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CHAPTER 3

A qualitative exploration study into communication
concerns between Western employers and
Vietnamese employees in foreign subsidiaries and

joint-ventures in Vietnam
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Saab, N. (under review). Communicating across pestuWestern employers and Viethamese
employees in international workplaces in Vietnam.
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Abstract

The contemporary labor market requires highly-im¢ionalized workers who are trained and
endowed with “communication and soft skills”. Nethaless, half of the new graduates in the current
labor force in Vietnam are not prepared with thslsils for working in a multicultural context (Tran
2012, 2015). In order to understand the problemassues with respect to intercultural
communication, the present study aims to exploredépth the communication issues in the
intercultural workplace context in Western subsid& and joint-ventures in Ho Chi Minh city in
Vietnam. Semi-structured interviews were conductégth 11 Western higher managers and 33
Vietnamese employees to gain insights into theimnsancerns in working with their cross-cultural
counterparts. The results indicated that there waemy concerns in the Western managers’
viewpoints centralizing around (1ack of communicatiomand (2)lack of autonomy in getting work
done and motivation in professional developméoim the Vietnamese employees. From the
Vietnamese employees’ side, there were not mangeras brought about and the negative points
were not frequently mentioned. Implications aregasged for composing intercultural communication
curricular not only for higher education trainingtlalso for employee and employer coaching.
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3.1 Introduction

In the last decades, Vietnam has been undergoibiy aransformation in the economy. The fast
growing economy has attracted many internationahpamies. Higher education in Vietnam is
considered to be responsible for providing studevitis professional knowledge and skills to satisfy
the demands of the international employment ma(ktam, 2008). However, half of the new
graduates in Vietham are not prepared for working multicultural context (Tran, 2012, 2015) and
50% of students need to be retrained for “commuiticaand soft skills” when they get their job in
order to meet the requirements of the contempdabygr market (Luong, 2010; Tran, 2012). In a
report on Higher Education in East Asia by WorlchBan 2012, it was claimed that “communication
and language remain one of the primary concern®fergn managers operating in Vietnam” (Weng,
2015, p. 83).

Moreover, considering the fact that expatriatesnfid/estern nations and Viethamese host-
nationals (local staff) work and interact togetibera daily basis and the two parties are from two
divergent cultures, conflicts and misunderstandiaigthe workplace are inevitable. This might be a
problem for both parties to complete their taskd ahtain work productivity. Cultural distance has
been understood the key reason for those confliots misunderstandings (Brew & Cairns, 2004;
Froese & Peltokorpi, 2011; Hofstede, 2001; Peltpka2008; Redmond, 2000). Cultural distance, in
fact, is a crucial factor taken into account whesibess failures occur because it is contendedrthat
many cases when no explanations can be found busmess challenge, culture should be blamed
(Taras, Piers & Bradley, 2011). Besides, profesdionieraction might frequently lead to conflictsda
communication problems even in a well-organizeditutgson. Accordingly, more problems and
conflicts might occur when professionals from tweetigent cultures communicate and interact. The
purpose of this study, therefore, is to examinetviyy@e of communication issues come about when
professionals from the two divergent cultures, Wiesand Vietnamese, work side by side.

The significance of this study is constituted freaveral reasons. First, the number of foreign
subsidiaries and joint ventures in the area of IS#agt Asia in general and in Vietnam in particulas
been increasingly growing; conducting this studykesaa significant contribution to the body of
knowledge of cross-cultural management in Southéesa in which closely similar cultural
background is recognized. Second, outcomes ofthdy may be used as a manual to assist the host-
country nationals as well as foreign expatriatesatoid cultural-sensitive situations in their daily
work. This information is useful for internationlaliman resource managers to invent cross-cultural
training programs for both the host-country natieres well as the prospective foreign managers
coming to work in those areas. Third, the subseiga#fact of this study, which is raising both the
Western employers’ and Vietnamese employees’ awasenf the problems they encountered and
how to avoid them might also be disseminated teroémterprises in the area of Asia and around the
world. Finally, the findings of this study might beneficial to higher education educators to previd
their students with useful tips in order to worktlwforeign expatriates in the future, preparingnthe
for working in an international competitive laboarket.
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3.2 Theoretical background
3.2.1 Impact of cultural distance on communicationn a multicultural workplace

Cultural distance affects communication in the multural workplace and effective communication
plays a crucial role in international busine&s.the distance between Western and Vietnameseeultu
is significant (Vo & Hannif, 2013), its impact oormmunication between two parties is unavoidable.

Cultural distance is one of the most widely examim®nstructs in international business
research (Manish, Mohammad, Vikas & Ajai, 2016; i¢ae, 2001). Cultural distance can be defined
as the degree of dissimilarity between two cultuwesthe extent to which the shared norms and
values in one country differ from those in anoth@ian & Arjen, 2006, p. 162). The more dissimilar
cultures are, the harder communication betweenledigm those cultures becomes.

It is inevitable that international business reegilintense communication of people from
divergent cultures. During this interactional preseculture clashes frequently happen and dishab t
ongoing negotiation, planning as well as productibhe need to adjust, to accept and understand
other people seem to be indispensable for effectivemunication. Attempts have been made in many
studies examining the effects of cultural divergean international business communication.

Discussing about the impact of cultural distanca$, Piers & Bradley (2011) confirmed six
work-related value outcomes due to the differermlesdividualistic and collectivistic culture: 1)
leadership styles, 2) group dynamics, 3) commuitinastyles, 4) fairness and compensation, 5)
conflict handling preferences and 6) work desigrithvkespect tdeadership styleshese researchers
argued that people from individualist, low powestdnce cultures are consistently in favor of
participative leadership while the ones from cdligstic, high power distance cultures prefer more
direct and charismatic leadefGroup dynamicsefers to collectivists having the need for beivith
others and the need for social support. They segmrefer to work in a team and are more committed
to the team than are individualists. On the cogirandividualists are less likely to conform toogip
pressures. Consequently, collectivists show striavgritism to the groups to which they belong,
while individualists tend not to have such stromgup affiliations” (Taras, Piers & Bradley, 2011, p
192). With respect taommunication styleglirect communication, openness and self-promadiien
characteristics of individualists whereas indiresgh and modesty are common attributes of
collectivists. Individualists’ communication reliémavily on verbal context; most of the things are
expressed in words while collectivists are not gkvalear in their message; they use a lot of non-
verbal cues to transfer the information. Difference fairness and compensatiomean that
individualists prefer equity rules in distributiof rewards and punishments; this means that the mor
you contribute, the greater rewards you deserveollectivistic culture, equality rules are favoned
which people are much more comfortable with eachmbex of the group receiving equal
compensation regardless of individual effort orunpFurthermore, the collectivistic “high-power
distance culture have strong preference for semwiotile that allocates the greatest reward or
responsibility to the eldest or otherwise most@egroup members” (Taras, Piers & Bradley, 2011, p.
192). In regard with the fairness in decision-mgkicriteria, individualist cultures are closely
associated with cooperative decision-making styieneas collectivistic cultures incline to a top-tow
decision-making process. Differences with respectdnflict handling preferencesnply that the
collectivistic cultures show a strong concern faterests of other party and the presence of a third
party or a mediator. They always try to keep haynand cooperative spirit. On the contrary, the
individualists have a strong opposition to unfagsiand always raise their voice if they feel thisre
partial treatment happening. Finally, in termswafrk design people from collectivistic high power
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distance cultures prefer more structured and patistic relationships. They often prefer being diga
instructed and feel uncomfortable with initiativepsrvision. On the other hand, the individualists
favor work design that allows for personal autonpftgxibility, involvement in the decision-making
process and opportunities to make personal cotiwifgi(Taras, Piers & Bradley, 2011). In summary,
Tara and colleagues made quite a clear distindtietween the individualistic and collectivistic
cultural values that can influence the workplacécomes. They also concluded that overlooking
cultural dissimilarities in the workplace is equesa to several million dollars losses, which means
that cultural values might predict employee outcemih more strength than traditional factors such
as demographics, personality traits, and cogni@mlity. To conclude, in order to enhance
productivity and profitability as well as createnare cohesive and satisfied workplace, culturalieal
measures should be added to the company’s todittibutions (Taras, Piers & Bradley, 2011).

Adding to the complications that cultural distarméngs about, Frederic & Hirsch (1994)
identified the reasons of Western joint-venturedfufes in Asia. The authors concluded that culture
clash, which is “no understanding of the importaoteross-cultural cooperation” (Frederic & Hirsch,
1994, p. 198) was the most significant reason. Thsson might be mostly derived from the
dissimilarities between the two cultures. A firggimilarity is along the dimension of individuatis
and group orientation. This dissimilarity might dascreate conflicts because the collective
orientation values relationship, face maintenancé eeward sharing, whereas the individualistic
orientation focuses on individual success and h#s fegard to relationship building (Frederic &
Hirsch, 1994). The second dissimilarity refers tovpr distance, which includes differences in levels
of employees’ participation in decision-making. ¥heoncluded that “there is a need to be more
sensitive to the way cultural values intrude irite joint venture process” (Frederic & Hirsch, 1994,
200). The researchers added that a combinationulbiiral awareness and professional skills is
required.

Adding insights into previous frameworks by invgating the difficulties higher managers
confront due to cultural distance and targetingeiduce the negative impact that cultural distance
might bring about, Hasan, Mehmet & Demet (2014)bpwbinto multinational company managers’
perceptions of cultural difference management bymseof structured questionnaires and question
forms. The sample included 18 managers from sevusietinational organizations situated in Ankara.
The findings revealed the difficulties managersethin their multinational context. The difficulties
mainly include (1) different cultural backgroundggint make reaching agreement more difficult, (2)
cultural differences might make communication difft because explaining things to members of
other cultures takes a lot of time and energyjr{f§rmation transmitted within the company must be
in greater details and in more time and too muchklifférences in opinions and perspectives might
cause communication breakdowns in certain procemsésactivities, and (4) some managers prefer
employees from their own cultures because it igeeds have a common language with people they
are working with. Nevertheless, the findings showvikdt those 18 managers also realized some
benefits which are (1) “cultural pluralism can befided as having different perceptions of reality,
which is an important source of creativity” (Hasktehmet & Demet, 2014, p. 350), and (2) it is more
fun and challenging to manage an organizationatsire composed of multicultural people. Finally,
the authors suggested that organizations needkeo daltural differences into consideration as in
organizations where cultural distance is ignoré, tnegative consequences of this can drive the
employees apart from each other. On the other Hanakganizations where cultural differences are
seen as significant and effectively managed, engglsyhave a closer relationship and a stronger
commitment to their workplace, and multiculturabanizations gain higher levels of creativity and
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innovation. Therefore, the managers must ensurethiese advantageous differences are respected,
protected, developed and made use of (Hasan, Mehimeimet, 2014).

The study of intercultural practices is not somegmew, specifically for Western and Eastern
culture, which are, for a long time in history, ibged to have two contrasting ideologies. Yet, the
problematic interaction and communication betwdwesé two entities have not been deeply examined
in previous studies and particularly in the conEX¥ietnam, a deep-rooted Eastern culture.

3.2.2 The Vietnamese workplace context

For a long time, Viethamese culture has been inftad by Confucianism, which comprises of high
collectivism, large power distance, high uncertaimioidance, masculinity and long-term orientation
(Vuong, 2002). After the economic reform “Doi M({1986), the Viethamese government activated
the country’s economic activities by reorganizin@te owned enterprises, encouraging private
businesses and attracting foreign direct investriiéfeing, 2015). Because of the need to transfer but
still dominated by Confucian ideology, the Vietnamesconomy has been in a mixed landscape,
receiving dramatic changes and struggling withia ¢thd and novel typology simultaneously. This
transfer not only brought in international practideut also international managers as the current
personnel were not qualified enough to keep pate the new trend (Weng, 2015). As the influx of
foreign companies came to the country, the calhfore industry ready graduates increased; however,
it has remained that “many of the companies appigréound it difficult to find local employees that
match their needs” (Weng, 2015, p. 82). Severalptaimts were made from foreign enterprises that
the local employees lacked requisite skills encasipg both the technical and behavioral skills
including interpersonal communication skills. Fbist reason, the companies have to offer them
additional training and expenses to bring them appeed (Le, Rowley, Truong & Warner, 2007;
Weng, 2015). Examinations into the relationshipsvben Western employers and local employees,
albeit not many, have also been made in order fwdwe their cross-cultural communication and
partnership. Tran (2013) examined expatriates’ lerab with cross-cultural management (CCM) and
international human resource management (IHRM). Témearcher used two sources for this
investigation. The first instrument was a questarsent to 150 expatriates (from both Asian and
Western countries) who were living and working in Bhi Minh city. The second source was data
gathered from documents, books, internet websir#is/es and journals and governmental regulations
related to representative office in Vietnam. Traareined expatriates’ CCM and IHRM using the
following dimensions:cultural differences, nonverbal communication, se$ time, relationship
building, negotiation, underestimation, overestimat and making no attempt to understand the
Vietnamese working styldmong the four types of respondents, Asians, pe@os, Oceanians, and
Americans, the Asians seemed to have fewer probleonking with local people than the others as
they showed the lowest mean score in most asplets.(2013) also found that Europeans seemed to
face more problems working with local people thiaa dthers, with the highest mean scores in five
dimensions.

A survey research conducted by Weng (2015) delvidthe problems and conflicts including
work orientation work communicatiorandwork languagehat experienced international managers in
Ho Chi Minh City faced when communicating with tloeal employees at workiVork orientation
refers to individuals’ work planning and organipatiand adherence to agreed deadlindsrk
communicatiorconcerns employees’ asking questions and giviadldack, andvork languageefers
to employees’ lack of jargon and depth of undeditan After detecting and synthesizing series of
problems and resolutions from the managers, Weffgreaf the following recommendations for
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practice such abuilding relationswith employees by showing interests in them ampliing about
their wellbeing in order to tackle their difficid8 and anxiety at workbuilding empathy or
understandingthrough stressing the importance of listening, exsthnding, and adaptinggtting
expectations from the stably telling them about appropriate behaviors, comigation or otherwise;
planning for communication skills trainingroviding for individual coaching and mentorirgy
imparting intricate work skills gained from the nager’'s personal experiencespnsulting the
employeeghrough listening to them and discussing theionemendations with thenscheduling
regular one on one consultation sessi@ssthe employees are not comfortable with voluiriger
feedback or suggestions and need encouragement thenmanagement on a regular basis and
reducing hierarchy or power distancAdding to those propositions, Weng suggestedehgiloyees
should be equipped with a set of skills that maddhe manufacturing and service sectors rather than
the agricultural sector (Weng, 2015).

Chung & Linh (2012) investigated the cultural addipn to the Vietnamese context of
Unilever, a British-Dutch multinational consumerogs company, by taking five dimensions from
Hofstede’s model. Investigation into Unilever’s towbl adaptation to the Vietnamese work context
was conducted. The results revealed that as a Wesiepany doing business in an Eastern-oriented
nation, Unilever did indeed encounter a numberroblems originating from the cultural distance.
Those problems weraeak loyalty and short employment durati@orruption and bureaucragy
frequent work overloadand misunderstandings between foreign managers and/en@amployees
However, the corporation also gained various bendfom the similarities of its core values with
Vietnamese culture, such as impressive succes$ieinvtetnamese market “which created good
conditions for the company to enhance its globgbaate culture” (Chung & Linh, 2012, p. 62). The
findings of this case study confirm that culturédtance can have both advantages and disadvantages
during the process of cultural adaptation.

In the current study, we specifically examine ardt distance between Vietnamese and
Western culture and its impact on communicatiorprifessionals from those two cultures. In the
following section, we present 6 work-related valtres we use as a frame for our interview analysis.

3.2.3 Management expectation

When an employee enters a company, an officialraohbetween the employee and the company or
the employer are signed. After signing this confrboth sides should be obligated to all the petici
terms and conditions in this contract. Specifigaiythe official contract or employment contraai,

the points should be explicitly written down whaick party promises to do (e.g., work outputs) or
give (e.g, pay or benefits) and what will happeaither party fails to perform as promised. Thisoal
means that what penalty would be conducted if eitiaety fails to deliver or abrogate the contract
(Cooper & Robertson, 2002). However, in additiomlidhe obligations in this contract, there argoal
some invisible expectations from both sides bec#lusecentral point in all relationships is fulfiity
each other’'s expectations and that definitely @gplto the employer/manager and employee
relationship as well. The official contract itsedannot cover the complexity of all the possible
expectations of both parties (Cooper & Roberts@®22. Accordingly, researchers usually endeavor
to explore the “psychological contract” between yers and employees in order to get an insightful
view of the invisible expectations that both partieng for. Nevertheless, in the context of thiglgt

we do not carefully examine employer and employggipological contract but we just delved into
the gap in expectations between Western employarsigers and Vietnamese employees. We
attempted to investigate how different expectatithey have due to the cultural differences in their
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backgrounds. As the Western employers/managers ¢onwetnam wih their duty, they are hold
accountable to many new standards while being oticemselves to be adapted to the new culture in
the destination companies and country. Becauski®htission, the Western employers/managers set
quite high expectations of what they need to a&hiéherefore, besides the official contract they
make with the local employees, there are some Uyidigivalues that they might await whereas from
the Vietnamese employees, their expectations might lower than those of the expatriate
employers/managers since local professionals aftemestimate expatriate managers/employers and
believe that those employers/managers are wellfgpehbnd worthy of the position they hold in the
organizations (Syed, Hazboun & Murray, 2014). Dou¢hie expectation gap between the expatriates
and the locals, we predicted that they might hofterent perspectives towards their cross-cultural
counterparts’ working style.

3.2.4 Differences in work-related values between VB&rn and Viethamese culture

In Chapter 2, we utilized a questionnaire to exantire differences in work-related attitudes between
Western and Vietnamese professionals, particulathe differences between Western
employers/managers and Viethamese employees. \WWerasented the reasons why we selected these
values, the differences between Western and Viedsanculture embedded in these values and the
factor analyses of the questionnaire, which reduhieall the underlying factors of those valuesthe
following section, we just briefly describe the idéfons and the differentiations of these workatel
values in Western and Vietnamese culture.

1. Sense of time

Sense of timés the way people feel, experience, evaluate asaltime (Venter, 2006). Different
cultures have different orientation towards timengtuality and pace of life. It is believed that
Vietnamese and Westerners hold contrasting corareptithe notion of time. The Westerners hold a
narrow view of time which means they are punctun asually stick to firm deadlines whereas the
Vietnamese tend to keep flexible deadlines anddaguachieving the goals rather than on the time
use (Kathryn, 2006; Kawar, 2012; Kvassov, 2003;t&&iPham, 1996).

2. Participation in decision-making

“Researchers have conceptualized participativeelestip as a component of individualized, Western
societies” (Hannif, 2013, p. 6). Accordingly, emy#es in small power distance organizations (in
Western countries) owe limited dependence on thgieriors. They are frequently encouraged to ask
for consultancy from superiors or participate igh@r managers’ decision-making processes (James,
2005). By contrast, in cultures with large powestance like Vietnam, there is a considerable
dependence of employees on employers which meansl¢lcision-making is usually concentrated on
authority and workers show a preference of “autictasses” which means employees are willing to
obey and conduct superiors’ commands without amyptaint (Chi, 2012; Hannif, 2013).

3. Open relationship with employers/managers

In a large power distance culture like Viethamyé¢his a tendency of tall organization pyramids;sthu
the distance between employees and higher manisgéeéinite and frequent contact between them is
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scarce and higher management are highly respegtethdir staff (Hieu, 2013; Shaw, 2014
contrast, in small power distance countries like st countries, employees are generally
comfortable approaching and interacting with tlegher managers. They are expected to “bypass”
their managers frequently for the sake of prommnasd efficiency of their work performances
(Kawar, 2012).

4. Face-concern

In Viethamese culture, people’s consciousness doe fis extremely significant since Vietnamese
people are high-context collectivists who are yeattared of possible negative judgement of society
on their behaviors resulting in loss of face. Thane the notion of self and other face-concermuige
influential in this culture (Pham, 2014). In Westeulture, on the contrary, face is taken into aoto

in terms of an individual's desire to be admiredpraved of, free from imposition and freedom in
doing what one wants. Accordingly, to those indirlists, loss of face is not as crucial as ondfs se
achievement and they incline to fight for their omeeds, success and promotions rather than keep a
good face recognized by social acceptance (Phatd)20

5. Accountability

In Western culture, accountability is centralizeduad the “sense of self”. People from this culture
are highly aware of their own accountability at wand attuned to evaluate their own actions and
deviations from their own standards (Gelfand, LinR&ver, 2004). For this reason, in this culture,
tasks given to employees are clearly defined armsigdated which means that they are held
accountable for their performance regarding th&stasssigned to them. In Viethamese culture, a
collectivistic culture, in contrast, accountabiligsts with entire groups which signifies the cation

of accountability to the entire group, not an indoal (Gelfand et al., 2004). As a result, in this

culture, employees can be given a specific tasgroject in a group and the group is usually hold
accountable for the accomplishment of that projébey are still given an individual task; however,

since they do not get used to being responsiblehigir own actions, they often suspend in making
strong decisions and usually wait for the employwrsdecide for themselves so that severe
consequences happening later might be avoided.

6. Work performance orientation

Autocratic leadership, in which, the managementallgugenerate strong dominance over their

employees and a lot of guidance from the manageisddsically performed, are generally seen in
Vietnamese organizations (Hoang, 2015). ImprintgdConfucianism, the Vietnamese people are
quite familiar with this kind of leadership. In dosst, Western employers normally perform work-

performance orientation leadership which focusetheremployees’ performance, innovativeness and
fairness (Hoang, 2015). In other words, work-perfance orientation leadership facilitates

employees’ advancement, idea generation, creatinitypvativeness, fair treatment and promotion.

3.2.5 Aim of the current study

The specific nature of intercultural communicatissues in foreign subsidiaries and joint-ventuses i
still under-researched in the context of Southéesa and Vietnam. Moreover, new graduates in
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Vietnam are ill-prepared for working in a multiaual context (Tran, 2012; Tran, 2015), even though
most of these new workers are supposed to workuhimational organizations. With the view of
improving and optimizing the communication betweédiestern higher management and the host-
national employees in those institutions as welpaiding input for higher education educators to
adapt their programs to support the prospectivadugi@s in the development of intercultural
communication skills at the workplace, in the caotretudy, we examine issues that the Western
employers/managers and Vietnamese employees fame thy share the same working environment.
The following questions direct our study:
1. What are the perceptions of Viethamese employegartts communication in the workplace
in foreign subsidiaries and joint-ventures in Van?
2. What are the perceptions of Western employers/neasatpwards communication in the
workplace in foreign subsidiaries and joint-vensuire Vietnam?

3.3 Method
3.3.1 Participants

47 foreign subsidiaries and joint-ventures locatetio Chi Minh city participated in this study. We
searched for the companies’ information on therf@e using reports on the Global Trade in
Customer Language website (http://eu.ecizi.com). W®o searched for companies using the
researchers’ networks. We collected the comparigermation; then we sent emails, phoned or
visited the companies in person to ask for theirmpgsion to carry out our research at those
companies. The informed consent was sent to thecioir Board and Personnel Department of each
company. Field work schedule was from April to Aagu2015. One of the authors conducted this
field work in Ho Chi Minh city. The first author otacted 47 companies. These 47 companies
participated in a previous quantitative study. Fribiese, 21 agreed to participate in this qualiativ
study. This resulted into the participation of 18&rn employers/managers (from various European
countries as well as from the United States: 10emalge range 28-55 years of age and at least two
years experience managing Vietnamese employees3andetnamese employees (30 females, age
range 20-45 years of age and 1 to 10 years expgerimorking in a foreign company) working in
foreign subsidiaries and joint-ventures in Ho ChnMcity.

3.3.2 Data collection

In the present study, we carried out semi-strudtimeerviews to explore what and how professionals
from two cultures experienced in their cross-catwommunication in work situations. We aimed to
gain an insightful view into the problems they emti@red when interacting with their cross-cultural
counterparts.

The first author visited the companies to ask fampssion to conduct the interviews. All the
interviews were conducted and recorded by theingsiesearcher but at different places in accorelanc
with the participants’ preferences. The interviewkt about thirty minutes to one and a half hour for
each participant depending on the participant'® tamailability. Notes were taken during and after t
interviews to retain any insights gained or questioaised. Any follow-up inquiries were done by
phone calls or emails to the respondents. Theingsauthor transcribed all the recorded interviews
together with the assistance of the notes jottedhdo
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The interviews were semi-structured so that theruntwer could ask for further ideas in need.
The interviewer started the interview by elaboigiim the description of the research project aed th
interview procedure. Afterwards, the intervieweed hgome time to read through the interview
guestions before they answered. The questions caedpmany probing questions including two
introduction questions, one main question and flmliow-up questions. All the questions were
employed to assist the participants to relate theperiences comprising of (1) their interests when
working in the current company, (2) their opini@imut intercultural communication with their cross-
cultural counterparts, (3) the problems or incidethiey faced during the interactional process, what
was done and how they fixed the problems and (é)r texpectations from their cross-cultural
partners. The interviewer also had a checklistrdeoto check again some topics that the interviewe
missed to relate in his/her conversation. See lier form of the interview questions sent to the
interviewees in Appendix 2.

3.3.3 Data analysis

The data were firstly transcribed and secondlysleted into English by the visiting author. This
procedure was done for the first two interviews dhdse first two English transcriptions were
checked by all the research group members for gpipte protocols. Afterwards, the rest of the data
were respectively done in the same procedure. Tiasscriptions were coded in within-case manner
first and then in across cases. We used the fallgwix cultural dimensions that are based on a
guantitative study (Chapter 2) and presented irtliberetical framework as start for our analysegs: 1
sense of time2) participation in decision-making3) open relationship with employers/managets
face-concern5) accountabilityand 6)work-performance orientatio(lable 3.1).

Table 3.1

The cultural dimensions
Cultural Dimensions Definition

1. Sense of time The way people feel, experience, evaluate andimese t

2. Participation in The extent to which decision-making between highanagers
decision-making and employees in the work situation is joint orreda

3. Open relationship with  The extent of intimacy or closeness in daily comioation in
employers/managers the workplace of employers and employees.

4. Face-concern The extent to which one’s performance in an intespeal
context is recognized by others through their dqgmaition and
prestige.

5. Accountability This concept can be delineated as how much setfustability

the employees perform in their daily work situagcmd how
much the employers evaluate and control their eyags’
accountability in daily work situations.

6. Work-performance The degree to which a collective encourages andnasagroup
orientation members for performance improvement and excelleibes
notion implies the employers’ facilitation of theimployee’s

advancement, idea generation, creativity and intiafess.

The data were analyzed in the following steps.tFiesich within-case matrix included all text
segments was coded according to the above six dioven and reviewed by all research group
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members for agreement. Second, from each withia;da cross-case matrices were extracted, one
for the employers and one for the employees. Tieg was also checked by all the research group
members. Eventually, the extracted representatages were put in a table with 6 themes of the
cultural dimensions for comparing the differencesidgen the employers and employees. We chose to
employ cross-case analysis since this way of aimgythe data enabled us to aggregate across cases,
draw out generalizations or common communicatiabl@ms that the participants faced.

34 Results and discussion

Both perspectives (employers and employees) on conuation between the Western managers and
the Vietnamese employees seem to complement eheh @t which the differences are due to both
cultural and status differences. There were mamcems and problematic issues in the Western
managers’ viewpoints centralizing around [@¢k of communicatiorand (2)lack of autonomy in
getting work done and motivation in professionalelepment Those expatriates complained that
while working with the Vietnamese, they encountewesal issues that they do not face when
collaborating with their home-country partners. Bitheless, from the Vietnamese employees’ side,
there were not many concerns brought about anddbative points were not frequently mentioned.
They clearly stated that they have good and saisfyelationships with their higher managers.
Accordingly, it seems that there are contrastinggations from the interlocutors of two distingesh
cultures. We analyzed both the Vietnamese emplogaesWestern higher managers’ viewpoints
regarding six cultural dimensions and other isghe$ the participants concerned with illustrating
examples as follows.

3.4.1 Sense of time

The Western managers often blame the Viethameskygegs for deadline tardiness and suppressing
the truth about their lateness whereas the Vietsareenployees confirmed that they have used their
working time flexibly and that they should be meomnscious of keeping the deadlines. The following
comments highlight both the Viethamese employeed’\&@estern employers’ sentiments.

The Viethnamese employees talked about how timeldHhmmupracticed:

Vietnamese employees:lt is not important to be late for work but you kaw know how to handle
your time to reach the deadlines”.

“We have relaxing working time and our managergees for our private life; however being on time
for meetings and keeping the deadlines are venjfgignt and we are always aware of our actions”.
The Western employers expressed their concerng #imuemployees’ lateness for deadlines:
Western employers:“l asked my employees whether they finish theistablkey always say “yes” to
please me although they have not finished yet”.

As we already mentioned in the framework that thethnamese collectivists always try to keep
harmony and cooperative spirit (Taras, Piers & Byd2011), the situation of avoiding conflicts
frequently happens to them when they endeavoreasp! their employers. They would rather tell a lie
that they finish the assignments than upset thgieors. Nevertheless, being under the impression
that their way of working is right, they put thervas in a converse situation.
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3.4.2 Participation in decision-making

The Vietnamese employees seem to be very positnanthey can voice their ideas to the managers
while the Western employers show their frustrati@eause they believe that the Vietnamese are too
limited in words and opinions and do not contribu@ny ideas for the working process.
TheVietnamese employeasfiowed their positive attitudes towards havingiaeve their companies:
One Vietnamese employee remarked:Compared to my former and local companies, | haveiee
here and | have been fairly treated. My employernagk listens to my ideas, suggestions and
proposals. | can freely propose and talk about riggvpgoints. | am more open since | have been
working in this company”.

The Western employers expressed their irritatiortieir employees’ lack of opinion contribution to
the organization:

One Western employer related:*l always encourage my employees to take their aeisibns and
correct their own mistakes. Viethamese people terghy “yes” all the time even when they do not
understand anything, they still say “yes”. | prefpeople to say “no” and propose things to me.
Vietnamese people do not take any strong decisindsalways wait for the boss to make decisions for
them. | always seek for advice from my staff bexzaasn not perfect. | have to say that | spend dbts
time and energy working with Viethamese”.

3.4.3 Open relationship with the employers/managers

The Western managers criticize that the Vietnareegagoyees are very cold and keep a great distance
with their higher managers; yet, most of the laaployees confirmed that they get along well with
their employers although some of them did sayttiayt are afraid of their higher managers and keep a
distance with them.

The Viethnamese employees talked positively abait tielationship with their foreign employers:

One Vietnamese employee revealed! have a very good relationship with my employefeél
comfortable working with him. He is a very flexiblerson and a good listener”.

Although others talked about their timidity wheeymeed to contact their employers:

One Vietnamese employee said'My employer is quite patient and sociable. He akvpatiently
clarified if I did not understand him. He is alwagsnoyed if we do not understand but said “Yes”. He
is ready to make things clear; so if we do not us@ad, just say “no” and ask for his explanation o
clarification. He is also a very flexible persdfowever, | myself still feel afraid whenever | miet
discuss something with him”.

The Western managers illustrated their employdagiess:

One Western employer stated!| never close my door so that my employees canocapprme any
time when they have questions or problems. Opetiiagdoor signals my mental and physical
openness to my employees. However, they rarelytdasmch me in my office. My employees should
not over-respect me and should not keep the distamth me because of these over-respecting
behaviors”.

The reason for the Vietnamese employees’ hesitébiaaise their voice and reduce the distance with
their managers is the impact of hierarchy or podistance. In organizations, power distance is
associated with the extent of hierarchy or levepatticipation in decisions (Frederic & Hirsch, #99
Merkin, 2006; Weiss, Kolbe, Grote, Spahn & Grar2i@l6). Merkin (2006) also argued that power
distance does influence facework strategies in-flaatening situations, especially in large power-
distance culture because in this culture, the pvatien of face is dependent upon hierarchical
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structure and any breakdown or threat of breakddwrssich a hierarchy is face threatening. For this
reason, power distance decides the kind of commtinit people in collectivistic cultures convey.
Apparently, Merkin (2006) found that large powestdnce members use more indirect facework or
indirect communication than their small power dist counterparts. They never show tense emotions
over relationships and often keep silent becaueg Wish to be safe in face-threatening situations.
Accordingly, in many incidents, the small powertaicce members like the Western employers in this
case feel quite uncomfortable because of their teoparts’ reticence and vague conversations.

3.4.4 Face-concern

The Viethamese employees express their preferemcihné open and direct communication style of
their Western higher managers despite the fact tiigit managers show the irritation for their
Vietnamese staff's indirectness and hesitance mneonication which might hamper the working
process.

The Vietnamese employees confided their employ®yshness and directness in communication:
One Vietnamese employee said:She is very open and direct. We always have opeéndaect
conversation. When she disagrees, she tells ustljireshat she disagrees about. She can use many
bad words to scold us but she always let us tatkirey her about what we are thinking. There are
arguments but the purposes of those argumentsoaselve the problems in a direct and constructive
manner”.

The Western employers talked about their employeelirectness in conversations due to their scare
of face loss:

One employer related:“They just response “Yes yes or no no”. Especialigmthey make mistakes,
they always keep silent. In Vietnam, people conadat about losing face. People tend to say “yas”
lot to please the hearer. For instance, | asked employees whether they finish their tasks, they
always say “yes” to please me although they haudinshed yet. | think it is also because of “lads
face” that makes people tend to say “yes”. | amyvelirect and easy to get frustrated because
Vietnamese people are not clear in their conveosatihey tend to say lies but it is not their iritem

to lie. It is just because they did not understand they did not know what to do but they don'tedar
to speak out”.

Consistent with the findings from the previous duative study (Chapter 2), the results signifyttha
the Western higher managers fully showed their @fastharacteristics in their conversations. All
things are explicitly and apparently stated. Thagally expressed their perceived botheration and
appreciation for the counterparts’ attitudes antabmrs. Also, in the interviews, many Western
managers emphasized that Vietnamese people dohowt Isad things out. Those higher managers
confirmed that their Viethamese employees alwaysecto the managers with good news and when
they face downsides, they just keep those drawbaslkecrets and solve the problems by themselves.
This finding correlates with a famous spiritual isayin Vietnamese “§t khoe, %u che”, which
literally means “displaying good things and covgrlvad things” (Pham, 2014). The Western higher
managers also complained that if the problems watisfactorily solved, it would be fine but if the
problems were not settled and became too seribedMestern employers would recognize them and
found out it was too late to fix them.

In addition, the interviews revealed that probleintaaguage in communication were realized
from both sides. Both the Western managers andhafmeése employees confirmed that language can
hamper the smooth communication for two partiess Th also one of the rationale for the lack of
communication from the Vietnamese employees. Thedrndmese employees confirmed that they feel
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uneasy and not confident when they do not havegntanguage competence. It is pointed out that
lack of a shared language is the largest and pemsibarrier to intercultural communication and

people would be highly anxious over communicatiotnéy feel that they are not competent enough
and would be assessed on their weakness (Peltak@fausen, 2010; Weng, 2015). Additionally, the

Vietnamese people are not rigorously trained toktharitically in order to make questions and give

appropriate feedback. This contributes to theiithgsn in engaging in the conversations with their
cross-cultural employers.

3.4.5 Accountability

The Western employers complained that Viethameg#ogr@es are not self-responsible in their work
and need micromanagement most of the time. The affeshanagers also concerned for their
employees’ lack of motivation to get promotion twit career. On the other hand, the Vietnamese
employees confirmed that their employers seekdeponsibility and accuracy from them. However,
one employee showed her annoyance when her emgleggrently complained that the Vietnamese
staff work in a Viethamese style implying that Viaimese people lack self-accountability and usually
needs being directed. She disagreed with her emphoyd told him that compared to the salary that he
pays to his native workers, the Vietnamese sta#ix@ less than that; thus, why he asks for theesam
working level as his home-country employees do.

The Viethamese employees disclosed their employesing style:

One employee said*My employer is a careful person and he always haggment on the final
product of his employees; thus he always demantswerk at our best. We have to adapt to his style
a little bit”.

One Vietnamese employee expressed her perceptimards her employer's criticism about
Vietnamese workers:

She said: “Another misunderstanding occurred when my bossllyssaid that we worked in a
Vietnamese style. | disagreed with him and told thiat you need cheap labor; then you came to
Vietnam to work with us; the salary we receivethigh cheaper than it is in your country. Therefore,
you should not criticize us in that way

The Western employers talked about Viethamese peeawrking style and how they mold their
employees into regulations:

One employer revealed:*People in Vietnam are too tightly attached to thieimily and they are
hugely supported by their family and spend lotsmé taking care of their family; therefore, theyga
not motivated to fight for their career. People nrapd newspaper, go out for coffee, chat or even
sleep during working hours. Howeyércannot push them too much and challenge thenmtooh.
The effects can be even worse if | impose strongltyeon them. Therefore, | should lead, motivate,
encourage and discuss with them in a soft voiaeill lgive them time first and mold them into our
regulations later. | try to build up trust among asd when trust is established, things can be asil
worked out”.

3.4.6  Work-performance orientation

The Western managers demonstrate their disappaibtioethe local employees’ lack of innovation,
reluctance to new things, changes and challengée Whetnamese employees contended that their
managers readily accept new things and help theadwance a lot in their profession.

The Viethamese employees talked positively abait tfmployers’ open-mindedness:
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One employee remarked:| really respect and value my relationship with emgployer now since he
gives me opportunities to develop and improve rhy¥déhen trust is built up between us, | can
propose my ideas to change or create new thingllthat | am not restricted in a narrow view iy m
profession. Compared to Viethamese employers, npjogen is more open and ready to accept
changes”.

The Western employers complained of their empldysesstance to changes and passive working
style:

Two employers said:““Vietnamese look at only one target; they cannatkl@t two targets at the
same time or to look for many alternatives. My @aypés should have their own way to keep the
clients; they should not depend only on me forcttrapany networks”.

“People here stay resistant to changes. In contiasbur Western culture, we like new things and
challenges”.

The Western employers indicated that the Viethamesgle are tightly attached to their family. They
generally set their family the first priority, whienight have as side-effect that they do not steufyg
their career. One of the common complaint fromifprenanagers that Viethamese employees usually
take days off for weddings, funerals, death ansies, family visit or family problems, which
makes the employers quite annoyed and frustratée. d@mployers substantiated that the local
employees do not take their whole-hearted enthusias their job because they are distracted by
many other activities.

Another reason for the Viethamese employees’ inaaeg for autonomy and getting
promotion is lack of work independence. Work indegence does make for a more committed and
motivated employee. However, the Western employgsakzed that the Viethamese employees do not
shape their own work independence due to the infleeof the educational system and culture and
they need their managers to mold them into reguiatiall the times. This might make the foreign
managers quite unhappy.

The final reason for this difference and complasnthe differences in working style due to
cultural dissimilarities and the employers’ ovepegtation from their employees. The Western
employers come to Vietham with the ideal idea t@rnenge a new world for their subsidiaries by
bringing their country’s ideology into a new and¢démparable context. On the other hand, the local
employees are quite overwhelmed when the new sijléehe Western employers is speedily
experimented. Thus, sometimes, in their haste ¢oraplish things, the employers’ adaptation may
fail and they cannot reach their goals.

Accordingly, in regard to the same story, the pietwas differently depicted since it was
portrayed by two paradoxical ideologists. It seetmst intercultural communication is intensely
affected by the cultural context and how to hantles still an unsolved question. With all the
information provided, we desire to uncover the mgistis question in order to assist foreign managers
as well as the local employees to achieve theis &ntheir cross-cultural professional environment.

3.5 Implications

The results indicate the main concerns in inteacalt communication between Western higher
managers and Vietnamese employees, which is afisamt source for the improvement of
intercultural communication in outsourcing companand joint-ventures. In the following text, we
discuss some recommendations for communication neein@ent through leveraging the cultural
differences. The findings suggest that pre-deparagtaptation is a good preparation for expatriates’
later adjustment and on-site training is significkor both the foreigners and host country natisnal
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(Peltokorpi, 2010). It is important that the comigartogether with the universities play active sdle
supplying those communicative cross-cultural tragnso that culture-based misunderstandings and
negative stereotypes can be diminished. Duringldngcthe following issues should be addressed.

Trust establishment

The interviews in this study gained insights intmithe Western managers successfully communicate
with their Vietnamese employees by building trugiost of the higher managers confirmed that
problems can be worked out when their employeedt them. When trust is established, the power
distance is reduced and employees are more opshat@ and contribute. Scheduling face to face
meetings and informal social events is a way tédidaist and solve the problems since the employees
have chances to communicate to their managersghrioformal, clear and explicit conversations.

Planning

Being well-prepared contributes to eighty perceftsaccess. One manager noted down that
Vietnamese employees normally cannot reach theilsggnd deadlines due to their unplanned actions.
Therefore, in order to ensure work progress, thallemployees should learn to set up a specific and
detailed plan for each task assigned. They shoaltrdned to develop this skill at universities; fo
example by organizing plans for their study projéstucators should stimulate their awareness of the
importance of developing those plans during theirkwifetime in the study programs.

In the role of management, the Western employemildhmicromanage, supervise their
employees’ plans and observe every step takenasonimediate actions can be taken for any delays
or cessations. Then, conflicts can be avoided lsecatimiscommunications about work progress and
failures of keeping the deadlines.

Fortifying work independence

Vietnamese people are perceived as not highly auntons in their work because they prefer more
structured and paternalistic relationships whickolves being clearly instructed and requiring
initiative supervision (Taras, Piers & Bradley, 2D1they should be coached to take initiative rales
universities in their daily study and other schaativities. More work simulated situations and
projects should be instructed and conducted bysthdents to help them get accustomed to the
intercultural context.

Besides, both the Western managers and Vietnanmepkoyees can be trained to establish
their employees’ work independence. The managsmemtors, should scaffold this procedure. After
that, they may slowly decrease or take out thefadsf Following are some simple ways that some
managers already used for scaffolding and founch thiective:

- Micromanaging the employees by observing their doles and their work progress.

- Arranging two-way communication with the local eomyates via face-to-face meetings, phone
calls or emails. With this kind of management, infation can be updated and the employees
can express in time their opinions and concernsreceive the feedback and advice from the
management. The employees themselves also foundvibavay communication is very
effective to work out the problems.

- Providing regular professional training (once inmanth, two or three months) within the
companies as a Human Resource Management strdtagyhte Western higher managers
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already employed is a very convincing way to pramtbe employees’ autonomy because the
employees are trained to acquire not only necesmadyuseful skills for their profession but
also the skills to be independent in their work.

3.6 Limitations

The first limitation is that there was not much at¢ge information obtained from the Vietnamese
employees. Imprinted by the culture, specificalbwpr distance, the Vietnamese professionals are
usually reluctant to offer straight and downsidéoiimation about their managers (Oetzel & Ting-
Toomey, 2003; Jacqui & Tran, 2009; Pham, 2014).yTdid not straightly express their grievances
and they seemed to provide quite good and neutfatmation. Even many Western managers
emphasized that Viethamese people do not showhiagstout; they generally come to the managers
with good news and when they face downsides, th&tylkleep the information as secrets and solve the
problems by themselves. Therefore, in order to hcatte real image of their intercultural
communication with their Western higher managers, weed many probing questions. Further
research may also use observational tools to gane rehavioral examples from their workplaces.

The second limitation is the gender issue in whielarly almost the managers are males
whereas most of the employees are females; howexergannot separate them. Thus, the power
distance is doubled which might make a bigger teffiee between them. In order to work this out, we
suggest that further research may choose the fomgipanies with balanced number of male and
female employees and employers so that more vata chn be obtained.

3.7 Conclusion

In closing, cultural differences might bring sevdssues to the workplace if there is no preparmatio
for the consequences. Knowledge and experiencagdrcultural communication and management
are indispensable for cultural awareness. Cultdisiance has been recognized not only by its
disadvantages but also its benefits. In fact, malibnal organizations have been proved to enjoy
many benefits when entering the world market if gdeaunderstand the ways to manipulate those
precious assets (Hasan, Mehmet & Demet, 2014). Weéluseful information collected in this study,
contribution to the intercultural communicationeasch body can be made by creating a manual for
composing intercultural communication curriculat naly for higher education training but also for
employee and employer coaching.
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