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ABSTRACT 

 

Since the accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), Chinese companies have 

invested in 132 countries and the amount of investment turned out US$60.07 billion, 

which has led to an advent of a number of Chinese-based multinational Corporations 

(MNCs). The increase in overseas investment required demands of Chinese expatriate 

managers in order to manage international operations. Previous literature underlines 

the failure of expatriates caused a huge amount of losses. However, we can see the 

failure rates of Chinese expatriate managers are higher than those of Western 

expatriate managers, which means that Chinese-MNCs are necessary to find the main 

challenges of Chinese expatriate managers working in Western companies. For this 

reason, the aim of this study is to develop a greater understanding of the challenges 

that face Chinese managers working in Western companies. 

 

The theoretical framework of this study combines prior theories that relate to the 

challenges encountered by expatriate managers. The structure is based on six elements 

representing cultural diversity, communication barriers, political institutions and legal 

environment, greater demand for competence, lack of acceptance from colleagues and 

family factors.  

 

A qualitative strategy and a research design with three case studies on Chinese-MNC 

were used in order to reach the goal of this study. This methodology choice reflects 

the explorative purpose of this research. Most of the empirical data was collected 

during ten interviews with three expatriate managers and two subordinates, completed 

as well with secondary data, such as general company information, like companies’ 

websites, etc.  

 

The analysis of empirical findings revealed some relevant conclusions, which can 

bring value to the research area, and also to the practice. Our findings represent that 

the main challenges that Chinese expatriate managers encounter with are different 

with those Western expatriate managers faced with because of their different situation. 

Meanwhile, we should pay more attention to the interactions between the challenges 

of Chinese expatriate managers. 

 

The study’s practical relevance consists of the advice and solutions suggested to 

expatriate managers themselves and Chinese MNCs for overcoming the challenges 

and interaction among them. The theoretical implications reflect the importance of 

paying special attention to expatriate managers from China since they encounter 

different challenges from their Western counter parts.  

 

 

 

Keywords: Chinese expatriate managers, Cross-cultural adaption, China-based 

multinational corporations 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In this section, we present the whole background of this topic area, the value of this 

study and the purpose of the research. 

1.1 Background  

Since the initiation of Reforms and Opening-up, especially after China’s accession to 

the World Trade Organization (WTO), an increasing number of Chinese companies 

went global. According to a survey conducted by the China Council for the Promotion 

of International Trade (CCPIT), in 2011, Chinese companies made non-financial 

outbound direct investment in 3391 overseas enterprises in 132 countries and regions 

around the world, and the cumulative direct investment amounted to US$60.07 billion, 

up 1.8% year over year. Among all the investment projects, 69.6% are new greenfield 

projects, 20.3% are new joint venture projects, while mergers and acquisitions 

projects account for 10.1%. However, the proportion of Chinese enterprises’ foreign 

direct investment increased year by year, which means more and more China-based 

multinational corporations (MNCs) will be established. 

 

The increase of China-based MNCs led to more demands of qualified managers to 

start-up or manages international operations. One of the solutions is the deployment 

of expatriate managers. According to Barber and Pittaway (2000) an expatriate 

manager is defined as any individual who works outside of their country of birth but 

does not emigrate to the country where they work. We considered the question as to 

why companies prefer using expatriate managers to hiring local host-country 

managers. According to Barber and Pittaway (2000), expatriate managers can be more 

familiar with the culture and systems of the parent company than the host-country 

managers, which results in more effective communication and coordination with 

headquarters. 

 

However, studies have found that between 16% and 40% of all American expatriate 

managers return home before the official end of their foreign assignments because of 

their poor performance or their inability to adapt to the foreign environment (Birdseye 

& Hill, 1995; Black, 1988). Meanwhile this premature return rate does not reduce 

with the passage of time. In 1991, it was 30-50% (Black, Mendenhall & Oddou, 1991); 

in 1996 it was 20-40% (Solomon, 1996); and in 1999 it had been estimated at 16-40% 

(Shaffer, Harrison & Gilley, 1999). According to a recent survey, the high failure rate 

of expatriate managers is still a problem to Western companies (Lee, 2007). 

Furthermore, about 50% of those who do not give up their expatriate career perform 

at a lower level of effectiveness (Li, 2008). The failure of expatriate managers to 

adapt themselves to the new environment is costly in terms of employment expenses, 

poor management and poor productivity. The average cost per failure to a parent 

company was evaluated as between $65,000 and $300,000, depending on various 

factors (Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985; Shay & Baack, 2004).  
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This figure became even more significant in China. After working overseas for two 

years, 70% of the expatriates go home before the official end of their assignments, 

which should last for five years on average (Deng, 2005). It has turned into one of the 

greatest obstacles to the overseas expansion of Chinese companies. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion  

There are several reasons for this kind of failure. According to recent research, the 

most important one is the stress and low job-satisfaction resulting from overseas 

expatriation (Li, 2008). The person who stayed until the end of their assignment also 

reportedly struggled with cross-cultural adaptation (Chung & Chen, 2012).  

 

Why does this happen? According to previous literature, one of the principal reasons 

seems to be the inability of expatriate managers to deal with cross-cultural adaptation 

(Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004), which includes challenges in culture and 

language, living conditions, spouses and families and working harmoniously with 

colleagues with different cultural backgrounds (Haslberger & Brewster, 2008). 

 

Things get even worse when Chinese companies go to the Western world. China and 

the Western world are totally different in many aspects, the culture, social institution, 

people and so on---“a matter of absolute difference, not of degree” (Chen, 2001 p.34),  

which represents great difficulties for Chinese expatriate managers to overcome.  

 

The irony is that, in the process of going global, Chinese companies pay more 

attention to Europe and the United States, which we called “the Western world”. 

According to a survey conducted by CCPIT (2011), the overseas branches established 

by Chinese companies in European and American countries were twice the number of 

those in African countries.  

 

All in all, in order to guarantee the efficiency of expatriate managers, or in other 

words, to guarantee the high performance of Chinese overseas organizations in the 

Western world, research of this area of study is quite important. 

 

So, our research question is: 

 

What are the main challenges of Chinese expatriate managers working in Western 

companies? 

 

1.3 Research Purpose 

As a country bearing 2,500-year traditions such as the remains of Confucianism (Peng, 
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1995), China finished a turning from a centrally planned economy to a market driven 

economy in a “multinational phase” (Adler, 1997, p. 8). As one of the important 

issues in this process, challenges encountered by Chinese expatriate managers have 

not been further researched yet. 

 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the main challenges encountered by Chinese 

expatriate managers when they working in Western companies, which could be very 

helpful to the overseas expansion of modern China-based MNCs, and give some 

references to Chinese expatriate managers for the challenges they may faced with. 

 

In addition, this paper is also aiming to provide valuable data for the researchers who 

study Chinese expatriate managers, China-based MNCs and Cross-cultural adaptation. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAME OF REFERCES 

This section reviews the literatures on perceived challenges by the expatriates, and 

develops a frame to reorganize all the theories.  

 

In order to make a clear classification and benefit the study, challenges encountered 

by expatriate managers are categorized, which are mainly based on Li’s review about 

Western expatriate managers working in Eastern companies (2008). According to Li 

(2008), the challenges perceived by Western expatriate managers are divided into the 

following eight dimensions: 

 

1. Cultural differences in business 

2. Communication barriers 

3. Lack of competence in local workforce 

4. Political environment 

5. Greater demand for competence 

6. Localizing vs. importing management practices 

7. Lack of affective acceptance from local managers 

8. Family related reasons 

 

However, in order to get a more general and simple framework, we modified Li’s 

model by referring to other research. Firstly we extended the concept area of the first 

one “Cultural differences in business” and fourth one “Political environment” in order 

to get more comprehensive results. Then we eliminate the third one “Lack of 

competence in local workforce”, because it has not been widely involved by other 

research as well as being not so relevant to the situation of this research. Finally, the 

sixth one “ Localizing vs. importing management practices” and the seventh one 

“Lack of effective acceptance from local managers” are integrated into one dimension 

which implicates these two concepts insides. 

 

So, the challenges of Western expatriate managers are divided into six dimensions 

which are as follows: 

 

1. Cultural diversity 

2. Communication barriers 

3. Political institution and legal environment 

4. Greater demand for competence 

5. Lack of acceptance from colleagues 

6. Family reasons 

  

Each dimension is discussed in detail.  
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Figure nr.1: The challenges of Western expatriate managers 

 

2.1 Cultural Diversity 

Cultural diversity is believed to be the source of conflicts and dissensions (Sullivan, 

1981; Waters, 1992). Expatriate managers are mainly faced with the challenges of 

culture shock and acculturation, which are influenced by cultural diversity elements 

(Westwood and Leung, 1994). According to Mendenhall and Oddou’s (1985) research 

about cultural toughness and Church’s (1982) research about cultural distance, the 

greater the cultural diversity between the home country and the host country, the 

bigger challenges the expatriate managers may confronted with (Black, Mendenhall & 

Oddou, 1991). Failure to adapt to the culture diversity is regarded as one of the main 

challenges faced by expatriate managers and may cause them to stop their foreign 

assignments before the official end (Jassawalla, Truglia and Garvey, 2004). 

 

Cultural diversity can be categorized into two types: one is in daily life while the 

other is in business. Cultural diversity in daily life can lead to culture shock which 

occurs due to the change of life-style, loss of familiar frames of reference in a 

cross-culture environment or change of cultural values and beliefs of society 

(Kramsch, 2002). According to Black and Gregersen (1991, p. 462), culture shock is 

described as the “stress induced by all the behavioral expectation differences and the 

accompanying uncertainty with which the individual must cope”. When an expatriate 

is in a host country, he or she may discover that some acceptable behaviors in their 

home country is considered offensive in the host country and vice versa (Black & 

Gregersen, 1991). This will cause stress and low job-satisfaction, which is blamed as 

the main reason for the failure of expatriate assignments (McCaughey & Bruning, 
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2005). 

 

Cultural diversity in business is believed as to be an issue which can be a great 

challenge to individuals (Pratt, 2004). According to Trompenaars (1994) and Adler 

(1997), the consequences of work behaviors is related to with cultural diversity in 

business. This concept also determines on in which level the adaptability of the 

expatriate managers is affected by the business culture of the host country (Li, 2008). 

Researchers generalize several major dimensions of cultural diversity in business to 

describe the ways how this issue influences an expatriate managers’ adaptation and an 

organization’s operational performance. According to the earlier work of some 

anthropologists and management scholars, these dimensions include: “the power 

orientation” which means “power respect” versus “power tolerance” (Kluckhohn & 

Strodebeck, 1961), “social orientation” which means “collectivism” versus 

“individualism” (Hofstede, 1980), “uncertainty orientation” which means 

“uncertainty avoidance” versus “uncertainty acceptance” (Trompenaars, 1994), 

“goal orientation” which means “aggressive goal behavior” versus “passive goal 

behavior”, and “time orientation” which means “long-term outlook” versus 

“short-term outlook” at the workplace (Adler, 1997; Hagoort, 2003, p. 179). Some 

examples can be used to explain these five dimensions: low power respect means 

people do not accept Top-Down decisions easily; individualism means people are less 

group oriented; people who tend to pay more attention to social relationships have a 

moderate position on Uncertainty and Time orientation and are more or less passively 

goal oriented (Hagoort, 2003). Each country’s cultural diversity in business can be 

located within the framework of these five dimensions (Hagoort, 2003). Furthermore, 

these researchers also describe in which ways these five dimensions of this cultural 

diversity can influence are the sources of expatriate managers’ challenge an 

organization’s operational performance.  

 

2.2 Communication Barriers  

Cross-culture communication has a major impact on the effectiveness of management 

operations (Munter, 1993). Challenges generated in cross-culture communication are 

viewed as a kind of “barriers” which can have negative effects on personal and 

organizational performance (Wiseman & Koester, 1993).  

 

Communication barriers can be categorized into two levels: group level and 

individual level. According to some anthropologists, communication barriers in group 

level can be caused “when groups of individuals having different cultures and come 

into continuous first-hand contact with subsequent changes in the original culture 

patterns of either or both groups” (Redfield, Linton & Herskovits, 1936, p. 149; Kim 

& Gudykunst, 1987, p. 10). For example, Yamada (1990) points out that collectivists 

such as the Chinese, form topics in conversation interdependently, while individualists 

such as Westerners form topics in conversation independently, these kinds of culture 
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differences can be a cause for inter-organizational communication barriers.  

 

The other type of communication barriers is on an in individual level. The issue is 

mainly about the intrapersonal and interpersonal phenomenon of newcomers in an 

unfamiliar environment (Wang, 2006).  

 

Among all the elements which may lead to communication barriers, linguistic ability, 

particularly of the host country’s language, is believed to be one of the most important 

factors for expatriate managers’ adaptation (Naumann, 1992). When two sides of 

communication use different kinds of languages, a communication barrier occurs 

(Harzing, 2001). A survey conducted by Frank and Kalmijn (2005) has shown that, 

Chinese expatriate managers have more linguistic problems than Western people. 

However, according to the research of Yu and Haut (1995), a communication barrier 

can also be caused under the same language situation. Due to the diversity of 

language background, communication barriers such as differing understandings of the 

same object are common problems for expatriate managers. Findings of several 

researches indicate that expatriate managers with the ability to speak the language of a 

host country are more effective in their management of operations and enjoy more 

respect from local staff (Yu & Huat, 1995).  

 

However researchers also indicate that the different expression mode between 

Chinese and Western people can make interpersonal communication still being 

frustrating because of different cultural backgrounds, and the opportunity for 

misunderstanding is still high (Harzing 2001). Moreover, some researchers indicate 

that Chinese managers make extensive use of intermediaries in delicate 

communication transactions, while Westerners do not (Bond, et. al., 1985). According 

to Allinson (2007), the Chinese used to be mild and indirect in a conversation. They 

want to express themselves without making others feel uncomfortable and getting 

straight to the point is considered to be impoliteness in China. However the Western 

people prefer straightforward expression and it is a normal behavior in the western 

business world (Tokarek, 2006). 

 

2.3 Political Institution and Legal Environment 

The differences in social institutions between China and Western counties are huge. 

Different social institutions also means a different legal environment. According to 

Barber and Pittaway (2000), the political stability of the host country is one of the 

most obvious and important aspects for expatriate managers having a good working 

performance. The potential risk of income loss or assets loss which might happen in a 

host country could be a big challenge for expatriate managers (Harzing, 2001). Law 

and regulation, administration, judiciary and lobbying are indicated as important 

categories for monitoring the political environment in a newly country (Kim & Olsen, 

1993). According to Shenker (1990), the Chinese government is believed to be policy 
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changeable, sudden government policy change is every now and then, while the 

Western world has a more fully-fledged legal system to maintain a stable political 

institution.  

 

This imbalance of legal environment between the Chinese and the Western world may 

cause challenges to expatriate managers (Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004). This 

imbalance exists not only in the legal system, but also in how laws are enforced 

(Yavas & Bodur, 1999). For example, bribing governmental officials, providing cash 

incentives to buyers and sellers to obtain special treatment is obviously illegal in most 

Western countries; however these laws are less rigorously enforced in China. This 

could result in inevitable decision-making mistakes for some expatriate managers (Li, 

2008). Furthermore, because of the complexity and obscurity of the legal system in 

some countries, it becomes quite hard for expatriate managers to ensure that all their 

behaviors are absolutely legal (Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004). In other words, if 

there are too many laws or unclear legal provision in the host country, it could lead 

expatriate managers to encounter confusion, frustration, and risky if any of their 

actions can could be defined as a transgression of some legal boundary (Li, 2008). 

These ethical dilemmas arise for expatriate managers when they initially enter a new 

country. 

 

2.4 Greater Demand for Competence 

According to Black (1988), because of the environment of working abroad, an 

expatriate assignment often means larger responsibility, higher requirement, and 

greater workload. Some research studies indicate that the greater demand for 

competence required by the overseas assignments results from the perceived 

difficulties of expatriates (Li, 2008). Role ambiguity, greater responsibilities, technical 

competence and a broader range of requirements in management skills are considered 

as important elements of greater demand for competence in overseas assignments 

(Naumann, 1992; Stone, 1991; Feng & Pearson, 1999; Magnini & Honeycutt, 2003). 

 

2.5 Lack of Acceptance from Colleagues 

This concept refers to expatriate managers feeling that they lack local colleagues’ 

support s and cooperation. The reason could be that the presence of expatriate 

managers is considered as unnecessary to colleagues (Yu & Pine, 1994). Moreover, 

sometimes in the eyes of the local colleagues, the presence of expatriate managers is 

even a threat which could lead to fewer advancement opportunities and less 

remuneration for themselves (Yu & Pine, 1994). Some researchers also report that the 

nationality of the expatriate managers is viewed as a salient in foreign deployment, 

which could cause resentment from the local colleagues, who felt belittled by taking 
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orders from a new comer or outsider (Earley & Mosakowski, 2000). 

 

The international standing of a country could be a factor influencing expatriate 

managers’ adaptation. As Hatch mentioned (1983), culture does not have a value 

hierarchy but a country does, the expatriate managers coming from undeveloped 

countries may feel more pressures or even discrimination from their colleagues. The 

foreign policy of the parent country could also lead to rejection from the local 

colleagues. For example, American expatriate managers have a really hard time when 

they work in some regions with anti-American sentiments (Wiseman & Shutter, 

1994).  

 

Moreover, the differences between the conventional management practices of a host 

country and the distinctive practices from the parent county are considered as a 

critical origin for failing to be accepted by local colleagues (Jain, Lawler & 

Morishima, 1998). Research finds that colleagues in some countries oppose 

centralization of decisions by expatriate managers and are insistent on forming their 

own unique procedures (Christopher & Gibson, 2002). However, importing 

management practices both has pros and cons. Some researchers suggest that the 

implementation of management practices which are similar to those used at home 

enables the expatriate managers to use their operational capability better (Selmer, 

1999). While, other researchers indicate it is very necessary to make changes and 

modifications to the management style from the parent company in order to fit the 

condition of the host country, the management practices of the parent company could 

be inappropriate to the specific host country’s culture and economy environment, this 

which can cause the negative responses from the local colleagues (Child & Stewart, 

1997; Li, 2008).  

 

Nevertheless, the working competence of the expatriate managers is considered to be 

positively related to their acceptance. The people who can lead the team more 

efficiently are accepted more easily (Joardar, Kostova & Ravlin, 2007). Meanwhile, 

the information-seeking behavior and cultural intelligence of the expatriate managers 

are helpful for to their acceptance. According to Petersen and Pedersen (2002), 

through seeking information, the expatriate managers can get the information 

necessary in order to function skillfully in the host team. The person with high 

cultural intelligence can adapt to the new environment easier and perform efficiently 

earlier (Thomas & Inkson, 2004).  

 

However, research indicates that the support and cooperation from the local 

colleagues is extremely important to the working satisfaction and duration of the 

assignment for the expatriate managers as well as the organizational performance 

(Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Yu & Huat, 1995). 
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2.6 Family Reasons  

Most of the research about foreign deployment and expatriate issues focuses on 

dealing with culture shock, acculturation and relocations (Harris & Moran, 1991). A 

few researchers such as Nancy Adler (1997) pay more attention to on expatriate 

managers’ spouses and families. Some researchers even take family reasons as the 

factor that contributes most to the failure of an expatriate assignment (Jackson, 1995). 

The concern about the challenges of the “family reasons” refers to the “inability of the 

expatriate's family to adjust to the foreign environment and to the resulting pressure 

placed upon the expatriate him or herself” (Fukuda & Chu, 1994, p. 42). Among all 

the family reasons, the spouse and children are two main concerns (Tung, 1987).  

 

Actually, research indicates that the impact of overseas expatriation seems to be more 

severe on spouses and children than expatriate managers themselves (Stone, 1991). 

During the overseas assignment, the expatriate managers can continue to work in a 

daily routine such as in parents companies, while their family encounters tremendous 

changes such as the disruption of children's education, loss of contact with relatives 

and friends, and confusion about self-worth and identity (Fukuda & Chu, 1994). 

 

According to Black and Stephens (1989), the influences of the spouse issue on 

expatriate managers’ assignments are as follows: (1) a smooth adjustment of the 

spouses is positively related to a success adaptation of expatriate managers; (2) having 

a favorable opinion of the foreign deployment by the spouses is positively related to 

the expatriate managers’ adaptation; and (3) the adjustment of spouses is positively 

related to the expatriate managers’ intention to stay abroad till they finish their 

assignment. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

In this section the methodology is explained and presented. Justification and 

arguments are presented to clarify the choices that have been made.  

 

3.1 Literary Sources 

Key words we use to find the relevant literature are: expatriate manager, cross-culture 

management, Chinese-Western joint venture, Chinese overseas business. From our 

literature research, we see that some journals are publishing relevant research on this 

topic area. These journals are: Academy of Management, Journal of Management, 

Human Resource Planning, The American Journal of Sociology, Asian Philosophy, 

Journal of Cross Cultural Psychology, Journal of International Business Studies, 

Human Systems Managemen et al.  

 

3.2 Research Approach  

Malhotra and Birks (2007) argue that the quantitative research technique is usually 

applying some form of statistical analysis, while the qualitative research technique is 

usually based on small samples and intended to provide insight, understanding or 

precise profiles.  

 

Both the qualitative and quantitative approach have several relative advantages and 

disadvantages that are worthy of consideration. It is argued that qualitative studies are 

said to produce no truly valid findings that can be applied to the entire population 

(Malhotra & Birks. 2007). This is due to the fact that qualitative researchers refrain 

from sampling representatively with findings based upon a single or only a few cases 

subject to the study (ibid). On the other hand, qualitative data is said to be the only 

method enabling the researcher to collect data sensitive enough to gain a deep 

understanding of and insight into social events as well as to create holistic profiles of 

certain phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

 

Since the central goal of this paper is to investigate the main challenges of Chinese 

expatriate managers working in Western countries, the aim is to explore this new 

study area; generate and develop new theories, applying a qualitative approach as 

described by Malhotra and Birks (2007) as well as Strauss and Corbin (1998) is more 

suitable for our purpose of this thesis.  

 

Bryman and Bell (2007) mention that inductive and deductive researches cannot 

necessarily be fully and clearly distinguished from one another. Moreover, labeling a 
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research as being purely deductive or inductive is potentially misleading and of no 

actual practical value as both approaches partly entail elements of their counterpart 

(Miles & Huberman. 1994). Thus the choice of the research approach is rather only a 

tendency towards one strategy (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 

 

In our thesis, the approach considered for research is abductive, a combination of the 

inductive and deductive approach where empirical data is the basis for generating new 

theories, and previous theories and literature serve as “a source of inspiration for the 

discovery of patterns that bring understanding” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p.4). 

Empirical facts and prior theories used for the analysis of the empirical findings are 

structured: six challenges of expatriate managers were developed based on the 

literature. We use previous studies to enrich our knowledge for our topic and to serve 

as support in our empirical data. Thus, the deductive point of view of our abductive 

approach is shown. Nevertheless, the field of studies is specific and empirical data can 

give us a new knowledge to contribute to generating new theories, from this point of 

view, our thesis’ approach reflected its inductive side.  

 

Exhibit nr.1: Research Process 

 

3.3 Research Strategy  

There are five choices of strategies which all can be used in either in exploratory, 

descriptive and explanatory studies (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). Although, 

none of them are seen as superior to the other (ibid), the main important factor in 

choosing a strategy is that it has to give us an answer to the research question.  

 

The five different strategies are: experiment, survey, archival analysis, history and 

case study. In our thesis, we focus on case study. Among all strategies considered, the 

case study strategy is promising and to be applied for researchers who wish to gain a 

deep understanding of the topic under investigation or to craft precise descriptions of 

certain phenomena (Morris & Wood, 1991). Case studies are defined as “a strategy 

for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular 

contemporary phenomenon within it real using multiple sources of evidence” 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009, p.145).  

 

There are four different strategic choices in a case study. These are single, multiple, 

holistic and embedded cases (Yin, 2003). In this thesis, a multiple case study will be 

used, which is more suitable for our thesis to get a trustworthy conclusion. A multiple 

case study embraces the researcher with the option observer and analyzes more than 

one situation or event, and therefore does a comparison from the first object studied 
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with the other (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009).  Additionally, when this is made, 

the study can generate generalization from the findings (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2009). Moreover, three different cases will be explained, due to these three cases, a 

multiple cases study will be suitable for our study.  

 

3.4 Data Collection 

There are various ways to collect primary data, for instance, survey, observation, and 

interviews (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). However, as our study will conduct 

multiple case studies and interviews have shown to be effective when doing case 

studies (ibid), the most proper way is to conduct an interview. An interview data 

collection method can be structured in various ways. Some types of interviews are 

more formally structured, while others are attending a more unstructured formality 

which provides more open conversation with interviewees (ibid). Since the 

opportunities for making interviews are very rare, the information such as a 

company’s history, background, and expatriate manager’s projects are collected from 

relevant documents and websites. This kind of data is called secondary data (Bryman 

& Bell, 2007). 

 

This thesis is a qualitative case study and in order to reach its research purpose 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009), an interview guide was made to help 

interviewees to understand. Due to the time limitation, this research attempts a fully 

semi-structured interview as this collecting method embraces the flexibility between 

the interviews (ibid). Through in-depth interviewing, in order to gather data for our 

research, ten semi-structured interviews from three different companies were 

conducted at: ASB, WEIDEMAN and DTZ during 2013. All three companies are 

Sino-foreign joint venture companies (the joint venture established by Chinese and 

foreign companies) with a certain size and headquartered in China. In fact, only these 

kinds of Chinese companies have the demands and abilities to go global. However, all 

of them went global by acquiring Western companies and dispatching Chinese 

expatriate managers to start-up or conduct daily operations. Furthermore, although our 

research objects are Western companies, in this case, we focus on European 

companies empirically. These three companies being acquired are located in Germany, 

Switzerland and the United Kingdom. When it comes to selecting interviewees, three 

Chinese expatriate managers from three different companies were asked about the 

details of their expatriate experiences and two local subordinates were interviewed as 

spectators for general and additional information about the topic. An emphasis on 

selecting interviews with experiences as expatriate manager ensured that the topic was 

well known to them. In order not to affect the answers because of a certain type of 

field, we chose three different industries: telecommunication, chemical, and real estate, 

and in three different sectors: R&D, manufacture and marketing.     

 

All the interviews were done by using Skype video meeting. While these questions 
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were asked, the interviews were strongly shaped by the probing questions we posed to 

seek details. The interviewees chose the interview place where they felt more 

comfortable. We tried to listen actively in order to motivate interviewees to talk more 

about the answer and provide us with more explanations. As active listeners, we tried 

to listen actively, using eye contact. The interviews lasted on average 45 minutes. We 

recorded every interview and transcribed for future use and reference, as Patel and 

Davidsson (2003) emphasize that recorded interviews are an invaluable source.  

 

As the mother tongue of our thesis’s topic was Chinese, the interviews were 

conducted in Chinese to allow interviewees to fully express their view upon the 

matter (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Therefore, the interview guide was translated to 

Chinese from English and afterwards translated into English. 

 

We made ten interviews to get enough empirical findings: two rounds of interviews 

were conducted among five interviewees, three of them are experienced Chinese 

expatriate managers and the other two are local colleagues. In the first round we 

focused on the general statements about the whole topic. During the second round, we 

went to more detailed information such as examples and reasons discussion with our 

interviewees. It is necessary to point out since the opinions from the local colleagues 

were used as additional information to understand the circumstances of Chinese 

expatriate managers, we would not present them separately in the next section. 

 

 ASB WEIDEMAN DTZ 

Position of Chinese 

Expatriate Managers 

Senior 

Administration 

Manager 

Chief 

Technology 

Officer 

Board 

Member 

First Interview General Statements 

Interview type Skype Skype Skype 

Second interview Examples and reasons discussion 

Interview type Skype Skype Skype 

Position of Local 

Colleagues 

 Technical 

Assistant 

Marketing 

Assistant 

Exhibit nr.2: Data Collection 

 

3.5 Data Analysis 

In this thesis the empirical data collected referred to three different cases that are 

related to expatriate managers. The analysis of qualitative data requires the research to 

respect the meaning expressed in words, to categorize the collected data 

non-standardized methods and to analyze the data through the use of 

conceptualization (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007). The initial step of enabling 

the researcher to analyze the data was to audio record the interviews. Through this the 
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most important aspects of the interviews can be provided in chapter four, the 

empirical presentation (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007). We are aware of the 

dangers imposed by translating a Chinese record into English and we deal with it very 

carefully in order to ensure that data is not affected by the author (Bryman & Bell, 

2007).  

 

In the analysis process, three steps were made to structure the process. First, some 

data is reduced, second, the data chosen and accurate are displayed, and finally, there 

is the base for drawing and verifying conclusions (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2009).  

 

Furthermore, the data is firstly analyzed separately and then a cross-case analysis of 

the three different cases will take place in our thesis (Yin, 2003). This made it possible 

to see what the main challenges among six challenges are and enabled us to identify 

the patterns.  

 

The data is analyzed in cross-case analysis. In cross-case analysis, the findings from 

each case are confronted with each other in order to highlight patterns in similarity 

and dissimilarity (Yin, 2003). Such an analysis comfirms our findings and will bring a 

most relevant answer to our research question (Huberman & Miles, 2002).  

 

3.6 Research Validity and Reliability  

 

Reliability and validity are two important criteria to evaluate the quality of qualitative 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The aim is to ensure credibility of the research 

findings (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007). In order to research a high degree of 

quality, any qualitative research needs to fulfill several criteria like internal and 

external validity and internal and external reliability (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Internal 

validity refers to “the match between researcher’s observations and the theoretical 

ideas they develop” and the external validity represents “the degree to which findings 

can be generalized can across social settings” (ibid).  

 

3.6.1 Reliability 

Reliability is explained as what extent the data gathered techniques or the process of 

the analysis will exchanged consistent findings (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). 

External reliability with the possibility for the study to be replicated (Bryman & Bell, 

2007). In order to avoid this problem, it is proposed that the researcher conducting a 

qualitative study to adopt a comparable social role as in the study he wants to 

replicate (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The authors are aware of the difficulty to imitate a 

qualitative research because of circumstance it involves. Second, the internal 

reliability which is the fact for a qualitative study to involve several observers and for 

them agreeing on what they hear and see while conducting the interviews (ibid).  
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There are three questions which will help the researcher ensure reliability of the 

findings: Will the measures yield the same results on another occasion? Will similar 

observations be reached by other observations? Is there transparency in how sense 

was made from the raw data? (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009).  There are four 

threats to the reliability; the subject or participants error, or the subject or participants 

bias, observation error and finally, observational bias (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2009). In order to ensure its reliability, the study carried out in our thesis attaches a 

special care to the qualitative research. In addition, we described the condition and 

context in details of different companies to ensure the external reliability. Also, the 

qualitative research was conducted by two researchers simultaneously in order to 

respect the internal reliability.  

 

3.6.2 Validity 

Validity is given when the research carried out is relevant and valid, which is the case 

when the data collection method or methods accurately measure characteristics, which 

the researchers actually intend to measure (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). A research may 

be regarded as valid when “research findings are really about what they profess to be 

about” (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009, p.614). Like reliability, within the 

validity, also external and internal facets are distinguished. The internal validity can 

be explained by the way observations of the research match the theory developed in 

the study. On the other hand, the external validity refers to the way the findings of a 

qualitative research can be generalized (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Since we have done 

three different companies, it is rather hard to generalize the findings. 

 

To ensure a high validity in our thesis, we took several measures. In order to 

investigate the challenges of Chinese expatriate manager, it was considered necessary 

to actual expatriate manager that familiar with the topic. In order to obtain a more 

comprehensive result, interviews were done in different companies which in three 

totally different industries (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Meanwhile, in order to complete 

the internal validity, an analysis of the data collected with the qualitative research is 

drawn by employing the factors developed by the literature review. Moreover, to 

ensure external validity, this thesis uses primary data and the sample studied includes 

three different Chinese companies, what brings relevance to the findings. 
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

In this section, our empirical findings, based on three Chinese expatriate managers 

from three different companies are presented. Our interviewees express their views by 

narrating their own stories as well as making general statements. We present their 

opinions separately in order to show their different interpretations about the same 

issue. At the same time, the consensuses from different persons makes the statements 

more robust. 

4.1 General Company Information 

4.1.1 Alcatel-Lucent Shanghai Bell (ASB) 

Alcatel-Lucent is a global telecommunications equipment company, which provides 

telecommunications solutions to service providers, enterprises, and governments 

around the world, enabling these customers to deliver voice, data, and video services.  

 

In China, Alcatel-Lucent established a joint venture company with China SASAC 

(State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission), which is called 

Alcatel-Lucent Shanghai Bell (ASB). Both sides share the stock 50 to 50. It is the first 

Sino-foreign joint venture in China’s telecom industry, with extensive local expertise 

and global resources. Equipped with leading technologies, it has a world class 

manufacturing platform. Its extensive sales and service networks cover all the 

provinces in China and more than 50 countries worldwide.  

 

After several years of effort and exploration of overseas business, in 2012, ASB 

completed the acquisition of a German company, Radio Frequency Systems (RFS), 

which is a commercial company working in the field of wireless communication 

equipment (cable, base station subsystem, diplexer and parabolic antenna). This 

action means ASB started expand its international business formally.  

 

Since ASB wants to gain more experience about global market and new technology 

rather than merely getting profits. Dispatching expatriate managers to RFS becomes 

the best way to gather overseas management experiences and is good for further 

development. The expatriate managers usually engage in the position of 

administration and R&D. But as the first attempt of ASB and the expatriate managers, 

encountering some challenges is inevitable. Senior managers have been sent to 

Germany to start-up and conduct daily operations with the cooperation of the local 

manager and colleagues.  
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4.1.2 WEIDMANN-Taizhou 

WEIDMANN is a global leader in electrical insulation for transformer manufacturers 

and transformer users. As a member of the WICOR Group, the core competence of 

the company is developing and production of tailor-made solutions for 

high-temperature applications and cellulose based insulation systems. 

 

WEIDMANN High Voltage Insulation Co., Ltd. (Taizhou) is a joint venture company 

founded by the WICOR Group, Switzerland and Taizhou Insulation Material Factory. 

It was established in 1998, with a total investment of 22 million dollars and registered 

capital of U.S. $ 10 million.  

 

In order to gather more experiences about international market and technology, 

WEIDMANN-Taizho put more attention to the development of overseas operation. In 

2009, WEIDMANN-Taizho established a laboratory in Switzerland by acquiring 

ETBA (today WEIDMANN Electrical Technology, Inc.) for trial-manufacture. 

Chinese expatriate managers were dispatched for technical supervision and guidance. 

Since this is the first branch of WEIDMANN-Taizho in the Western world, great tasks 

were given to the managers while the challenges were unavoidable. 

 

4.1.3 DTZ-Greater China 

DTZ is a global real estate adviser established in Birmingham, UK in 1993. In China, 

DTZ made a joint venture company with CY Leung Surveyor Corporation in 1999. 

Now DTZ provides occupiers and investors around the world with industry leading, 

end to end property solutions. In addition, its research and consulting services provide 

clients with global and local market knowledge, forecasting and trend analysis to 

make the best long term decisions. 

 

In 2007, DTZ-Great China acquired a real estate adviser company which is called 

Donaldsons LLP in UK to assist the DTZ-UK in developing the business toward local 

Chinese enterprises. Since DTZ-China employs many qualified members of staff who 

know the demands of Chinese enterprises well, some of them became the expatriate 

managers and were dispatched to the UK to explore this new market. 

 

4.2 Cultural Diversity  

Chandler Ding---Senior Administration Manager---41 years old 

Cultural diversity in everyday life is the first impression when Ding takes his new 

assignment. As he recalled, “I could never forget the day arriving in a totally new 

country, carrying plenty of luggage, having neither friends nor relatives.” The 
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company is aware prior to the departure of the expatriate the pressures that he or she 

will encounter, as such they will take a lot of measures are taken to prevent expatriate 

managers from having trouble abroad. Actually, since expatriate assignments are quite 

common in ASB, the company uses several local service companies to ensure its 

expatriate managers can throw themselves into work as soon as possible. The local 

service companies can provide a wide variety of services from moving house to 

insurance consultancy; in fact almost every problem the expatriate will face in daily 

life can be accommodated for. As the interviewee recounted, it helped him to 

overcome a lot of challenges which are linked to the cultural difference in daily life.  

 

Compared with Western managers, Chinese expatriate managers are put more 

emphasis on the rights of organizations. They usually pay more attention to the 

internal harmony of an organisation and everybody’s responsibility to maintain it. As 

Ding recounted, the first time he planned a meeting, he thought what to do is just 

announce in the office that he needed a meeting and everyone will pause their current 

work and go to the meeting room, just as he did in China. However, contrary to his 

expectations, after he announced the need to hold a meeting everyone in the office 

became confused and stared at him. Although he eventually held a meeting, several 

employees told him the next time he needs to hold a meeting he should send an e-mail 

to them in advance, otherwise they might feel uncomfortable as they have to stop 

work in order to attend.  

 

Western managers usually put the rights of the individual first and they pay more 

attention to individual privacy. They also are more likely to emphasize the importance 

of their work to the organisation. Additionally, according to Ding: “sometimes they 

overestimate their working ability”. They emphasize that depending on others is not 

an honorable behavior. They believe everyone is equal and that they have equal rights 

to pursue what they want and that others need to respect these kinds of rights. Ding 

told us, when he had just arrived, that he needed a computer to start work. However, 

he had the computer from ex-manager on his desk, and the colleague from the IT 

support department told him he cannot use that computer until they have formatted 

the data. This was despite the fact most of the data concerned work, which he had an 

intrinsic right to read. For the protection of the privacy of the ex-manager he had to 

wait. 

 

Andrew Gu--- Chief Technology Officer---43 years old 

From Gu’s recollection, the first challenge which he encountered from cultural 

diversity was in everyday life. As a Chinese person, who was used to Chinese food, it 

is frustrating for him to be faced with Western food and Western-style Chinese food 

every day. But at the same time, he also admitted that this kind of temporary 

challenge can be overcome as time goes on. The same situation happened when he 

tried to find accommodation. As a big multinational corporation like WEIDMANN, 

the company actually provides a serviced apartment for every expatriate manager 

during the first six months of his or her transfer. After that, however, the expatriate 
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manager is required to find a residence by themselves. The problem arises because it 

is hard for an expatriate manager in a new city to locate an appropriate place to live. 

Since most big cities have several settlements of different ethnic groups, making an 

appropriate choice for a new comer is difficult. Besides these two challenges, daily 

transportation is also something which cannot be ignored. Also in the Western world 

managers tend to commute by cars or other private vehicles rather than by public 

transportation. This then becomes an additional pressure for the expatriate manager. 

 

On a business level, according Gu, one of the differences faced by expatriate 

managers lies in the relationships between higher level management and their staff. 

 

Gu said in the interview that the common Chinese business relationship between 

ordinary staff and management is more hierarchical. The Chinese managers usually 

consider that higher valued positions bring alongside absolute authority. In their mind, 

people at a lower level have the obligation to obey any commands which the manager 

gives to them and they do not have the right to raise any objections. Even if the 

manager makes mistakes, the employee is still expected and required to follow his or 

her instruction. However, as he indicated, in the Western world, the difference 

between manager and employee is just in the job category. The employees get 

working instructions from the managers but they have the right to voice their own 

opinions and provide logical opposition to unreasonable working projects. In other 

words, the mission of a manager is just serving the employees and assisting them to 

finish tasks efficiently. When the subordinates find some mistakes in the work from 

the manager they have the responsibility to give feedback and point out the mistake 

clearly.  

 

Jonathan Wei---Board Member---36 years old 

The interview to Wei shows that, cultural diversity is believed to exist in both 

everyday life and within business operations. 

 

As Wei recalled, life in Britain was not as easy as he imagined. He gave the following 

examples: the food, the weather and even the shops being closed on Sunday. What 

shocked him the most was making the appointment for a hospital visit. In China, if he 

got sick, he just went to the hospital and then he can see the doctor immediately. But 

in Britain and most European countries, he needs to call the doctor for an appointment 

first and wait several days, even weeks to get treatment. Wei said once he got a skin 

allergy and since it was not included in emergency treatment he had to wait for two 

months to see the doctor. There are, however, many similar things. “Cultural diversity 

in life is the most direct and obvious challenge for every expatriate manager, because 

it exists everywhere and all the time” as Wei recounted. 

 

In terms of cultural diversity within business, Wei expressed his opinion about the 

business outlook. Chinese expatriate managers usually tend to pay more attention to 

immediate interests. In other words, they want to make outstanding achievements 
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during their short assignments. In order to achieve this goal, they are not willing to 

spend years exploring the market or educating the consumers. They tend to take 

market share from rivals by using direct competition methods, such as price wars. 

This kind of business behavior has the hidden danger of arousing some negative 

impacts to the companies such as a decline in quality or brand influences may weaken; 

or even do harm to the industry as a whole. In contrast, Western managers tend to 

make more effort to find potential customers, cultivate customers’ loyalty, improve 

the supply chain, conduct innovation strategy and so forth. They are more concerned 

with the brand and use differences in strategies to avoid direct conflicts. As Wei 

recalled “They create value for customers first, then try to make a profit, while we are 

the opposite”. 

 

4.3 Communication Barriers  

Chandler Ding---Senior Administration Manager---41 years old 

During the interview, Ding indicated that one of the necessary skills for expatriate 

managers was foreign languages. Since English has turned into an international 

language, it has become the most common language Chinese expatriate managers use. 

 

As a person who had learned English for many years and used to operate in an 

English speaking environment for a long time, Ding believed he had a good command 

of English, which was true. Ding’s English was enough for him to live in Germany 

without many inconveniences. It was also sufficient for him to handle the ordinary 

documents in work. As he said in the interview, every time when he wanted to have 

in-depth conversations with his team members to know their real ideas about a certain 

topic, he felt bad in his ability to express himself adequately. Similar situations arose 

during the meeting, as a manager or a team leader who was supposed to lead the 

discussion, Ding actually turned into the most silent one because of his language 

deficiencies. He failed to express himself precisely and was afraid of being 

misunderstood. In addition, since all the team members were German, they did not 

speak English when they talked with each other, Ding felt he lost some accesses to 

information, which could weaken his leadership.  

 

What’s more, Ding said compared with Western managers, Chinese expatriate 

managers prefer using a mild and indirect way to make a conversation. They usually 

start their discussion around a topic and then approach the key point little by little, 

while the Western managers usually hit the point directly at the beginning.  

 

Andrew Gu--- Chief Technology Officer---43 years old 

As Gu said, in most parts of Europe, English is not the first language for citizens. 

Employees use their native language to talk with each other during their work. This is 

very reasonable since it helps them communicate with each other more efficiently. 

They only spoke English when they needed to make a report to or discuss a matter 
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with the manager. This has resulted in a situation where the manager can only hear 

what the staff wants him to hear, thus losing the chance to get more information 

throughout the day. 

 

Having a different language background could also cause a communication barrier. As 

Gu recalled one time in a meeting, a colleague said a joke then everyone started 

laughing, although Gu understood the meanings of every single words of that joke, he 

could not laugh since he failed to get the point. Moreover, language background also 

influences people’s understanding of certain words. For instance, when Chinese 

people say “Yes”, it does not mean “I agree with you” but just means “I am hearing 

what you are talking about”, and “Okay” does not means “I will do it” but just means 

“I have heard what you said and I will think about it.” 

 

In addition, Gu also indicated that the expatriate managers in non-English-speaking 

countries are usually equipped with a translator, but in his opinion it could not solve 

the communication problem fundamentally.  

 

Jonathan Wei---Board Member---36 years old 

During the interview, Wei said that communication barriers were an inevitable 

challenge for expatriate managers “as long as you are not a native speaker”. 

 

But due to the huge differences between English and Chinese, the Chinese expatriate 

managers usually cannot master English very well. Some of them may be skillful in 

writing but most of them are not good at wielding the spoken language. Even if 

someone like Wei had mastered English, faced with the slang of a native speaker, they 

would still feel frustrated. 

 

The direct consequence of this is Chinese expatriate managers can only 

communication with employees on a superficial level, which is just enough to cope 

with ordinary work. But as a manager who takes charge of a lot of affairs within the 

company, in-depth communication is essential to avoid misunderstandings. Failure to 

provide clear instructions and get effective responses is the main barrier here; 

resultantly it is also the major source of frustration. And the situation is exacerbated 

when sudden emergencies and new situations arise. 

 

In additional, Chinese expatriate managers often apply the Confucian philosophical 

school of logic: which means they tend to express themselves mildly to avoid being 

too aggressive. But this may lead to unclear instructions to the Western employee 

which has negative effects on the performance of the organization. 

    

4.4 Political Institution and Legal Environment  

Chandler Ding---Senior Administration Manager---41 years old 
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As a senior administration manager, what impressed Ding most was the local trade 

unionism. 

 

In China, trade unions usually do not have any practical functions, it is just an 

organization without substantial rights. As such, the Chinese managers have never 

encountered any trade union actions such as strikes and demonstrations. In fact, many 

of them do not have a clear concept of what is a trade union.  

 

However, trade unions in the Western world are important and powerful. As Ding 

conceded, struggling with trade unions led to some of the toughest work he ever 

encountered. After the European debt crisis, more and more trade union members 

proposed raising their salary. As a company which was just being acquired, this kind 

of demand was difficult for the management layer of RFS to accept. Ding thought this 

might be the end of this issue. However, to his surprise, the trade union announced 

that if the company did not accept their requirement, they would go on strike. This 

roused the attention of the management layer, and they agreed to negotiate it. As Ding 

said in the interview, the negotiation was still ongoing.  

 

In addition, the trade union also protects the employees from being dismissed. The 

company cannot dismiss anyone without providing written statements in advance, 

which includes a rational dismissal reason. And the company also needs to pay three 

months salary and the employer should write a job recommendation for the people 

who leave without negative connotations. All of these then need to be examined and 

verified by the trade union and relevant departments. 

 

Andrew Gu--- Chief Technology Officer---43 years old 

In the interview, Gu indicated that the significant differences in politics and law 

between China and Western world was also strange to encounter. 

 

As Gu said in the interview, in China, working overtime is a quite a usual 

phenomenon, and has been widely accepted. People usually treat it as a hard working 

characteristic performance and respect it. Although the law stipulates that overtime 

needs to be given additional remuneration and compensation, however, working 

overtime without additional payments is still very common. 

 

But in Switzerland, as Gu said, the employees treat overtime as a really strong issue. 

According to the law of labor time, each employee can only work 45 hours per week, 

and overtime must be paid at the rate of 25% more. In addition, overtime happened 

only with the agreement of employees and the bosses do not have the rights to force 

them to work overtime.  

 

Most of employees regard ending work on time as their most important right. Gu 

recounted that there is one time they got a very important order from a new customer 

but the whole team needed to work extra to adhere to the due date. According to his 



 

24 
 

working experience in China, he thought everyone would be willing to accept the big 

challenge and regard it as a chance to get more money. Unexpectedly, most part of his 

team disagreed with the overtime and the others were quite astonished that he had 

even accepted that order. And since most of the work needed the collaboration of the 

whole team, even if the manager is willing to work overtime himself, he “can do 

nothing but watch everyone else leave”, as Gu recalled. 

 

About the political institution, Gu stated that it influenced the business culture deeply. 

Under the one-party dictatorship and the leadership of the Communist Party, the 

political institution of China makes Chinese organizations more hierarchical. The 

same power structure is mirrored in Chinese companies. Chinese managers usually 

regard position as absolute power; they prefer the “Top-down” management method 

and determining the decision-making. 

 

Jonathan Wei---Board Member---36 years old 

As Wei recalled, politics and law differences between China and the Western world 

caused a huge influence to expatriates’ work. 

 

Wei expressed that, as a real estate company, most of the work of DTZ in the UK is 

marketing and sales related, which could be affected by the local politics substantially. 

Bribing officials is completely illegal in China, however due to a lack of robust 

regulation; it still persists despite prohibitions. In some places, it has even become a 

kind of hidden rule within business. The more a company got some orders thought 

this illegal way of working, the more it failed to register as an important event; 

resultantly these actions often don’t receive news coverage. Furthermore, because the 

foreign assignment only lasts for a few years, Chinese expatriate managers usually 

want to reach some performance goals during this time, which makes them more 

likely to take a risk and make some illegal decisions, one example is bribing. 

However, in the UK, “bribing an official is not a shortcut to make a business, it is just 

a shortcut to go to jail” as Wei said.  

 

The same occurrence was repeated with regards to advertising claims, which were 

more likely to be stretched versions of the truth when overseen by foreign expatriate 

managers. Without a strict advertisements approval process, it is common to see some 

advertisements which are exaggerated in China. But in the UK, all advertisements 

need to be examined and verified by many government sectors, if a company is found 

to be using propaganda, it will be faced with a great number of penalties as well as the 

punishments of the principal leaders. 

 

Wei also expressed that Chinese expatriate managers are more aware of ways in 

which shortcuts can be taken, which leads to an increased prevalence of legal 

activities which are generally regarded as being immoral.  
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4.5 Greater Demand for Competence  

Chandler Ding---Senior Administration Manager---41 years old 

During the interview, Ding said that he is pretty satisfied with the management system 

in RFS.  

 

Compared with his parent company, RFS has a more humanized management 

institution. In the first year he worked as an expatriate manager within the company 

Ding’s parents came to visit him. They made the trip because he had only worked for 

one year and had not saved enough time off in order to make the journey himself. It 

was difficult for him to accompany his parents to travel around. As he recalled, “I 

could do nothing but feel guilty about my parents’ predicament”. At that time, a 

colleague told him that according to the companies’ institution he could take the rest 

of his annual leave for his time working instantly. In this way, Ding was able to take a 

vacation for a week, which was enough time for him to make the journey. The 

advantages of the Western style management system were evident here and impressed 

him greatly. 

 

What’s more, Ding also indicated that the management system of the Western 

company is more mature than the Chinese one. As a senior administration manager, he 

always encountered some situations like cross-sectoral coordination and integration. 

In China, similar situations often lead to ambiguous responsibilities to staff which in 

turn leads to buck-passing. But in RFS, due to a mature management system, each 

department had a distinct working boundary. It makes every employee clear about 

what he or she should do and what they should not do. As Ding said “I still remember 

the day when I prepared a meeting for cross-sectoral coordination”. At the meeting, 

each department manager pinpointed the role required and Ding took charge of 

dividing the common work based on the staff present. At the end of the meeting, 

every detail was confirmed and everyone was clear about his or her responsibility. 

When the project was carried out, status reports from different departments were sent 

to Ding and other department managers weekly. These measures made the individual 

roles required by staff members more clear and removed ambiguity. 

 

Furthermore, our interviewee was also impressed by the work schedule. As he 

recalled, he had never seen known work schedules can be in great detail. Everything 

is planned in advance and some intervals were pre-planned out especially for 

emergencies. Whereas in China they also use work schedules, but the content is more 

general and more focus upon the aim, “rather than steps to get there” as Ding 

recalled.  

 

Andrew Gu--- Chief Technology Officer---43 years old 

As a Chief Technology Officer, Gu has been engaged in work for many years. In our 

interview, he said that he was quite confident about his competence. This fact was 

born out during questioning. 
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He considered that the Chinese expatriate managers do not show fewer advantages in 

technical competence than Western managers. As a PhD in engineering, he indicated 

that “my education background and working experience are the source of my 

confidence to work as an expatriate manager in a totally new environment.” “Now I 

am a manager more than an engineer”. He indicated that since the work he engaged 

in is similar with that he encountered in his parent company he did not feel a 

requirement to adapt to be competent.  

 

However, Gu confessed that he felt more pressures from daily life than from work. 

For example, when he just arrived he found it difficult to enjoy the native food, the 

TV programs, or the ways of communicating with native people. When he went to 

work, he felt comfortable being faced with some pure technical problems whilst he 

felt nervous when he assigned the work or had a meeting which required social 

engagement. He indicated that this kind of discomfort in the workplace did not result 

from a lack of technical competence or management skill. It seemed more likely to be 

initiated by the cultural gulf which exists between the Chinese and Western world. He 

also expressed whether or not the expatriate managers can overcome these kinds of 

differences is key to their success. 

 

Jonathan Wei---Board member---36 years old 

Serving as a board member, Wei has been working in the management layer for a long 

time. In his view, the Western management system is very advanced and efficient. 

Since DTZ use the same strict process management in Donaldsons, Wei had “very 

similar working experience in this company”. 

 

As a professional manager, Wei was concerned that professional knowledge and 

management skill were important factors for Chinese expatriate managers. In his 

opinion, since business management is a subdivision of systems engineering, it is hard 

and complex to deal with, resultantly expatriate managers should process enough 

intrinsic ability to handle it. Otherwise they will lose professional demeanor within 

the workplace and should not work as expatriate managers. At the same time, the 

overseas environment which every expatriate manager is faced with will tend to 

worsen the situation. A qualified expatriate manager must possess both professional 

knowledge and management skills in order to deal with daily work. They must also be 

professional in order to overcome other complex situations. 

 

4.6 Lack of Acceptance from Colleagues  

Chandler Ding---Senior Administration Manager---41 years old 

For most Chinese expatriate managers, being accepted by the local colleagues is 

considered as a long-term process, which means time is an important factor.  
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In Ding’s view, as an expatriate manager from a developing country, being unaccepted 

by the employees in Europe was a normal and understandable phenomenon. As Ding 

recalled, before he started his assignment he already had heard about the sense of 

superiority possessed by Germans. After he took the job, he felt some low level of 

persistent resistance from his team. Although the atmosphere seemed to be 

harmonious and friendly, when Ding made some decisions about new products, he 

found very little encouragement from his team. This made him depressed at that time. 

 

However, after leading the team for a period of time, Ding got more support from his 

team. He owed it to the everyday efforts, such as open minded communication. As 

Ding said, “letting people get to know you is essential for expatriate managers to get 

accepted”. He also pointed it out that because of the huge cultural divide between 

China and the Western world as well as the communication barriers between Chinese 

and Western people, it would be a time-consuming process which requires the 

expatriate managers to treat the process with patience.  

 

Andrew Gu--- Chief Technology Officer---43 years old 

During the interview, Gu said “for sure, I got some resistance to be accepted”. When 

he just took the position, Gu had prepared himself mentally to be faced with all of 

these potential problems which would result from not being accepted. 

 

At first, just like his expectation, Gu felt isolated and his team doubted him. Some of 

his team members did not trust the new foreigner. They often treated him as a threat 

and a burden.  

 

Faced with this, Gu kept calm as a professional manager should. He placed more 

emphasis on work and tried his best to deliver good performances. As he said, “At 

that time, I was the first to come and the last to leave”. After he finished several big 

orders with high quality, Gu won the respect from the whole team and that was what 

he said “rebuilt the leadership”. 

 

Moreover, Gu also indicated that understanding the value of compromise was 

significant for the successful acceptance. Expatriate managers need to know what to 

insist on and what to be allow to be ignored. He took business culture as an example, 

since it is impossible to keep the local colleagues working efficiently in a totally 

unfamiliar cultural atmosphere with pressure from an external detached management 

style. Both sides should compromise and find a balanced way to resolve issues, such 

as a mixed culture in business. 

 

Jonathan Wei---Board Member---36 years old 

During the interview, Wei said that being accepted by the colleagues is a process 

every expatriate manager needs to be faced with and overcome. 

 

However, since DTZ use the same strict process management in Donaldsons, it 
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excused some problems Wei encountered. He did not need to worry about the 

management style, however, it still took him almost one year to be accepted by the 

local employees. As he recalled, “making yourself immersed in the totally new 

environment is the key to be accepted in a new team”. The most important quality for 

a manager is to keep effective and productive, without that he could not be a manager 

any more. So the best way to be accepted by colleagues is to deliver a better 

performance than the ex-manager. As Wei said, “As long as you make an excellent 

performance and rule the team efficiently, you will be the one who is welcomed”. 

 

In addition, Wei pointed out that all the excellent performances are based on the 

ability of acquiring the local culture and policy with the help of efficient 

communication skills.  

 

4.7 Family Reasons  

Chandler Ding---Senior Administration Manager---41 years old  

From the viewpoint of Ding, he regarded family issues as a “none existing problem 

for Chinese expatriate managers”. As far as he was concerned, the Chinese company 

has plenty of choices to select a suitable person for foreign deployment. Only the 

person who meets all the requirements can become an expatriate manager.  

 

In the interview, he indicated that, the issue about family commitments is one of the 

evaluation items in the process of expatriate managers’ selection. In fact, Chinese 

companies hold very cautious attitudes toward this issue. Auditing the family 

background is usually considered as a critical step after examining and verifying other 

requirements of candidates. But choosing a manager who has a suitable family life 

and enough working competence seems to be easy for today’s Chinese companies. 

This is because the demands of expatriate managers are not very high for each 

company and normally only large-scale companies have this kind of expatriate 

dispatching needs. There are huge amounts of candidates for Chinese companies to 

screen and select an appropriate one.  

 

Ding also indicated that, experienced managers usually have less worries about family 

issues, since they have gained enough experience to deal with family problems 

through their whole careers. In addition, experienced managers are usually middle 

aged, which means they have kids who have already grown up and are in relatively 

steady marital relationships.  

 

Andrew Gu--- Chief Technology Officer---43 years old 

In the interview, Gu indicated that he did not consider that the career of an expatriate 

manager is likely to cause conflict with his family life. 

 

He explained that because of the unbalanced development in China the large coastal 
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cities usually have more job opportunities than small inland ones. So it is a quite a 

common condition in China that one of the couple works in a large city (usually the 

husband) whiles the other stays within a small one. And due to the huge land mass of 

China, they cannot meet each other very often. This kind of situation is very similar 

with the working condition of an expatriate manager. This kind of convention seems 

to be an advantage for Chinese expatriate managers. They can work overseas for 

several years without worrying about family problems. 

 

At the same time, Gu also indicated that since he was middle aged, he did not need to 

pay a lot of attention to maintain his family. As he said “my marriage is solid, so I 

had less worries than the person who just got married”. Moreover, he added that, due 

to the “only child policy” in China, one Chinese expatriate manager usually has only 

one child who is usually old enough to take care of him or herself. 

 

Jonathan Wei---Board Member---36 years old 

In the interview, Wei considered that the ability to maintain a good family state was 

the standard against which the professionalism of an expatriate manager was 

measured.  

 

As he said, professionalism was the key to overcoming this kind of issue. Since his 

wife is a manager also, they had discussed about how to solve this paradox very 

deeply. Finally they reached an agreement that as long as the expatriate manager has a 

highly professional and dedicated spirit, he or she is able to balance the relationship 

between the family and career. Otherwise, he or she will not fit into the position 

anymore.  

 

In addition, Wei also indicated that the factor why he can be free from this kind of 

problem is his age. Compared with the people who are just getting married, Wei and 

his wife had a more steady relationship. Since their kid has grown up and has gone to 

college, Wei can pay more attention to his expatriate assignment.  
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5. ANALYSIS 

From the previous study involving six challenges, combined with the data collected, 

we identify the three main challenges for Chinese expatriate managers and discuss 

their causes and impacts. We also discuss and explain the reasons why the other three 

challenges are not main challenges for Chinese expatriate managers. At the same 

time, the interactions between the main challenges are discovered as a new finding. In 

the last sub-part, we summarize the result of analysis and display them in a model. 

 

5.1 Cultural Diversity 

For Chinese expatriate managers, the cultural diversity existing in both daily life and 

business between the Chinese and the Western world turns into a challenge when they 

take their assignments. Meanwhile, because this kind of challenge is caused by culture, 

which is believed to be as a deep-seated concept, it has significant influence and a 

far-reaching impact to for Chinese expatriate managers. 

 

All of our interviewees identify cultural diversity in daily life as the first challenge 

every Chinese expatriate manager will face when starting a new assignment. The 

reason lies in that nobody can escape from being affected by living surroundings 

which starts playing its part as soon as a person enters. At the same time, due to the 

huge geographical and historical differences, living surroundings between the Chinese 

and the Western world are different in almost all aspects (Church, 1982). From 

accommodation to transportation, food services to medical treatments, Chinese 

expatriate managers encounter this kind of challenge every single day (Black et al., 

1991; Li, 2008). In this case, cultural diversity in daily life will cause inevitable 

change of life-style, loss of familiar frames of reference in cross-culture environment 

or change of cultural values and even beliefs of society (Kramsch, 2002). Failure to 

adapt to it will lead to stress and low job-satisfaction, which may cause them to stop 

their foreign assignments before the official end (McCaughey & Bruning, 2005; 

Jassawalla; Truglia & Garvey, 2004).  

 

In addition, cultural diversity in business is believed by all of our interviewees as one 

of the most important challenges faced by Chinese expatriate managers. According to 

our findings, it permeates in different dimensions such as “power orientation”, 

“social orientation” and “time orientation”. These kinds of diversities affect the 

Chinese expatriate managers in different ways. Taking power orientation as an 

example (Kluckhohn & Strodebeck, 1961; Hagoort, 2003, p.179), compared with the  

Western world, Chinese business relationships between superior and subordinate is 

more hierarchical, which means people have “power respect” in organizations 

(Kluckhohn & Strodebeck, 1961; Hagoort, 2003, p.179). Chinese expatriate managers 
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usually consider a higher position as absolute authority. In their mind, subordinates 

have the obligation to obey any commands given by the managers, whereas they do 

not have any rights to raise objections. However, Western people are more likely to 

show “power tolerance” in organizations (Kluckhohn & Strodebeck, 1961; Hagoort, 

2003, p.179), the difference between manager and employee lies in just the job 

category. The employees get working instructions from the managers and meantime 

they have the rights to express their own opinions and even deny some unreasonable 

working projects. In other words, the mission of managers is just serving the 

employees and assisting them to finish tasks efficiently. This kind of cultural diversity 

is believed to be caused by the different political institution between the Chinese and 

the Western world. Since China is a socialist country and governed by one-party 

autocracy, autocracy the official ruling style is more arbitrary. People have got used to 

it and considered it as a reasonable way to run an organization. This generates the 

Top-down management style of Chinese expatriate managers and hierarchy 

organization system. However, since the entire Western world was built above 

democracy institution, this makes their managers more open-minded and companies 

more humanized and equitable. As mentioned above, the cultural diversity in business 

between Chinese and Western companies is caused by several ineradicable factors, 

which made it being a big challenge to Chinese expatriate managers and really hard to 

overcome thoroughly (Trompenaars, 1994; Adler, 1997). This issue exerts influence 

on the job-satisfaction of an expatriate manager, and eventually influences the 

operational performance of an organization (Hagoort, 2003).  

 

Besides the challenge caused by “power orientation”, according to our data, similar 

challenges are caused when it refers to “social orientation” and “time orientation” 

(Hofstede, 1980; Adler, 1997; Hagoort, 2003, p. 179). Chinese expatriate managers 

usually put more emphasis on the rights of organization, which means they pursue 

collectivism while Western people follow individualism. These two different kinds of 

opinions about “social orientation” cause the disagreements among Chinese 

expatriate managers and local colleagues (Hagoort, 2003, p. 179). Meanwhile, 

Western companies usually pursue a “long-term outlook” but due to Chinese 

expatriates usually wanting to make outstanding achievements during their brief 

assignments, they tend to have a “short-term outlook”. These kinds of differences in 

“time orientation” may lead to a Chinese expatriate being hard to be accepted 

(Hagoort, 2003, p. 179).  

 

All in all, cultural diversity exists both in daily life and business, generating this issue 

into a major challenge for Chinese expatriate managers. Failure to overcome it 

decreases the job-satisfaction and increases Chinese expatriate managers’ premature 

return rates. 
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5.2 Communication Barriers 

“Communication barriers” is believed to be an inevitable challenge for Chinese 

expatriate managers, both at group level and individual level. This challenge is mainly 

caused by two factors, one is the linguistic ability, and the other is expression mode. 

Since a management position has higher requirements of the effectiveness of 

communication than a purely technical position, this issue affects the validity of 

Chinese expatriate managers’ work directly. 

 

Communication barriers can be categorized into two levels: group level and 

individual level (Wang, 2006). During the interview, both of these two levels were 

mentioned by our interviewees. The former one exists in the occasion such as 

meetings or conferences while the latter one in every day.  

 

Linguistic ability is considered by all of our interviewees as a leading factor which 

will affect the effectiveness of communication when Chinese expatriate managers are 

conducting their daily operations. It is caused by their failure to have a good 

command of English. Since Chinese and English belong to totally different language 

families: Sino-Tibetan and Indo-European, which means it is more difficult for the 

Chinese to learn English than the Western people (Frank & Kalmijn, 2005). Since all 

of the Chinese expatriate managers have good training of foreign languages, they can 

handle daily documents and paper work without any problems. But many of our 

interviewees have shown that they felt lack of self-confidence about their spoken 

language, especially when they were trying to explain some complex concepts. In a 

group level, it will cause the fear to express oneself in collective or public occasion. 

In individual level, it does harm to daily talk, especially in-depth conversation which 

is extremely important for a manager, to understand his employees’ true ideas and 

obtain feedback precisely. In a word, the lack of linguistic ability will cause low 

working efficiency of Chinese expatriate managers. Thereby, it is an inevitable 

challenge during their assignments (Naumann, 1992).  

 

Meanwhile, communication barriers could also be caused by a different language 

background (Yu & Haut, 1995). Because of the wide difference between Chinese and 

English, some Chinese words cannot maintain their original meanings when being 

translated into English. As a result, Chinese expatriate managers and local employees 

can have different understandings of the same concept, which is the source of 

misunderstanding and inefficiency. Meanwhile, the existence of slang makes this 

issue much worse, especially for the expatriate managers working in English-speaking 

countries.  

 

In addition, our interviewees reached a consensus that the difference in 

communication habits between Chinese and Western people is an important factor 

which can lead to communication barriers for Chinese expatriate managers. Since the 

Chinese used to be mild and indirect in a conversation, they want to express 
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themselves without making others feel uncomfortable (Allinson, 2007). Meanwhile, 

getting straight to the point is considered to be impoliteness in China. However, the 

Western people prefer straightforward expression and it is a normal behavior in the 

western business world (Tokarek, 2006). In group level, it makes Chinese expatriate 

managers tend to restrain themselves (Yamada, 1990). In a meeting, they prefer to 

gather the ideas of other people rather than to express their own. At an individual level, 

it makes Chinese expatriate managers prefer using implications in conversation, 

which could make a Western employee confused and find difficulty in seizing the key 

point. And this results in the phenomenon that the Western employees misunderstand 

the Chinese expatriate managers’ ideas while Chinese expatriate managers felt the 

employees too aggressive when speaking.  

 

To Chinese expatriate managers, communication barriers are caused by their poor 

linguistic and different communication habits between the Chinese and the Western 

world. These barriers prevent Chinese expatriate managers from effective 

communication which become a major challenge for Chinese expatriate managers 

both at a group level as well as at an individual level. 

 

5.3 Political Institution and Legal Environment 

In the expatriate experiences of our interviewees, everyone has encountered the 

challenges caused by political institutions and the legal environment. It is caused by 

the legal diversity between the Chinese and the Western world which mainly lies in 

the legal enactment and legal enforcement (Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004; 

Yavas & Bodur, 1999). Since politics and law have an absolute position of authority 

in a country, it turns to be a significant challenge to Chinese expatriate managers who 

do not know it well.  

 

Since the Western world usually has a more fully-fledged legal system with many 

more legal provisions than the Chinese one, the challenge faced by Chinese expatriate 

managers is no longer political stability but political complexity (Barber & Pittaway, 

2000). It could lead expatriate managers to encounter confusion, frustration, and risky 

for any of their action which can be defined as a transgression of some legal boundary 

(Li, 2008).  

 

According to the responses of our interviews, one of the challenges faced by Chinese 

expatriate managers is legal enactment (Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004). Since 

the Western world has a longer history of legislation than China, it has established a 

fairly fully-fledged legal system which contains many legal provisions. In this way, it 

is quite difficult for Chinese expatriate managers to master it. According to the 

experiences of our interviewees, the differences of legal enactment between the 

Chinese and the Western world they encountered, including laws of trade unions; laws 

of dismissal and laws regarding the manipulation of advertising. Since there are none 
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of these kinds of laws in China, how to treat the related issues of these laws has 

become a big challenge for Chinese expatriate managers. Ignorance of the law will 

certainly lead to many serious consequences, both to companies and expatriate 

managers themselves.  

 

About legal enforcement, although most illegal behaviors in the Western world are 

also forbidden by Chinese law, the differences in enforcing these laws still could 

result in Chinese expatriate managers’ decision-making mistakes (Yavas & Bodur, 

1999), which causes negative effects to their management performance (Jassawalla, 

Truglia & Garvey, 2004). Such as bribing the government officials, neglecting the 

copyrights, taking kickback and working overtime are considered to be common 

mistakes for Chinese expatriate managers by our interviewees. This kind of legal 

misunderstanding will plunge Chinese expatriate managers in the danger of 

committing a crime as well as losing reputation. However, building a good reputation 

and winning respects from the colleagues are significant to expatriate managers for 

their adaptation. Therefore the issue turns to a great challenge for Chinese expatriate 

managers.  

 

In summary, the differences of legal enactment and legal enforcement between the 

Chinese and the Western word in political institutions and legal environment 

generates this issue to become one of the main challenges of Chinese expatriate 

managers. 

 

5.4 Greater Demand for Competence  

 

According to Black (1988), because of the environment, overseas assignments often 

mean larger responsibility, higher requirement, and more workload to an expatriate 

manager. But based on the recollections of our interviewees, these issues do not turn 

to be the challenges of Chinese expatriate managers during their Western world 

assignments, which lie in the unique conditions of the Chinese managers and the 

Western companies. 

 

Role ambiguity, greater responsibilities, technical competence and a broader range of 

requirements in management skills are concerned as important elements of greater 

demand for competence in overseas assignments (Naumann, 1992; Stone, 1991; Feng 

& Pearson, 1999; Magnini & Honeycutt, 2003). However, as Chinese expatriate 

managers working in Western world, they are free from these troubles.  

 

Role ambiguity and greater responsibilities are common issues which can cause a 

greater demand for competence in previous researches (Naumann, 1992; Stone, 1991). 

For those who are working in the Western world, Chinese expatriate managers do not 

count them as issues. According to our findings from interviews, Western companies 

mostly have more humanized management institution and more mature management 

system than Chinese ones. It helps to build a distinct working boundary and dividing 
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responsibility line. It also makes every employee clear about what he or she should do 

and what they should not. In other words, everyone is clear about his or her role and 

responsibility. Depending on this advanced management system, Chinese expatriate 

managers can focus on their own job more efficiently and effectively. 

 

In addition, technical competence and a broader range of requirements in management 

skills are considered by former researchers as another two elements which can result 

in greater demand for competence (Feng & Pearson, 1999). However, the findings 

from our interviews show that these two are not big issues for Chinese expatriate 

managers. In fact, most Chinese companies tend to select the candidates with better 

working competence for overseas dispatch, both in technical competence and 

management skills. The reason is that only the person who works well can spare some 

energy to deal with other problems which are caused by overseas dispatch; such as the 

cultural diversity; the communication barriers and the issue of political institution and 

legal environment. Meanwhile, Chinese expatriate managers usually serve overseas in 

the same position as at home, which makes it easy for them to adapt. In a word, these 

two issues do not influence Chinese expatriate managers a lot. 

 

In a word, for Chinese expatriate managers, both the selection process of their parents 

companies and the management system in the Western world helps them avoid this 

issue becoming a challenge to them. 

 

5.5 Lack of Acceptance form Colleagues 

Lack of acceptance from colleagues is a quite common challenge for expatriate 

managers, without exception for Chinese ones. However, for Chinese expatriate 

managers, it is not an isolated issue which can be solved independently. Solving it is 

considered to be a long-term process, which means time-consuming is one of the 

essential elements. 

 

The differences in management style between the Chinese and the Western world are 

considered as a critical origin for failing to be accepted by local colleagues (Jain,  

Lawler & Morishima, 1998). Due to these kinds of differences, the local colleagues in 

the Western world are not able to get used to some Chinese expatriate managers’ 

management practices such as centralization of decision-making (Christopher & 

Gibson, 2002), which means they are not efficient under pure Chinese management 

style. However, according to our findings from interviews, a mixed cultural managers’ 

approach is the best way to fix up, and since the expatriate managers have come from 

joint venture companies, it is not hard for them to find a good solution with the help 

of their international management viewpoint. 

 

According to the recall of our interviewees, all of them treat this issue as a challenge. 

As the expatriate managers come from a developing country and work in the Western 
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world, it is inevitable for them to encounter some cold shoulders and even 

resentments or discriminations (Hatch, 1983; Earley & Mosakowski, 2000). However, 

it is not a permanent problem since the anti-China sentiments are every limited in the 

world and the Western world is open and equal (Wiseman & Shutter, 1994). As long 

as the expatriate managers prove their competence, they will be accepted and 

respected. 

 

Research indicates that working competence is believed to be the key factor for 

expatriate managers to be accepted (Joardar, Kostova & Ravlin, 2007). All of our 

interviewees point out that showing excellent competence and making outstanding 

performance are the most efficient way to get accepted from local colleagues. 

According to previous research, both of the information-seeking behavior and cultural 

intelligence are helpful to expatriate managers’ working performance (Petersen & 

Pedersen, 2002; Thomas & Inkson, 2004). These two factors are concerned by our 

interviewees as the ability of acquiring local culture and policy with the help of an 

efficient communication skills. In this way, meeting this challenge turns out to be 

meeting the challenges caused by cultural diversity; communication barriers and 

political institution and legal environment. In a word, lack of acceptance from 

colleagues is the assembled reflection of the first three main challenges. 

 

All in all, except time-consuming being one of the essential conditions, for Chinese 

expatriate managers, being accepted by local colleagues depends on overcoming the 

first three main challenges, which means this issue is not an isolated challenge. 

 

5.6 Family Reasons  

According to previous research, “family reasons” is the element that contributes most 

to the failure of an expatriate assignment (Jackson, 1995). However, on the basis of 

our interviewees’ recounts, because of the characteristics of Chinese expatriate 

managers and their families, this issue has little influence to them.  

 

Among all the reasons can generate “family reasons” into a challenge for expatriate 

managers, spouse and kids are two main concerns (Tung, 1987). In fact, research 

indicated that the impact of overseas expatriation seems to be more severe on spouses 

and kids than expatriate managers themselves (Stone, 1991). Whether they can handle 

these two issues or not turns out to be the key to the success of expatriate 

assignments. 

 

In terms of the spouse issue, a smooth adjustment to life is positively related to the 

expatriate managers’ intention to stay abroad till they finish their assignment (Black 

and Stephens, 1989). Different with the situation in Western world, the spouse of 

Chinese expatriate managers usually stay in domestic. According to our findings from 

interviews, the spouses of Chinese expatriate managers have a good adjustment to 
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their life. The reason is that because of the unbalanced development in China, the 

large coastal cities usually have more job opportunities than the inland small ones. So 

it is a quite common condition that one of the couple works in a large city (usually the 

husband) whiles the other stays in a small one. And due to the huge territory of China, 

they cannot meet each other very often. This kind of situation is very similar with the 

working condition of an expatriate manager. Since the spouse of Chinese expatriate 

managers still stays in domestic, they do not worry about the problems such as losing 

contact with relatives and friends, or confusion about self-worth and identity (Fukuda 

and Chu, 1994). All in all, this kind of convention turns out to be an advantage for 

Chinese expatriate managers. They can work overseas for several years as well as 

maintain a good marriage bonds. 

 

About the children issue, since one of their parents will stay in domestic, they do not 

need to disrupt of their education (Fukuda and Chu, 1994), which does good to the 

expatriate managers’ adaption. In addition, due to “the only child policy” in China, 

Chinese expatriate managers usually just have one kid, which reduces the extent of 

this issue.  

 

Moreover, because of the importance and high-cost of expatriate assignments, the 

Chinese company tends to choose the manager who is fairly experienced and 

sophisticated inside the company to take the job. So, many Chinese expatriate 

managers usually are middle aged. This group of people, in generally, have a steady 

relationship with their spouses and their kids are old enough to take care of 

themselves. At the same time, after working for many years and being strong 

performers in companies, they possess the professionalism to balance the relationship 

between the family and career.  

 

What’s more, due to Chinese companies being at the first stage of going global, the 

demand for expatriate managers in each company is not very high. At the same time 

since only the large-scale companies have this kind of expatriate dispatching needs, 

there are huge amounts of candidates for them to screen and get an appropriate one 

which has both qualified competence and a solid family. 

 

In summary, compared with Western expatriate managers, “family reasons” including 

spouse and kids is not a challenge for Chinese expatriate managers because of the 

distinctive conditions of themselves and families. 

 

5.7 Interactions between Challenges 

During the interview, we found that the three main challenges faced by Chinese 

expatriate managers were not isolated. In fact, we did not explore this aspect on 

purpose. However, when our respondents answered our questions about the main 

challenges, they also illuminated the facts about the connections and interactions 
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between the main challenges in a certain extent. We are going to discuss about this 

although we may not have enough data about this issue. The discussions are mainly 

based on the statements of our interviewees. They are: Cultural diversity vs. Political 

institution and legal environment; Cultural diversity vs. Communication barriers. 

These kinds of interactions could lead to the cross cultural adaptation of Chinese 

expatriate managers becoming even harder. 

 

Some culture diversity between the Chinese and the Western world can influence the 

legal concept of Chinese expatriate managers. Because of the foreign assignment only 

last for several years, Chinese expatriate managers usually want to make performance 

in a short term, which means they tend to pay more attention on immediate interests. 

This kind of “short-term outlook” make them easier to take a risk to make some 

illegality decisions (Adler, 1997; Hagoort, 2003, p. 179), which promotes them to 

adopt some illegal means in business, such as bribery and misleading advertise. 

 

On the contrary, the political institution can have impact on the culture in deep level. 

Since China is a socialism country and governed merely by one party. Official ruling 

style is more arbitrary, and people get used to it as well as consider it as a reasonable 

way to run an organization. That’s the reason why Chinese expatriate managers 

usually have a Top-down management style and prefer hierarchy organization. 

However since the entire Western world were built above democracy, therefore 

Western companies are more humanized and equitable.  

 

And the culture characters of Chinese expatriate managers also lead to 

communication barriers. Since most Chinese expatriate managers pursue collectivism 

(Hofstede, 1980), they put more emphasis on the rights of the organization. This lead 

to in communication issue, Chinese expatriate managers tend to form topics in 

conversation interdependently (Yamada, 1990), as well as use mild and indirect 

expression to keep harmony inside of organization. 

 

As we mentioned above, there are interactions between three main challenges of 

Chinese expatriate managers, which could have a negative effect on their foreign 

assignments. Although this finding is not so robustly supported by our empirical data, 

it is still an important finding which cannot be neglected as well as valuable for future 

research. 

 

The model below shows the three main challenges face the Chinese expatriate 

managers as well as the interactions between them.  
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Figure nr.2: The challenges of Chinese expatriate managers 
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

In this section, we present our two empirical findings based on our research, which 

includes the three main challenges and the interactions between them. After each 

finding, we make an interpretation to lead the final conclusion. Then, we draw our 

conclusion, indicate the practical and theoretical implication and make suggestion for 

future research. 

 

6.1 Conclusions 

The present study is an exploratory research on the main challenges of Chinese 

expatriate managers working in Western companies. A major finding is that cultural 

diversity, communication barriers as well as political institutions and the legal 

environment are the main challenges influencing Chinese expatriate managers during 

their Western world assignment, while greater demand for competence, lack of 

acceptance from colleagues and family reasons are not significant challenges for them. 

The reason why the last three issues are not main challenges is that they are not 

important in terms of Chinese expatriate managers.  

 

Concerning cultural diversity, our findings show that the cultural differences between 

the Chinese and the Western world exists in both daily life and business, and this  

kind of differences turn into a challenge when Chinese expatriate managers take their 

assignments. Meanwhile, due to this kind of challenge being caused by the cultural 

context, which is believed as a deep-seated concept, it has significant influence and 

has a far-reaching impact upon Chinese expatriate managers. 

 

The “communication barriers” is believed to be an inevitable challenge for Chinese 

expatriate managers. This challenge is mainly caused by two factors, one is their 

linguistic ability, and the other is expression mode. Since a management position has 

higher requirements of the effectiveness of communication than a purely technical 

position, this issue influences the validity of Chinese expatriate managers’ work 

directly. 

 

In terms of political institutions and the legal environment, it is caused by the legal 

diversity between the Chinese and Western world, which mainly lies in the legal 

enactment and legal enforcement. Since politics and law have an absolute position of 

authority in a country, it becomes a significant challenge to Chinese expatriate 

managers who do not know it well.  

 

Greater demand for competence is not a challenge for Chinese expatriate managers. 

This is due to the unique conditions of both the Chinese and Western world. Chinese 

companies tend to pay more attention to expatriate managers’ working skills than 

other abilities; while today’s Western companies provide a mature management 

system for them to clear personal responsibilities. All of these ensure the Chinese 
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expatriate managers are able to engage in the work which their capability is sufficient 

to perform skillfully, which prevent this issue become a challenge.  

 

With regard to lack of acceptance from colleagues, it can have some influence on 

Chinese expatriate managers. However, due to the fact that it is not an isolated 

challenge and its solving depends on overcoming the three main challenges as a 

premise, it is hard to consider it as a main challenge for Chinese expatriate managers. 

 

From the family reasons perspective, our findings show that it is not a main challenge 

for Chinese expatriate managers. Due to the particular characteristics of Chinese 

expatriate managers and their families from the Western ones, they can prevent it 

from having a negative effect on their assignments. 

 

At the same time, our finding also indicate that the three main challenges of Chinese 

expatriate managers interact with each other, make the situation of Chinese expatriate 

managers even worse. These kinds of interactions aggravate the condition of Chinese 

expatriate manages’ foreign deployments. It probably causes Chinese expatriate 

managers to have lower job-satisfaction and greater pressure during their assignments 

than the Western expatriate managers. At the same time, it could be a rational 

explanation the phenomenon that Chinese expatriate managers have higher premature 

return rates than the Western expatriate managers, which we mentioned in the 

introduction part of this paper.  

 

However, our findings are not in contradiction with those of the empirical studies we 

present as the theoretical framework totally. With regard to the three main challenges, 

our findings confirm those of Li (2008), although there are crucial differences 

regarding other aspects of the studies. These results lend some credence to the theory 

that Chinese expatriate managers encounter three certain challenges, just like the 

Western expatriate managers. The finding also suggests that the interactions between 

different challenges exacerbate the effects of these three main challenges. However, 

our data suggests that greater demand for competence, lack of acceptance from 

colleagues and family reasons are not major challenges for Chinese expatriate 

managers, which is contrary to Li’s findings (2008), which based on Western 

expatriate managers working in Eastern companies. 

 

To conclude, based on our findings, the main challenges that Chinese expatriate 

managers encounter are different from with those Western expatriate managers face. 

This means we should treat Chinese expatriate managers as a group exclusively, 

because of their particular situation. In order to deal with it, we need to recognize 

these three main challenges before sending Chinese expatriate managers abroad and 

provide relevant trainings which target this kind of situation.  

 

In addition, our findings also indicate that the interactions between these three main 

challenges create an even worse situation for Chinese expatriate managers which need 
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to be dealt with specifically. Since the challenges formulate a complex system, it is 

not enough to treat each challenge as a single issue. Meanwhile, since the premature 

return rates of Chinese expatriate managers are much higher than Western ones, the 

interactions seem to influence the expatriate managers very negatively. However, 

because this unique issue of Chinese expatriate managers, we cannot deal with the 

high return rates with the method based on the results from previous research about 

Western expatriate managers.  

 

6.2 Practical Implications 

This study has managerial implications, providing more information and knowledge 

about the Chinese expatriate managers working in the Western world and more 

specifically of the challenges, difficulties and impediments that these managers 

encounter within their foreign assignments. Our findings could be helpful for all 

expatriate managers or heads of human resources departments who want to increase 

the job-satisfaction of Chinese expatriate managers, to reduce the premature return 

rates of overseas deployments and to improve the performance of China-based MNCs’ 

overseas branches. 

 

We suggest Chinese expatriate managers should take our findings as a reference to 

check if they are ready for foreign assignments. Although challenges cannot be 

avoided thoroughly, Chinese expatriate managers still can learn to cope and 

eventually adapt themselves to the host-country. They should rely on their personality 

traits, or acquired and internalized skills and abilities to overcome all these challenges. 

Open-mindedness, good communication skills, loyalty toward the firm and going 

native (i.e. interacting and living with locals rather than living in "China Town"), and 

developing a strong sense of humor, are recommended as useful approach steps 

(Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004). 

 

We also suggest the heads of human resources departments of Chinese companies try 

to select expatriate managers with high emotional stability. Before they start their 

foreign assignments, they should be provided with pre-departure training which 

consists not only of cultural facts but also interpersonal skills such as effective 

communication, language ability and laws or regulations. Meanwhile, the companies 

should send the expatriate managers to the host-country in advance to help them be 

familiar with the new environment. In addition, training the local colleagues, 

especially those who will work most closely with the expatriate managers with 

Chinese culture and management norms could also be an option (Jassawalla, Truglia 

& Garvey, 2004).  

 

Due to the existence of interactions between these three main challenges, we suggest 

the pre-departure training can be launched with the concerns of this issue. Besides the 

ordinary training routine, different training items should be conducted at the same 
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time. For example, with regard to the collectivism of Chinese expatriate managers, 

cultural context training and effective communication training can be launched 

together to increase the training effects of both these two projects. Meanwhile, some 

general training projects such as conflict management and self-psychological 

adjustment should be contained in Chinese expatriate managers’ training plan to 

increase their ability to solve complex situations.  

  

6.3 Limitations of the Study 

One limitation of our study is reflected by the fact that all of our interviewees are 

relatively successful expatriate managers in China. Since the reasons for success are 

similar, while the reasons for failure differ from one another, the viewpoints from 

some failed managers may provide some different perspectives to this study. 

 

Another limitation may be the age of our interviewees. Due to the rapid development 

of Chinese society, people of different ages have different backgrounds which would 

result in different views on the same issue. Since all of our interviewees are 

middle-aged, their viewpoints might be limited by the times they experienced. 

 

Since the analysis and interpretation of the data collected have been made from our 

own perspectives, the trustworthiness of the study might be affected. The design 

chosen for reaching the purpose of the study, three case studies, could also represent a 

limitation over the reliability and degree of generalizability of the results. Especially 

for the issue about interaction, more research should be launched to validate they are 

widespread. 

 

6.4 Theoretical Implication and Suggestions for Future Research 

The present findings contribute to the field’s understanding of the main challenges 

encountered by Chinese expatriate managers when working in the Western world. 

Different from the common challenges faced by the expatriate managers from 

Western world (Li, 2008), Chinese expatriate managers possess some peculiarities 

about this issue, which are caused by the diversity between the Chinese and the 

Western world. Hence, future research should pay specific attention to expatriate 

managers from China. Since they encounter with different challenges with Western 

expatriates, we cannot treat every expatriate in the same way.  

 

In addition, since the interactions between three main challenges seem to influence 

the premature rates of Chinese expatriate managers a lot. We suggest future research 

should not only focus on dealing with single challenge. Instead, more attention should 

be paid to the interactions between different challenges. Because from this perspective, 
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we can have the most important fact to know how to support expatriates more 

efficiently. However, more research should be launched to cover more interactions 

between different challenges. 

 

Meanwhile, the three main challenges and the interactions between each of them 

cause the failure of Chinese expatriate managers’ cross-culture adaptation. 

 

The limitations of our study may well represent a starting point for future research. As 

we mentioned before, viewpoints from some failed Chinese expatriate managers 

should be taken into consideration to make more comprehensive findings. Similarly, a 

new generation of Chinese expatriate managers is the research direction for future 

study. Having grown up in a different era from the older generation, the new 

generation of Chinese expatriate managers might have a different understanding about 

the challenges of foreign assignments.  

 

In addition, since this is an exploratory research and Chinese expatriate managers 

working in the Western world is a new condition, there are a lot of unknowns in this 

study area, besides the challenges. For example, the advantages of Chinese expatriate 

managers working in the Western world, the readjustment process after they go back 

to China, could be studied in the future. Moreover, quantitative studies can be made in 

order to increase the generalizability and the reliability of the results we found in our 

study and to strengthen the understanding about interactions between different 

challenges. 
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APPENDIX 

Here the interview guide can be found with the questions asked during the interview 

as well as the themes behind the questions. 

 

Interview Guide---For Chinese Expatriate Managers 

 

Can you make a short introduction of yourself, about your position, age and so on? 

Can you shortly describe your company’s expatriate assignment project?  

 

A. Cultural Diversity 

1. As a Chinese expatriate manager, what are the cultural differences do you 

think between the Chinese and the Western world? 

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

3. What do you see as problematic, hard to deal with this issue? 

4. How did you solve it 

 

B. Communication Barriers 

1. As a Chinese expatriate manager, what are the differences in communication 

practices do you think between the Chinese and the Western world?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

3. What do you see as problematic, hard to deal with this issue? 

4. How did you solve it 

 

C. Political Institution and Legal Environment 

1. As a Chinese expatriate manager, what are the differences in politics and law 

do you think between the Chinese and the Western world?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

3. What do you see as problematic, hard to deal with this issue? 

4. How did you solve it 

 

D. Greater Demand for Competence 

1. As a Chinese expatriate manager, what are the demand for competence do you 

think for working in Western world?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

3. What do you see as problematic, hard to deal with this issue? 

4. How did you solve it 

 

E. Lack of Acceptance form Colleagues 

1. As a Chinese expatriate manager, what are the factors related with being 

accepted in Western world?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

3. What do you see as problematic, hard to deal with this issue? 
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4. How did you solve it 

 

F. Family Reasons 

1. As a Chinese expatriate manager, what are the differences in family issue do 

you think between China and the Western world? 

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

3. What do you see as problematic, hard to deal with this issue? 

4. How did you solve it 

 

 

Interview Guide---For Local Colleagues 

 

A. Cultural Diversity 

1. As a local colleague, what are the cultural differences do you think between 

the Chinese and the Western world? 

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

 

B. Communication Barriers 

1. As a local colleague, what are the differences in communication practices do 

you think between the Chinese and the Western world?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

 

C. Political Institution and Legal Environment 

1. As a local colleague, what are the differences in politics and law do you think 

between the Chinese and the Western world?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

 

D. Greater Demand for Competence 

1. As a local colleague, what are the demand for competence do you think for 

Chinese expatriate managers working in Western world?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

 

E. Lack of Acceptance form Colleagues 

1. As a local colleague, what are the factors related with being accepted in 

Western world for Chinese expatriate managers?  

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  

 

F. Family Reasons 

1. As a local colleague, what are the differences in family issue do you think 

between China and the Western world? 

2. Can you give us some examples from your experiences?  
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