about training the local Indonesian employees so that they become managers in the future.
To utilize the senior specialists as “linking pins” (Harvey et al., 2005) in the hierarchy of the subsidiary effectively, the role of them should be stipulated, and both the Headquarters and the subsidiary should reach to an agreement. This process of permeating senior specialists’ role though both sides, requires ample communication including documenting in writing.
Conclusion
Although this study is limited to one company, the case of Company X illustrates the problems that Japanese multinationals could face as they are finally moving from ethnocentric HRM policies. Company X’s local recruitment program showed that company’s initiative to integrate HCNs into the Japanese style management and to prepare multicultural HCNs as future leaders of the overseas subsidiaries. 
The local recruitment program did attract talented and highly skilled individuals. However, more attention should be given in designing the career development program. To company X’s biggest disappointment, the retention rate of this structure is not as high as they would like it to be. Originally, Company X recruited 10 Indonesian employees for the local recruitment program. Two employees quit before they joined the Indonesian subsidiary and by the time this paper was written, Interviewee 1 and 2 had also resigned. Since follow up interviews were not conducted, we are unable to deduce the reason behind their exit. 
In company X’s case, a fast career track was combined with Japanese style firm-specific training. The interviewees who went through such combination, however, faced a rough entry to the local subsidiary as they could not fit into the dual-structured hierarchy. Company X could have prepared some assistance to the interviewees to help them adjust to the new workplace.
From the interview results, we understand that Company X’s willingness to prepare the senior specialists as agents of change by training them in the HQ. Although most senior specialists managed to effectively perform the roles of linguistic and cultural interpreter, they have not managed to become agents of change. One possible explanation is because when the interview was conducted, they were still in their first or second year in the subsidiary. As their career progresses, they could possibly succeed in achieving that objective. This is another limitation of this study that is left for further research.
In the future, multicultural individuals like the interviewees would likely to increase in number. The Japanese government is actively promoting Japanese higher education and therefore the number of foreign students who would graduate from Japanese universities will increase. The number of foreign students entering Japanese labor market would go up as well. Japanese companies can take this opportunity to welcome those individuals and integrate them into the company.
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Table 1. Questions for the interview
	Question No.
	Questions

	1
	Please introduce yourself

	2
	Why did you choose to work in a Japanese company?

	3
	Why did you choose this company in particular?

	4
	How did you find your working experience in Japan?

	5
	Did you find it difficult working in Japan because you are a foreigner?

	6
	In what ways did you find yourself to be different from the Japanese employees in the HQ?

	7
	Do you find it different to interact with Japanese, in comparison to Indonesians?

	8
	In what aspects do you find the HQ different from the subsidiary?

	9
	In what ways do you find yourself to be different from the local employees in the subsidiary?

	10
	Please define yourself in relation to the company.

	11
	Do you think that your experience working and studying in Japan affect your perceptions of yourself as a professional? If yes, in what aspects?

	12
	Please tell me additional thoughts about your current position or your time in Japan.




Table 2.Information of interviews
	Interviewee
	Major in University (Highest Qualification)
	Current Department
	Age
	Gender
	Date Joining the subsidiary

	1
	Management (Master)
	Accounting
	20s
	F
	04/2013

	2
	Management (Bachelor)
	Production Engineering
	20s
	M
	10/2011

	3
	Nutrition Science (Bachelor)
	Human Resources
	20s
	F
	04/2013

	4
	Architecture (Bachelor)
	Production Engineering
	20s
	F
	04/2013

	5
	Management (Bachelor)
	Accounting
	20s
	F
	04/2013

	6
	Engineering (Master)
	Production Engineering
	30s
	F
	04/2013

	7
	Engineering (PhD candidate)
	Production Engineering
	20s
	M
	04/2013

	8
	International Bio Business (Master)
	Supply Chain Management
	20s
	M
	04/2012
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Figure 1.　Company X’s Hierarchy after the senior specialists joined
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