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ABSTRACF: 

AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE NATURE OF CROSS-NATIONAL 
MANAGERIAL WORK: 

This thesis documents a research project into the nature of cross-national 
managerial work, the work of managers operating abroad in multinational 
business organisations. The study focuses upon the impact of national 
cultural differences upon such work, and seeks to explain how cultural 
differences can lead to the development of costly and destructive problems, 
involving conflict, mistrust or resistance to parent company directives. The 

research breaks new ground in the study of cross-national managerial work 
by examining what has largely been overlooked to date, namely the 
experience of working in cross-national organisational settings. The study 
establishes the practical importance of this aspect of cross-national 
managerial work, by showing how the experience of working with cultural 
differences plays a constitutive role in the development of organisational 
problems. In discussing what has been overlooked to date, this thesis 
identifies an important area for future research, and suggests different ways 
in which this can be explored. It is intended that this thesis will contribute to 
knowledge about the nature of cross-national managerial work, such that 
national cultural differences may be better, more knowledgeably managed. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION: 

SECTION ONE: THE SCOPE AND THEMES OF THE RESEARCH 

Introduction: 

This thesis discusses the nature of cross-national managerial work, the work 
of managers operating abroad. It is written primarily to contribute to the 
debate about the pervasive and costly impact of national cultural differences 

on managerial effectiveness in other countries. Certainly, in the debate to 
date there has been an awareness of the impact of such differences. For 
instance Mendenhall et. al (1987), note that 20-50% of those assigned to 
overseas posts fail, and have to return home prematurely. In this thesis, I 

contribute to the debate by attempting to explain this appalling record. 

Of course, the managers themselves have needed no convincing of the 
impact of the cultural factor in their working lives. 'Indeed, throughout the 
research I heard countless versions of the same story: 

a competent manager takes up a post abroad and fails dismally; a second 
manager is appointed to pick up the pieces, and leaves within four months; 
payment negotiations with a Chinese organisation limp on interminably, 

with several changes in personnel; a French manager takes up a challenging 
appointment in London, and returns with a loathing for the English. 

Such stories are variations on a theme: differences between national 
cultures pose special problems for managers at all levels. These problems 
can be extremely costly in terms of lost contracts, late goods, personnel 
turnover, time and morale. There is, therefore, a practical imperative for 

senior managers to understand 3yhy things go wrong when their managers 
work in other countries. There is a need to understand, such that national 
cultural differences can be dealt with in ways that are effective. 

This thesis, then, is written to contribute to existing knowledge about the 
nature of cross-national managerial work, such that national cultural 
differences can be better, more knowledgeably managed. 
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The nature of cross-national managerial work: 

In this thesis, I concentrate upon the nature of cross-national managerial 
work as it is understood and done in everyday organisational settings. This 
is not, of course, to claim that to do so reveals the essential nature of such 
work. It does not. Indeed, one of the lessons of management studies to date 
has been that different approaches result in different characterisations of the 

nature of managerial work (see Reed, 1989). For instance, from a neo- 
Marxist point of view, the nature of managerial work could be defined in 

terms of class structure (Eldridge et al. 1991, pp. 44-78, Dahrendorf, 1959). 
From a functionalist point of view, the nature of such work could be 
defined in terms of socio-technical systems (Reed, 1989, p. 14, Emery, 1959). 
Such is the interrelationship between theory, methodology and findings. 
The characterised nature of cross-national managerial work, then, depends 

upon the theories and methodological approaches favoured by the 

researcher. Indeed, to claim that cross-national managerial work has a 
nature independent of the theories, and methodological approaches 
favoured by the researcher is itself to define such work in terms of certain 
beliefs about the social world. 

This then is but one way of looking at cross-national managerial work. It is a 
way of looking, however, that does have advantages over other approaches. 
Firstly, it redresses an imbalance within the sociology of management to 
date, which has tended to overlook managerial work activities; and, 
secondly, because the focus is upon managerial action, this approach reveals 
aspects of managing abroad that may be of use to managers, company 
strategists and management trainers. 

Of course, the study of the impact of cultural differences on cross-national 
managerial work, raises analytical questions that are broader in scope than 
those of how managers understand and do their work in everyday 
organisational settings. There is, for instance, the question of how cultural 
problems happen when managers of different nationalities work together in 

the same organisation. In this thesis, then, I begin by investigating how 

managers understand and do their work, but I do move on to explore how 

cultural differences can lead to destructive and costly cultural problems. 
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In order to contribute to knowledge about the nature of cross-national 
managerial work such that national cultural differences can be better, more 
knowledgeably managed, I thus discuss three interrelated issues: 

1) How managers work in cross-national organisational settings.: 

What do managers do when they work in cross-national settings? In 

addressing this question I discuss some of the work I observed and recorded 
in the London subsidiary of a multinational electronics company. In doing 

so I describe what the managers did. For instance, I discuss: how they asked 
questions; how they put pressure on colleagues; how they used meetings to 

secure responsibilities; how they elicited information from others; and how 

they deliberated over dates, names, and time-scales. Such are some of the 
things that the managers did in cross-national settings. 

By paying close attention to such activities, I aim to rectify an imbalance in 

our knowledge about cross-national managerial work. To date, research into 

cross-national management has tended to treat managerial work activities 
as uninteresting in and of themselves. This is to be regretted, for there is 

much to learn about managerial work by paying close attention to how it is 

understood and done. Certainly, it paves the way to a more sophisticated, 
more sensitive understanding of this kind of work, and it may enable us 
better to assess established theories about cross-national managerial work. 

From the analYsis of how managers understand and do their work in cross- 
national organisational settings, I move on to address the place of national 
cultural differences in the working lives of such managers: 

2) How managers treat cultural differences as they work: 

Over recent years there has been an increase in the literature into so-called 
cross-cultural management (see Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989). This literature, 
however, has tended to overlook the question of how managers from 
different countries understand, and act upon, national cultural differences 

as they workl. I attempt to redress this imbalance by exploring how cultural 
differences are encountered and dealt with in cross-national situations. 
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From observing managers at work in cross-national situations, I noticed that 
the definition of the situation in terms of the ongoing work of the 

organisation furnished a sense of propriety, a sense of priorities - of what 
was and was not relevant or important2. 

Examining what managers did when they worked, then, I found that their 

activities had little to do with national cultural differences, and a great deal 

to do with the ongoing work of the organisation. Cultural differences were 
publicly overlooked, or treated as being unimportant, as the managers got 
on with what was important. This is not to say, of course, that cultural 
differences were not noticed, or that they did not have an influence upon 
the way the work was done. Indeed, the managers I observed did seem to act 
differently when working with foreigners. However, picking words 
carefully, or requesting clarification were done as part of the work. 

Where then do cultural differences have their impact? Talking to the 

managers, I discovered something that has been overlooked to date - that 

managers notice and understand features of managerial work settings other 
than the immediate practical concerns of working. In particular, cultural 
differences - although they are treated as being unimportant - are noticed 
and understood, and they can come to colour the experience of working3. 

As I go on to discuss, the experience of working with national cultural 
differences can influence how managers act, both within, and beyond, cross- 
national settings. An appreciation of this is crucial if we are to understand 
the impact of national cultural differences on managing abroad. 

Existing work on cross-cultural managerial work (eg. Evans, Doz and 
Laurent, 1989) has tended to overlook how national cultural differences are 
understood and acted upon in everyday organisational settings. In doing so, 
such work has overlooked the constitutive role of understanding and 
experience in the development of what managers call cultural problems. In 

addressing the question of the understanding and experience of cultural 
differences in managerial work, I aim to contribute to our knowledge about 
the way cultural differences can lead to difficult and costly cultural problems 
in the operations of multinational organisations. 
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3) How cultural problems happen: 

Although cultural differences are treated as being unimportant, they often 
make work with foreigners more difficult, frustrating and irritating than 

work among compatriots. However, in order to get on with the business of 
the day managers put up with such difficulties as part of their work. 

How then do cultural differences lead to cultural problems - the type the 

managers talk about? The kind that are so costly in terms of time, money 
and morale? 

The answer to this lies in the wider social dynamics of working in an 
organisation. The difficulties, frustrations and irritations of working with 
cultural differences appear to have an impact beyond the immediate cross- 
national setting: 

Firstly, in a subtle way but pervasive way, the managers I observed preferred 
to socialise and work with compatriots: it was simply less difficult, less 
tedious, and less hassle than dealing with managers from other countries. It 

was easier to strike up a rapport with a fellow compatriot than with a 
foreigner. In a subtle way, then, managers preferred to deal with 
compatriots. 

Secondly, managers' preference to deal with compatriots had significant 
constitutive implications for the ongoing work of the organisation, 
encouraging developments and settings that could be characterised as 
cultural problems. During the research, I noticed that in order to do 
managerial work, such things as networks, trust and information were very 
important. The subtle tendency for compatriots to deal with one another, 
rather than with other national groups, had an impact upon each of these 
factors, thereby encouraging mistrust, lack of communication, and conflict. 

Thirdly, managers' subtle preference to deal with compatriots encouraged 

greater rapport, trust and dealings within their own national group. This 
further encouraged managers to deal with compatriots, rather then 

members of other national groups. 
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Fourthly, within informal compatriot settings, the managers were at liberty 
to talk about their experience of working with the foreigners - of their 

strange ways of doing things, of their unreliability, their inscrutability. The 

social construction of the status of other national groups thus took place 
beyond those encounters where cultural differences were noticed, and 
within compatriot settings where such differences were discussed4. 

Developments and settings which could be defined as cultural problems 
resulted from the way managers understood and acted upon national 
cultural differences in the ongoing work of the organisation: the way 
managers understood and experienced cultural differences in their work; 
the way in which they subtly preferred to deal with compatriots; and the way 
others' national status was defined within compatriot settings. Of course, 
the development of cultural problems is more complicated than this, and 
this complexity will be dealt with as the main body of this thesis. What is 

clear, however, is that cultural problems are the product of managers, 
understanding, experiencing and acting upon national cultural differences 
in the ongoing work of the organisation. As such it makes good sense to 

examine just how these things are done. 

I discuss such things in order to contribute to our understanding of how 

cultural differences lead to destructive and costly cultural problems. To date, 

work on cultural problems within cross-national managerial work has 

overlooked how managers understand, and act upon cultural differences, 

and thereby how such problems develop. Cultural problems do not result 
direcft from national cultural differences, but result from action in terms of 
such differences. Through examining such action, I aim to describe how 

cultural problems develop, in a way that will be of use to management 
trainers, policy makers and, of course, cross-national managers themselves. 
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SECTION TWO: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The reflexive nature of the research: 

Such an exposition is intended to lay out the area covered by the work of 
this thesis. I have characterised the research in order to inform the reader. In 
this section I do so again, but in a way that ýxamines the reflexive nature of 
investigating and documenting social activities: 

The requirement to establish the validity of claims and findings underpins 
much methodological discourse within social research5. Indeed, it is to 
sociology's credit, and integrity as a discipline, that it constantly seeks to 
ascertain the nature of analytical validity. Such concerns, furnished by the 

sheer complexity of the social world, often mean that sociological theses 

seem arcane, and more concerned with complex methodological issues than 

with what is being studied. This is understandable, considering the practical 
concerns of establishing validity in the face of complexity. 

Throughout my own work I have taken seriously the notion that research is 
itself a form of social activity. The research activities in this case involved 

examining how managers did their work, how they understood and dealt 

with cultural differences, and how cultural problems developed. 

What epistemological status do I ascribe to my analyses? Such a question 
requires a discussion about the reflexive nature of my research activities, 
analyses and characterisations: 

Much of the work in this thesis is ethnomethodological, in that it takes 
seriously the question of how managerial activities are done, or (to use the 
ethnomethodological term) accomplished. As Garfinkel (1967, vii) put it: 

Ethnomethodological studies analyze everyday activities as members' methods for making 
those same activities visibly-rational-and-reportable-for-all-practical-purposes, i. e. 
'accountable', as organisations of commonplace everyday activities. The reflexivity of that 

phenomenon is a singular feature of practical actions, of practical circumstances, of common 
sense knowledge of social structures, and of practical sociological reasoning. By permitting us 
to locate and examine their occurrence, the reflexivity of that phenomenon establishes their 

study. 
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Much early ethnomethodological work (McHugh et al., 1974, for example) 
was the result of this agenda outlined by Garfinkel. Such work treated any 
activity, including that of social analysis, as being done in terms of a 
particular definition of the situation (in its broadest sense). The radical 
nature of this agenda lay in its claim that there was no time out from this 
reflexivity. As Pollner points out, the recent assimilation of 
ethnomethodology into the sociological corpus has been achieved by playing 
down the radical notion of reflexivity, which constituted one of the defining 

concerns of the ethnomethodological initiative in the 1960s. He reminds us, 
(Pollner, 1991, P. 372), 

that there are two related but distinct understandings of reflexivity in early 

ethnomethodology. Endogenous reflexivity refers to how what members do in, to, and about 

social reality constitutes social reality. Thus, language and action are not merely responses to 

an a priori reality but contribute to its constitution. Similarly, members' 'knowledge' or 
descriptions of the setting 'turns back' -a root meaning of reflexivity - into the setting as a 

constituent feature of its organisation. Referential reflexivity conceives of all analysis - 
ethnomethodology included - as a constitutive process. Not only are members deemed to be 

involved in endogenous constitution of accountable settings, but so are analysts. Thus 

ethnomethodology is referentially reflexive to the extent it appreciates its own analyses as 

constitutive and endogenous accomplishments. Referentially reflexive appreciation of 

constitution is radicalized when the appreciator is included within the scope of reflexivity, 
i. e. when the formulation of reflexivity - as iýell as any other feature of analysis - is 

appreciated as an ongoing achievement. 

Pollner's work draws our attention to the everyday glosses that we use in 

order to describe social reality. There is no time out from the reflexive 
nature of social analysis, from the research activities to the writing of the 
research report. As Pollner (1991, p. 372 ) observes: 

Concern with both endogenous and radical reflexivity permeates early ethnomethodology. 
Garfinkel (1967) emphasises that analysis of any sort - any effort to make the world 'seeable 

sayable' - is an ongoing accomplishment. 

'Every form of inquiry relies upon taken for granted assumptions, knowledge and practices 
through which its 'intelligibility', 'rationality' or 'accountability' is constructed. No 

inquiries can be excluded no matter where or when they occur, no matter ho%v vast or trivial 
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their scope, organisation, cost, duration, consequences, whatever their successes, whatever 

their repute, their practitioners, their claims, their philosophies or philosophers. 
Procedures and results of water witching, divination, mathematics, sociology - whether done 

by lay persons or professionals - are addressed according to the policy that every feature of 

sense, of fact, of method, for every particular case of inquiry without exception, is the 

managed accomplishment of organised settings of practical actions, and that particular 
determinations in members' practices of consistency, planfulness, relevance, or reproducibility 

of their practices and results - from witchcraft to topology - are acquired and assured only 

through particular, located organisations of artful practices. ' (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 32). 

In its everyday sense the research project was emergent. Notions built upon 
notions, social networks developed and collapsed. Research competences 
developed without which features of managerial settings would have 

passed unnoticed, "without which arguments could not have been 
developed, without which questions would not have arisen: 

To characterise the research project in terms of a conceptual and networking 
logic such as development or emergence is useful for the purposes of 
writing a thesis. To do so, however, does reconstitute the meaningful reality 
of the particular research settings, i. e. it glosses the settings within which the 

research activities were done (and therefore wherein the research is deemed 

to have developed or emerged). One need only examine some of the 

conversations I had with the managers (see Chapter 5) to appreciate that in 

characterising my work activities, I engage in descriptive work which - to a 
greater or lesser extent - reconstitutes the meaningful order of the particular 
activities themselves. 

Such research activities, then, are emergent in terms of retrospective 
characterisation. They are emergent in the sense that they have a residue 
within the thesis findings. Of course, an appreciation that this is so does not 
undermine such characterisations. All everyday or sociological descriptions 
gloss the settings they describe, whether this be through notions of class, 
anomie, emergence, development, or understanding. Describing is done in 
terms of the practical concerns of doing what is being done, whether this be 
telling a joke, or writing the introduction to a thesis. All descriptive actions 
then are indexical, in the sense they are done and understood in terms of a 
particular definition of the situation. 
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Much of Garfinkel's early work exposed the futility of trying to stamp out 
the indexical properties of such activities. Any description, this included, 
must gloss, select and characterise in terms of the particular practical 
concerns of describing. Glossing then does not undermine, but enables 
humorous, judicial, sociological and ethnomethodological description. An 
appreciation of this, then, should lead us not into analytical despair, but 

should guide us towards a methodological catholicism. It is useful to 
approach descriptions as done in this way, for it enables us to deal with 
them with conceptual propriety. 

There is a sense then in which the reflexive nature of action, rather than 

pulling the carpet from under the feet of any description, rather props up 
and enables description, whether it be for sociological, ethnomethodological 
or humorous practical purposes. 

An appreciation of the indexical and reflexive properties of describing 

encourages a conceptual clarity in our understanding of characterisations of 
social reality. Certainly, it sensitises us to the particular practical concerns of 
doing particular descriptions. For instance, to complain that a sociology of 
managerial work does not attend to the practices of doing such work is not 
to pull the carpet from under its feet; it is to address issues that may not be 

practical concerns within such research. 

An appreciation of the indexical and reflexive properties of describing and 
characterising need not lead us into an analytical abyss. It is not iconoclastic. 
It is not nihilistic. All activities have such properties. We are all in the same 
boat as it were. No activity - including the more self-consciously reflexive 
forms of ethnomethodological description - is more worthy in this respect. 
That is not of course to say that one can not have preferences. However, 
critiques of one practice employing the practical concerns of another can 
become as inappropriate as criticising a comedian for ignoring class 
structure. 

An awareness of the reflexive nature of descriptive practice enables us to 

proceed in a way that is knowledgeable. Such an awareness enables us to 

skip from one level of analysis to another in a way that does not result in a 
conceptual muddle. The knowledge that we are switching from one practice 
to another enables us to discern between the practical concerns of doing one 
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activity (such as describing managerial work) from the practical concerns of 
doing another (such as describing the reflexive properties of describing). 

Furthermore, an appreciation of these points does not mean that one 
constantly has to attend to the nature of one's descriptive and analytical 
practices; rather, it furnishes the knowledge that one's descriptive and 
analytical practices are bound up with the particular practical concerns of 
what one is doing. As I have stressed, this knowledge is descriptively and 
analytically useful. One is thereby able to attend to one's descriptions and 
analyses as modes of descriptions and analyses. The realisation that this is so 
should encourage an analytical modesty. 

It is in this spirit that I characterise my research activities. In this thesis I 

endeavour to describe how I found out what I did through talking to 

managers, observing their work, discussing issues with colleagues, reading, 
and thinking things over. I agree with Silverman (1970) that this is best 
done through writing an intellectual biography, in that the focus remains 
throughout upon the writer's interaction with those people, ideas and 
events through which the research was done. I thus offer this document of 
the years I spent investigating the nature of cross-national managerial work. 

The concept of understanding: 

In approaching the question of how managers understand cross-national 
work settings, I developed an interest in the nature of understanding. 
Through an ongoing interest in ordinary language philosophy, in particular 
the later work of Wittgenstein6, I came to view understanding not as a 
psychological event, nor as mystical, unfathomable experience, but in the 

practical sense of being able to proceed in a way that is socially competent. 
What impressed me about the work of Wittgenstein was his ability to 
demystify what until then had been dealt with in terms of private mental 
experience. Take for instance his discussion of private experiences of colour 
or pain (Wittgenstein, 1968). Wittgenstein's great leap forward was to point 
out that if such things were talked about in the same way, then they were 
treated as being the same for all practical purposes (see Wittgenstein, 1968, p. 
31-32). Wittgenstein thus brought the understanding of understanding out 
from the private, the mystical, the inscrutable and into the public domain of 
social interaction. 
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This was not of -course to deny that people did have private experiences: it 

meant, however, that such experiences could be talked about, relied upon 
and understood in everyday social settings. Wittgenstein's work thus placed 
the notion of understanding firmly within the domain of social practice. 

As Malcolm observes, talking about understanding as something internal, 

something that happens in the brain, is a bad habit that has accompanied 
much of what passes as analysis of mind (Malcolm, 1989, p. 187): 

Philosophers have got into the bad habit of referring to the instantiations of all 

psychological concepts as 'mental states'. Thus, thoughts, sensations, emotions, beliefs, 

intentions - even physical pains - are called 'mental states'. Our actual use of the expression 
tmental state' is much narrower than that. A prolonged depression is called a mental state; 
but certainly not the pain of a twisted ankle; or the thought that is will probably rain this 

afternoon; or the intention to order seats for the opera. 

Following this argument, the notion that understanding is something that 

goes on in the brain, is but another example of this malaise or confusion. 
Certainly, in this sense, Identity theories, that mental states are but 

neurophysical activities of the brain, mystify understanding by overlooking 
its social interactive nature7. Understanding, according to Wittgenstein, 

should be attended to in terms of its place in everyday human affairs. As 
Malcolm, (1989, p. 188) quotes: 

When we do philosophy we are like savages, primitive people, who hear the expressions of 

civilised men, misinterpret them, and then draw the queerest conclusions from their 

interpretations (PI 194) 

Guided by Wittgenstein's work, I began to tackle the issue of how a manager 
understands his work as he workS8. Both Wittgenstein and the 
ethnomethodologists (and hybrids such as Coulter) approached the notion 
of understanding in terms of social practice. The ethnomethodological 
corpus in particular pointed the way to an examination of understanding 
within social settings. One of the guiding principles of such investigations 

was the notion that people understand social settings and the activities 
therein for all practical purposes. The ethnomethodological understanding 
of understanding, then, tended to be bound to the practical concerns of 
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doing whatever activity was being studied. In subscribing to the social 
interactive nature of understanding, ethnomethodological analysis focused 

upon the nature of understanding in particular social settings. As Coulter 

states (1979. p. 39): 

The criteria for understanding, for having understood, cannot be private, inner mental or 

experiential states or processes, but must be scenic if theorists try to contemplate the 

'meaning' or fix a 'referent' for the word 'understanding' out of contexts instead of trying to 

examine it, along with other participles, as a tool or signalling device in avowals and 

ascriptions in common-sense discourse, they will tend to conjure up quite inappropriate and 

metaphysical positions about it; it will appear esoteric if disengaged from its conventional 

tolerances for use in public communication. 

In the world of civilised men: 

Schutz's related ideas of the natural attitude, and the reciprocity of 
perspectives, made lasting contributions to the analysis of understanding in 

everyday life (see Schutz, 1967). In the natural attitude actors assume that 
the world is how it. appears to be: the understanding of what one sees or 
what one hears, then, are only attended to in settings of perceived ambiguity 
(or in a willful suspension of the natural attitude, as in some sociological 
and philosophical writings). Within the natural attitude one's own 
understanding of social settings is not a concern, and it is not consciously 
orientated to except in times of ambiguity or suspension of the natural 
attitude. Likewise, following Schutz's reciprocity of perspectives thesis, 
others' understandings of those same settings and of one's own actions are 
not perceived to be problematic (although, of course, others' understanding 
can furnish the practical concerns of activities such as teaching, misleading 
or managing). As Schutz and Luckmann (1973, p. 3-4) point out: 

The sciences that would interpret and explain 
" 
human action and thought must begin with a 

description of the foundational structures of what is prescientific, the reality which seems 

self-evident to men remaining within the natural attitude. This reality is the everyday life 

world. It is the province of reality in which man can engage himself and which he can change 

while he operates in it by means of his animate organism. At the same time, the objectivities 

and events which are already found in this realm (including the acts and results of actions of 

other men) limit his free possibilities of action. They place him up against obstacles that can 
be surmounted, as well as barriers that are insurmountable. Furthermore, only within this 
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realm can one be understood by his fellow-men, and only in it can he work together with them. 

Only in the world of everyday life can a common, communicative surrounding world be 

constituted. The world of everyday life is consequently man's fundamental and paramount 

reality. By the everyday life-world is to be understood that province of reality which the 

wide-awake and normal adult simply takes for granted in the attitude of common sense. By 

this taken-for-grantedness, we designate everything which we experience as unquestionable; 

every state of affairs is for us unproblematic until further notice. The circumstance that what 
has up until now been taken for granted can be brought into question, is a point with which, of 

course, we still have to deal. 

Garfinkel's (1967) demonstrations were designed to put a spanner in the 

workings of the natural attitude and the reciprocity of perspectives in order 
to examine the nature of what was assumed, what was left implicit. Doing 

so, Garfinkel found that unconventional activities in certain settings were 
understood in terms of the conventions, or rules, or norms that prevailed 
within those settings, even when they constituted a departure from the 

conventional definition of the setting. Unconventional activities such as 
taking the king in chess, for instance, were understood in terms of breaking 

the rules, or as a symptom of ignorance about the rules of the game. We can 
appreciate then that misunderstandings or redefinitions of social settings 
become salient features of those settings for the very reasons that they are 
accountably misunderstandings, or redefinitions. Understanding is a social 
practice. Should one fail to understand with propriety, then one's actions 
become salient and are understood in a way that keeps the notion of the 

reciprocity of perspectives intact. 

Common sense knowledge - the ability to understand in a particular way - is 

relied upon in social interactions. The ability competently to understand, 
and act within a setting in terms of such knowledge is simply taken for 

granted except at times when conceptual lacunae become a salient feature of 
the setting, or when the natural attitude is suspended, or used (as in lying, 

or telling a joke). As Coulter (1979, pp. 21-22) explained: 

The aspects of what can be called 'common sense' which interest the ethnomethodologist are 

those which enable anyone possessing it to perform their ordinary activities in ways that are 

recognizably appropriate, rational, intelligible, proper, correct or reasonable for all practical 

purposes. Members possessing common-sense knowledge possess the means whereby they can 

behave in orderly ways; since a part of that 'knowledge' is non-propositional and 
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unformulated. for them, we can speak of it as 'practical knowledge' - expressible in terms such 

as 'knowing how to .. .' in contrast to 'knowing that .. .' Ethnomethodologists studying the 

reasoned structures of ordinary activities seek to reveal, or explicate, in propositional form, 

much of the presupposed or tacit reasoning informing their orderly production. Tbus, common- 

sense amounts to a set of culturally-furnished abilities. Such abilities constitute the doing of 

any mundane activity, such as transmitting information in various contexts, recommending 

something to someone, persuading someone about something, enumerating, grading, 

complaining, insulting, warning, apologising, thanking, promising, ascribing statuses and 

countless other practical actions. To say of someone that he is able to do such things means 

that he knows how to do them, and this practical knowledge forms the central core of what is 

here being described as 'common sense knowledge of social structures'. 

Knowing then is also a social activity. One may think that one knows 

something, and later find out that the knowledge was wrong. In an 
analogous way, one may be convinced that one has made an original 
contribution to knowledge only to find that what one knew to be new, and 
knew to be true was neither new, nor true. Knowledge then is on a par with 
rules and norms (as explored by Garfinkel) in the sense that it may be relied 
upon, discussed, socially sustained, or changed. Rules, norms, and 
knowledge, therefore, are not determinative of behaviour in any causal way, 
but are relied upon, invoked and used in everyday social settings. In this 
thesis, then, I treat rules, knowledge, knowing and understanding in terms 

of their place in human affairs. Whereas rules, norms and understanding 
have historically been treated as as a hidden hand acting upon (or within) 
individuals, I treat them in terms of their place in social interaction. 

Dealing with rules, knowledge and understanding in this way enables us to 
approach the reality of the social world as people understand it. People are 
not blind to rules, but can attend to them, discuss them, break them, or 
reassert them. People are able to consider their understanding, assess the 

nature of it, and compare it with others'. (Even children are able to discuss 

the quality of their understanding). People can, as it were, take one step back 
from the rules, norms, knowledge, and understandings that have 
historically been characterised in terms of internalisation, constraint and 
determination of behaviour. It is thus ingenuous to talk either in terms of 
an internalisation of norms, or in terms of collective programming of mind. 

22 



The primacy of meaningful action: 

Ethnomethodological studies treat understanding in terms of its place in 

social interaction. In dealing with what is accountable, this approach deals 

with what is understood for all practical purposes. The strength of this 

approach, and part of the reason it has not disappeared into the history of 
sociology, is that it examines everyday social activities in the same terms as 
they are understood by those doing them. Good ethnomethodological 
description documents what people understand and act upon in particular 
social settings. 

The implicit ethnomethodological maxim to treat manifest action as 
accountable action is theoretically sound, and analytically useful. This 

characterisation of action (and it is a characterisation) encourages a rigour in 

ethnomethodological studies, in the sense that descriptive practice is 

grounded in people's understandings of the practical concerns of acting 
within particular settings. 

Ethnomethodological studies to date, however, have tended to overlook 
those aspects of human experience that are not accountably understood and 
acted upon in terms of the social setting. Within the ethnomethodological 
corpus, this focus upon the accountable, the public, has meant that the 
unaccountable tends either to be left out of the analysis altogether, or treated 
only in terms of the meaningful activities within the setting: understanding 
is generally dealt with wholly in terms of the practical concerns of acting 
within particular social settings. 

There are drawbacks to this: 

1) In treating understanding wholly in terms of the practical concerns of 
acting within a particular setting, such an approach portrays the person as 
being wholly engaged within it. This is misleading. We are all able to smile 
while feeling angry, or to think of home while getting on with the business 

of the day. Ethnomethodology to date has overlooked the experience of 
acting. 

2) In overlooking the unsaid experiences and feelings that inform and 
influence how a person acts within a social setting, this approach runs the 
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risk of ignoring an important constitutive element of social settings. As 
people, we can all appreciate that what we do is coloured by feelings, 

understandings and experiences. We may have to hide our boredom, 

suppress our frustration, bite our tongues. Feelings like these constitute the 
experience of work, and have an unsaid, unaccountable but undeniably 
important influence on the way managerial work is done. 

It may be said here that consciousness, experience and emotions are 
psychological or even physiological phenomena, that are beyond the brief of 
sociology. Coulter counters this view by bringing Wittgenstein's ideas to 
bear upon those most physiological of mental states, emotions (1979, p 138) . 

People normally have to deal with more complex emotions than fear, elation and other forms 

of affect which do not require any linguistic capacity on the part of those who manifest them: 

human emotions include a large range whose objects are 'abstract'. Characteristically, even 
those emotions warrantably ascribable to non-linguistic creatures are tied, in their human 

displays, to conceptually-constituted abstract phenomena, although humans can react with 
fear or elation directly in a way that is unmediated by linguistic constitution. Those emotions 

constituted by the orientation of the person to a conception of an event or situation can be 

transformed by alterations in the conception of the event or situation. Thus Henslin has 

illustrated some of the ways in which the emotions of guilt, reconstituted by four different 

orientations to the suicide of a relative or a close friend can be 'naturalised' by adopting 

changed conceptions of the suicided person, the nature of the suicide itself, and/or the factors 

thought to 'explain' the suicide. Henslin's is one of the only genuinely sociological 

approaches to the study of affect and its transformation available in the human sciences, and 
is itself admittedly a first approximation. We are becoming more prepared to investigate 

affect independent of psychobiological speculations, but its social construction and 

organisation remains largely unanalyzed. 

Coulter, thus, examines such phenomena as affect, fear and frustration, and, 
through attention to their conceptual status in everyday life, places them 
within the social world of human affairs. 

Once we define such conditions or states as social, is it right that we should 
treat them as having no place in our analyses of social activities? Like it or 
not, we not only live in a world of practical activities such as securing 
responsibilities, satisficing, and making decisions. We live in a world of 
experience, amusement, motives, and desire. Such things are no different to 
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external states in the sense that they enable us to understand the world and 
ourselves in such terms. 

If we look at cross-national managerial work in terms of doing the work, we 
can see - as the managers do - that experience is not some private residue of 
the work, but is constitutive of it in the sense that it influences how they go 
about doing it. In setting up meetings, deciding whether to phone somebody 
up or to send a memorandum instead; in deciding whether to sit next to 

somebody in the canteen; in talking about colleagues; in making decisions 

about placements and promotion; in deciding whether to give somebody a 
ten minute or a twenty minute slot; in deciding whether to keep a meeting 
short, in forming teams and alliances; in doing all of these things, 

managers' experience of work plays an important part in how they do it (or 

whether they do it at all). Managers' experience of their work, then, should 
be treated with care, but not ignored, for it is constitutive of such work in 

the sense that it influences how (or whether) they go about doing it. 

Examining manifest action in a way that treats everything within the 

organisational setting as accountable in terms of that setting, carries with it 

advantages and disadvantages. One disadvantage is that we run the risk of 
dehumanising the setting. Those doing the work tend to be defined in terms 

of the setting, and thus emerge as faceless residues of the action. People are 
not faceless residues. People do things. People do things in all sorts of 
different ways, depending upon the practical concerns of doing what they 

are doing, but also upon their frustrations, their feelings, and their 

experiences. An appreciation of managers' experience of their work can thus 
be seen as a corrective for the ethnomethodologist, whose indifference to 
the unsaid (to date) means that he may say nothing about the frustration, 

the boredom, and the uncertainty which constitute managers' experience of 
their work, and influence how they go about doing it. 

Conclusion: 

I will end this chapter by restating two of the ideas that have guided me 
throughout my research. Firstly, people do things in terms of their 

understanding of particular social settings. Following on from this, if we 
wish to understand what people do in such settings, it makes sense to 

consider how they understand what they are doing, for it is in these terms 
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that they act. These ideas, of course, are not new. They have had a long, 

turbulent history from Weber's work on understanding (Weber, 1949), 

through to contemporary debates within ethnomethodology (see Sharrock 

and Button, 1991,170-171). 

Such ideas hold significant implications for the study of such activities as 
cross-national managerial work: 

If we are concerned to understand such activities, it makes good sense to 

examine them in the same terms as the managers themselves do, for it is in 

such terms that the managers work. In order to do this one has to spend a 
good deal of time among working managers. There are no short cuts in 
learning how to understand such work. The process is long, drawn out and 
frustrating. Such fieldwork, however, is well worth doing, for in 

acculturating into the world of work as it is understood, and done, by the 

managers, we learn things about their work that tend to be overlooked or 
ignored by other modes of enquiry. 

Take, for instance, the impact of cultural differences within multinational 
organisations. As is well known, managers who work abroad have to work 
in the face of cultural differences, and this has costly implications for the 

running of multinational businesses (see Mendenhall et. al., 1987). In 
investigating this phenomenon, social research to date has tended to apply 
theories of culture to the study of culture. A cultural template is held up 
against the social reality of multinational organisations, revealing culture in 

one its many guises. Such an approach is defensible, however it may not 
reflect cultural difference as it is understood and acted upon in the 

managers' everyday work. If we wish to understand how cultural 
differences cause managers problems in their work it thus makes sense - at 
least for the purposes of beginning an enquiry - to put aside our cultural 
templates and examine how managers understand cultural differences as 
they work, for it is in such terms that they experience and act upon such 
differences. 

How then do we approach managers' understanding of cultural differences 
in their work? As the fieldwork progressed, an interest in this question lead 

me to observe that there is more to understanding in social settings than 

understanding in terms of the practical concerns of acting. To date, 
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ethnomethodologists have dealt with understanding in terms of the 

practical purposes of acting within particular social settings. In so doing, they 
have tended to portray people's consciousness wholly in terms of what is 
done within such settings, and have thus left the experiential aspect of 
working unaddressed. In everyday life, things like feelings, emotions and 
experiences are discussed and understood in a way that cause no conceptual 
panic or soul-searching. Ethnomethodologists to date, however, have 

tended not to use such concepts in their analyses of action. In certain cases, it 
is true, emotions have been explored in terms of their constitution in terms 

of particular settings, but, to date, they have not been used to explore action 
within social settings9. 

Such things as feelings and experiences are not private mental events. Nor 

are they mystical entities whose nature precludes description. (Wittgenstein, 

1968). Accepting this enables us to examine cross-national managerial work 
in a way that reflects more closely how those doing the work understand it. 
Managers' understanding of their work is not restricted to the practicalities 
of getting things done. They also understand work settings in terms of their 
feelings, and their experience of the work. Such experiences can have a great 
deal to do with how they go about managing. If we are to understand the 
impact of cultural differences in cross-national managerial work, such 
features of the social world as feelings and experience should have a place in 

our descriptive repertoire, for, as I shall discuss, managers' experience of 
cultural differences in their work has a great deal to do with how they go 
about working, both within and beyond cross-national settings. 
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NOTES: 

1. As I shall discuss further in Chapter 3, there has recently been some work 
on cross-national managerial action, (see Yamada, 1989,1990 for instance). 
Such work, however, has been carried out using a conversation analytic 
(C. A. ) approach that has concentrated more on turn distribution and pauses 
than on the nature of the work as it understood by those doing it. 

2. For an incisive discussion of this aspect of managerial action, see Whitley 
(1989). 

3. This distinction between said action and unsta , 
ted experience is not just an 

analytical characterisation, but was used and discussed by the managers 
themselves. 

4. What I mean by the social construction of other national groups, is best 
clarified with a quote from Best (1989, p. vii-xiii): 

From. .a strict constructionist perspective, the sociologist does not compete with members as 

an arbiter of true and accurate knowledge. Instead, the theoretical task is to study how 

members define, judge, and press claims; how they publicise their concerns, redefine the issues 

in question in the face of political obstacles, indifference, or opposition; how they enter into 

alliances with other claims-makers; and the myriad other activities that constitute subject 

matter for the study of social problems. 

5. In sociological texts, the concept of validity is often used interchangeably 
within other concepts such as relevance and truth. As such, the notion of 
validity often differs markedly from the notion as it is used to characterise 
philosophical arguments. For an incisive and entertaining discussion of 
validity in philosophical arguments, see Flew (1975). As Flew states (p. 9): 

The first thing to get straight about thinking is the difference between questions about 

validity and questions about truth. But in getting this straight we shall find that we are also 

sorting out every other really fundamental notion. For the indispensable notions are all 

connected. We cannot fully master any one without getting the same grasp upon the lot. Once 

the essential preparation is complete, we may proceed to the main business of the book. That 

business is to consider examples of thinking, usually of bad thinking, in order to learn how to 

do the job better. Here and now we have first to clean and tidy the tools. 
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The reason to begin precisely where we are beginning is that thinking about thinking is 

concerned, at least in the first instance, with the validity or invalidity of arguments, rather 

than the truth or falsity of propositions. What is true or false, is propositions. What is valid, 

or invalid, is arguments. These notions, and these distinctions, are absolutely basic. To say 

that an argument is true is as uncomprehending, or as inept, as to say that someone played 

scrum half in a soccer match or scored a lot of tries at cricket. 

Accepting Flew's characterisation of validity, Hammersley's discussion of 
validity in ethnographic research seems to suffer from the confusions that 
Flew attempted to sort out. As Harnmersley states (1992, p. 69): 

In conceptualising validity, I adopt a position of what might be called subtle (as opposed to 

naive) realism .. I use 'validity' as a synonym for what seems to have become a taboo word for 

many social scientists: 'truth'. An account is valid or true if it represent accurately those 

features of the phenomena that it is intended to describe, explain or theorise. Assumed here, 

then, is a correspondence theory of truth, but the correspondence involves selective 

representations rather than reproduction of reality. Furthermore, I recognise that we can 

never know with certainty whether (or the extent to which) an account is true; for the obvious 

reason that we have no independent, immediate and utterly reliable access to reality. Given 

that this is the situation, we must judge the validity of claims on the basis of the adequacy of 

the evidence offered in support of them. 

Certainly, then, there appears to be a stark gulf between philosophical and 
sociological notions of validity. This need not worry us, in that the practical 
concerns of doing philosophy, and the practical concerns of doing 

ethnography differ markedly. For instance, philosophers are concerned with 
Formal Validity, which characterises the status or justification of inference 
from premises and conclusions alone. Such preoccupations do not concern 
the ethnographer, who is in the business of exploring and documenting the 
meaningful social world of particular groups or collectivities of people. 
Hammersley's discussion of validity may seem sloppy by the standards of 
philosophical analysis, but the ethnographer is not accountable to these 
standards, for his inference is not from premises and conclusions. Rather, 
the ethnographer is accountable to the standards, values, norms and 
activities of the social group he is exploring. Of course, those within such 
groups may not possess knowledge of the place of their activities within 
wider social dynamics and wider social structures, because they may not 
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need to know about such things in their everyday affairs. The ethnographer 
then, may document the wider socioeconomic context within which a group 
operates in order to explain certain social activities and social institutions. 
However, good ethnography must start with an exploration of the way those 
in the group understand what they are doing. 

When used in discussing ethnographic work, the notion of validity thus 
differs markedly from the concept of validity as it is used in analytical 
philosophy. It is broader in scope, and can (in some cases) overlap in 

applicability with other concepts such as truth and propriety. The reason for 
this rests on the interrelationship in ethnography between theoretical 

preconceptions, methodology and findings. Assessment of the truth of 
claims documented in ethnographic work, involves more than an 
examination of the logical developments from premises to conclusions; it 
involves wider questions concerning the epistemological status of theory, 

methodology and findings, as well as how well the research was done under 
certain circumstances, how reliable the researcher's interpretations of events 
were in the working up of the research findings, and how sensible it was to 

pursue certain issues rather than others. In assessing the activity of 
ethnographic research, then, we do need some concept that we can use to 
assess the epistemological worth of this interrelationship between research 
activities and research findings. The concept of truth may be useful in 

assessing research findings, but the truthfulness of otherwise of such 
findings rest upon the success, propriety and validity of the methods and 
activities through which they were worked up. 

6.1 refer mainly to Wittgenstein, 1967,1968 and 1974. 

7. For a useful discussion of Identity Theory, see Moya, 1990, p. 74-75. 

8. Throughout this thesis I use the sqýjective pronoun 'he', the objective 
pronoun 'him' and the genitive determiner 'his' regardless of gender. I do 
this purely for stylistic reasons, and for the reader's sake: the constant use of 
s/he, he/ she, and him/her in a text as long as this is both tiresome and 
ugly. Furthermore, I have decided not to employ the popular alternative 
strategy of using only plural pronouns and genitive determiners, as this 
hinders the effective characterisation of individual cases. I hope my decision 
to write in this way causes no offence. Indeed, for aesthetic reasons I would 
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be pleased to see onus on using he/she, his/her disappear altogether. 
Writers should be free to use whichever pronouns they choose, whether 
these be masculine or feminine. 

9. Much of the best sociological work on the nature of emotions and 
experience has been approached from a social constructionist perspective. 
See, in particular, Kippax and al. (1988), Shotter (1984) and Averill (1980). In 

characterising emotions in terms of their constituted place within everyday 
social settings, however, they tend to portray emotions as social residues. 
They thus overlook how such emotions and experiences can influence how 

people go about acting within (and thus constituting) such settings. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

THE DEBATE ABOUT CULTURE: 

Introduction: 

For obvious reasons, the study of cross-national managerial work inviteý an 
investigation into the nature of national cultural difference; the reasons 
being, of course, that cross-national managers frequently run into difficult 

and costly cultural problems. Both in the literature and among managers, 
cross-national managerial work is deemed to be more difficult than working 
among compatriots, because it involves dealing with national cultural 
differences (see Joynt and Warner, 1985). It is this cross-cultural aspect of 
cross-national managerial work that I explore in the bulk of the thesis. 

One of the more difficult and troublesome issues I encountered in my 
investigations was the question of the nature of culture. Indeed, the debate 

about the nature of culture constitutes a lively field in itself. Reading 
through the literature, it becomes apparent that culture can be characterised 
in terms of different theoretical perspectives, and that there is no shortage of 
perspectives from which one can characterise culture, whether Marxian, 

positivistic, functionalist, ethnomethodological or post-modernist (see 
Linstead and Grafton-Small, 1992). In this chapter I give a brief overview of 
the relevant areas of this field, and show how certain writers have taken us 
to a point whence we can depart from the cut and thrust of conjectural 
debate about the nature of culture, and pursue the study of national cultural 
difference in terms of managing in a foreign country. 

The importance of Hofstede's research: 

The notion that the research was to be about cross-cultural managerial work 
developed at an early stage in the research project. I thus set about reading 
through the existing literature in those fields related to the impact of 
cultural difference within multinational organisations. As I worked my way 
through countless articles and books, I was soon impressed by the enormous 
impact Hofstede's work (1980) had made on research into comparative and 
multinational management: 
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As is often cited, Hofstede analysed the questionnaire responses of 72,215 
I. B. M. employees from 40 countries (Hofstede, 1980, p. 411). In the 
questionnaires he asked employees about their work, their organisation, and 
their relationships with superiors and subordinates. The contributions to 
knowledge within the book came in the form of statistical analyses of these 

questionnaire responses. Pulling together certain key questions, Hofstede 

constructed four dimensions of culture: power distance; individualism; 

masculinity and uncertainty avoidance. Analyses of the responses to these 

questionnaires suggested that there were varying cultural profiles between 

national collectivities along these four dimensions. For instance, consider 
the following figures (Hofstede, 1980, p. 315): 

U. K. France F. D. R. 

Power Distance 35 68 35 

Uncertainty Avoidance 35 86 65 

Individualism 89 71 67 
Masculinity 66 43 66 

My studies of Hofstede's work, and of the work of other cultural empiricists 
such as Laurent (1983), Ronen (1986) and Gudykunst (1987), were carried out 
during a time in which I became interested in the potential of an 
ethnomethodological approach to the analysis of cultural differences in 
human affairs. As I read through the ethnomethodological corpus 
(especially, Cicourel, 1964), Hofstede's empirical techniques, and the 
assumptions upon which they were based became as interesting as his 
findings. 

I soon became uneasy about the uncritical acceptance of Hofstede's findings 
in further studies of national cultural difference (see in particular, Ronen, 
1986). This unease grew as I examined how Hofstede had implemented his 
techniques, and worked up his research findings: 

Guided by my ethnomethodological concerns, I came to view Hofstede's 

national cultural profiles as complex accomplishments, worked up through 
such activities as, formulating the questions, defining the dimensions of 
culture, and bringing a particular model of culture to bear upon the 

generation and analysis of questionnaire data. 
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As I examined how the national cultural profiles had been worked up, I 
became convinced that Hofstede's techniques were largely inappropriate to 
the study of culture. Certainly, I discovered serious theoretical 
inconsistencies within his approach. Moreover (and more importantly), 

through the analysis of Hofstede's approach, I came to realise that a 
positivistic approach to the analysis of culture runs into serious problems at 
the level of data collectionl. 

In the next section, then, I discuss what I learnt about the analysis of culture 
through paying close attention to Hofstede's techniques. 

The problem with cultural empiricisin: 

The propriety (or otherwise) of a particular analysis of culture depends upon 
what one understands about the nature of culture. Hofstede leaves us in no 
doubt about what he understands about the nature of culture. His definition 
is as follows (Hofstede, 1991, p. 5): 

It is the collective programn-ting of the n-dnd which distinguishes the members of one group or 

category from another. 

Hofstede defines culture in terms of an objectivist theoretical standpoint 
(see Burrell and Morgan, 1979, pp. 160-164). Certainly, the programming 
analogy implies a hard form of determinism. As such, his conception of 
mind and culture ensures - prima facie -a coherence and integrity to his 

work. Culture is a collective programming of the mind. There are thus 

collective patches of minds that have been collectively programmed. If this 
is so then what better way to look at culture than through positivistic 
questionnaire techniques? 

Initially, Hofstede's work looked unassailable from within his objectivist 
paradigm. However, as I read through the ethnomethodological corpus, the 
internal inconsistencies within Hofstede's work became obvious: 

For each country in the I. B. M. survey, Hofstede assigned scores to the four 
dimensions of culture on the strength of replies written down to certain key 
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questions. Take Power Distance as an example. Hofstede (1980, p. 99) defines 
Power Distance in the following way: 

The power distance between a boss B and a subordinate S in a hierarchy is the difference 

between the extent to which B can determine the behaviour of S and the extent to which S can 
determine the behavior of B. 

Hofstede then is in the business of determining the relationship between 
boss and subordinate in particular national cultures. In particular he is 

endeavouring to ascertain differences between the boss's ability to 
determine the behaviour of a subordinate, and the subordinate's ability to 
determine the behaviour of his boss. 

Having worked in organisations, and researched into managerial work I 
have often been struck by the complexity of such social arrangements as the 
boss-subordinate relationship. For instance, the social interaction between 
boss and subordinate involves such practices as informing, checking, 
concealing information, making a good impression, delegating, phoning, 
promising, acting as boss, acting as subordinate, voicing one's opinion and, 
above all, getting on with the job at hand. Such are some of the practices that 

constitute and sustain the relationship between boss and subordinate2. Were 
I then to come to what I would consider an adequate or rigorous analysis - or 
characterisation - of the boss-subordinate relationship, I should hope to do 
field work, interviews, in-depth questionnaires, perhaps. Such is the nature 
of good social research. 

If we return to Hofstede's work on Power Distance, we find that his 
formulation of the Power Distance Index relies upon answers given by 
individual employees within I. B. M. to three 'related' questions (Hofstede, 
1980, P. 92): 

It can be can be expressed in a Power Distance Index (PDD which is derived from country mean 

scores on three questions in the ... survey. These questions deal with perceptions of the 

superior's style of decision making and of colleagues' fear to disagree with superiors, and 

with the type of decision-making which subordinates prefer in their boss. 

Likewise, in his formulation of the other three dimensions of culture, 
Hofstede relies upon a handful of questions. My objection to his thesis is not 
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that the power distance index of a country is set loose into a plethora of 
statistical manipulations when it is based upon three questions, though that 

might worry me. My objection is that Hofstede's objectivist coherence breaks 
down at the questionnaire paper, and it is the questionnaire paper that 

generates every one of the figures that is bandied around in his book. 

The power relationship between boss and subordinate is carried out in a way 
that is orderly, complex, and knowledgeable. The relationship is social and 
interactive, and as such I suggest that it should be assessed in a way that 
takes stock of the social, interactive nature of the the relationship. An 

assessment of power in such a relationship, for instance, would look at the 

nature of power within such a relationship. From my own experience of 
managerial work I know that to do this is no easy task: the endeavour could 
(and should) become bogged down with analytical and methodological 
issues. For example, What do we mean by power in a bqss-subordinate 

relationship? Do we use power in a way that is understood by the boss and 
subordinate(s)? What constitute manifestations of power? And so on ... 

Such questions are important. I am sure that Hofstede would agree that any 
researcher worth his salt would do well to tackle these questions, which 
indeed ramify into a plethora of further philosophical and methodological 
issues. Such is the lot of the social researcher. Whether three questions in 

and of themselves do justice even to a simplistic transcendent model of 
power within the boss-subordinate relationship will not be pursued here. I 

will, however, pursue the notion that Hofstede's objectivist research relies 
entirely upon disparate common-sense notions at the point of generation of 
data. The question I wish to raise then is one of theoretical coherence. 

Each one of the respondents answered the following three questions, the 
mean score of which then went on to constitute a country's Power Distance 
Index: 

As Hofstede himself states (Hofstede, 1980, p. 102-103): 

A Power Distance Index for each of the 40 countries has now been computed on the basis of the 

country mean scores for three questions: 

(a) Nonmanagerial employees' perception that employees are afraid to disagree with 
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their managers (B46). 

(b) Subordinates' perception that their boss tends to take decisions in an autocratic (1) or 

persuasive/ paternalistic (2) way (A55) 

Subordinates' preference for anything but a consultative (3) style of decision-making in 

their boss: that is, for an autocratic (1) a persuasive/ paternalistic (2) or a democratic 

(4) style (A54) 

Specifically, the questions each respondent answers are the following: 

Question B46 (Hofstede, 1980, p 408): 

B. 46 How frequently, in your experience, do the following problems occur? 

V. Freq. Freq. Sometimes Seldom V. Seldom 

B. 46. Employees being afraid to 12345 

express disagreement with their 

managers? 

Questions A55/55 (Hofstede, 1980, p. 406): 

The descriptions below apply to four different types of managers. First, please read through 

these descriptions: 

Manager I Usually makes his/ her decisions promptly and communicates them to his her 

subordinates clearly and firmly. Expects them to carry out the decisions loyally and without 

raising difficulties. 

Manager 2. Usually makes his/ her decision promptly, but before going ahead, tries to 

explain them fully to his her subordinates. Gives them reasons for the decisions and answers 

whatever questions they may have. 

Manager 3 Usually consults with his/ her subordinates before he/ she reaches his/ her 

decision. He/ she then expects all to work loyally to implement it whether or not it is in 

accordance with the advice they gave. 
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Manager 4 Usually calls a meeting of his/ her subordinates when there is an important 

decision to be made. Puts the problem before the group and invites discussion. Accepts the 

minority viewpoint as the decision. 

Usually calls a meeting of his/ her subordinates when there is an important decision so to be 

made. Puts the problem before the group and triesto obtain consensus. If he/ she obtains 

consensus, he/ she accepts this as the decision. If consensus is impossible, he/she usually 

makes the decision his/ herself. 

A54 Now for the above type of manager, please mark the one which you would prefer to work 

under. 

1. Manager 1 
2. Manager 2. 

3. Manager 3. 

4. Manager 4. 

A55 And to which one of the above four managers would you say your own manager most 

closely corresponds? 

1. Manager 1 

2. Manager 2 

3. Manager 3 

4. Manager 4 

5. He does not correspond closely to any of them. 

Individual respondents answer each of the three questions, producing as 
data three numbers for statistical analysis. This accomplished, the numbers 
are for all practical purposes treated as objective entities for statistical 
manipulation. As I understand it, such numbers are treated as having a 
relationship of sorts with a programming of mind which - as we have seen - 
is shared in common, thus defining, and being defined by the respective 
national collectivity in the form of national culture. There is then an 
implicit objectivism that permeates not only the statistical cross-tabulations, 
the definition of the research, and the definition of mind and culture; but 

also an objectivism that treats as unproblematic the notion that an 
individual's contingent, practical response on a piece of paper is somehow 
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related to his national culture, the collective programming of mind which 
guides his hand. 

The activity of ringing a number is analytically interesting. Each individual 

respondent works within his part of the organisation. Each has a boss of 
sorts. Some may have the same boss, but will have different working 
relationships with him. Each comes to the questionnaire with different 

experiences (of sorts), backgrounds (of sorts), bosses (of sorts), relationships 
with their bosses, preferences, plans and so on. Each acts and works within a 
particular work environment. As I have mentioned, such work is complex, 
and requires careful and rigorous analysis. To treat employees' responses as 
having an unproblematic relationship with a collective programming of 
mind is one thing: to base one's objectivist statistical manipulations upon 
the contingent social practice of individual respondents is another. 

Hofstede's work is based upon the social practices of drawing 

correspondences and airing opinions and preferences. Although each. set of 
three numbers that go to make up a country's Power Distance Index are the 
result of contingent, local, distinct social practices, they are treated as 
incontingent, unseparate, undistinct. Each response is given equal weight. 

For expository purposes, the practice of answering the questions can be 

characterised in the following way: 

1) interpreting the question; 
2) interpreting one's organisation. 
3) writing the response. 

In Hofstede's work, an implicit link is made between one's collective 
programming of mind (the national culture) and one's questionnaire 
practice. If the link is uncertain, then the descriptive worth of numbers 
generated through questionnaire responses must be put in doubt. One's 

collective programming of mind (one's culture) then determines, 

1) how one interprets the question; 
2) how one's organisation 'is'; 
3) how one interprets one's organisation; and, 
4) how one answers the questionnaire. 
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A very strong form of determinism is needed to sustain theoretical and 
descriptive coherence here. If the collective programming of mind 
determines how one interprets the question, how one interprets one's 
organisation and how one fills in the questionnaire, then how do we 
account for different answers (from 1 to 5)? The determinist response must 
be that this is so because they are each interpreting different organisations, 
and different boss-subordinate relationships. If this is so then what 
epistemological status do we assign the mean of such individual scores? 
Even within the objectivist paradigm such research practices becomes 

problematic: if we are dealing with individual employees, each interpreting 
different boss-subordinate relationships, what epistemological gain is there 
in aggregating all these different interpretive practices even if these practices 
are somehow determined by the collective programming of mind? To take 
Hofstede's objectivism to the point of theoretical and analytical coherence is 
to apply it at the level of data generation. When we apply it here, the 
determinism retreats to the notion that people in different work situations 
interpret these situations differently, but in a way that has some link with 
the collective programming of mind. The collective programming of mind 
then takes on the role of making people do different things in different 

situations. That this is so begs the question, if the collective programming of 
mind is indexically determinative, what gain is there is aggregating? 

I have discussed Hofstede's work in order to examine the internal 
inconsistencies within a positivistic approach to national culture and 
cultural differences within multinational organisations. Hofstede's work 
(including his subsequent work), has invariably been grand in design, 

meticulous in its attention to detail and, within the bounds of empirical 
social scientific research, rigorous in the execution of its objectives. If we 
look at established knowledge as a social process, we can appreciate 
Hofstede's enormous contribution to the debate about comparative and 
multinational management. It is on the shoulders of the great and good that 
lesser mortals are able to proceed. Without Hofstede's work, my research 
would have taken a different turn, if it had been pursued at all. 
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Moving on froin cultural enipiricisin: 

Much of the literature about the impact of culture within international 

organisations, and international management, attempts quantitatively to 
characterise various national cultures. As I have stressed, Hofstede's work 
has been enormously influential in the field of international management, 
and his dimensions of culture are frequently cited in the literature to 
characterise specific national cultures. 

If one wishes to explore the field further, Ronen's (1986) book is a 
comprehensive and useful catalogue of this kind of empirical research into 

national cultures and national cultural differences. In this work Ronen 

claims that the use of national units is logical and methodologically sound, 
because national boundaries delineate the legal, political and social 
environments within which organisations and workers function. From this 

premise (and it is a bold one) he approaches national cul tural difference in a 
similar way to Hofstede. Dimensions of culture are measured through 

questionnaire techniques and the figures generated are put through a series 
of statistical manipulations resulting in clusters of national cultural 
similarity and difference. 

Hofstede and Ronen are among the most influential writers to use large 

scale ques tionnaire- driven, statistical approaches in the study of national 
cultural differences. From such evidence as this (within the terms of this 
kind of research), there do appear to be significant- differences in national 
work cultures, even within the same multinational organisations (Hofstede, 
1991, Laurent, 1986, p. 95). 

As I have pointed out, there are problems with this approach to the study of 
culture. Nevertheless, even the most sceptical observer of managerial work 
in different countries would be hard-pressed to deny that there are 
variations, indeed differences, in the way managers understand and do their 

work in different countries. Such research findings, then, do seem to reflect 
the experience of managers who work in cross-national situations, in as far 

as managers certainly encounter, and have to deal with, national cultural 
differences. 
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I suggest, however, that we should now move on from such empirical 
studies, to examine how cultural differences are encountered, understood 
and dealt with by working managers. Certainly, such an approach has the 

potential to be more useful to managers and management trainers than the 

measurement of static dimensions of culture, for it enables us to explore 
how cultural problems develop in multinational companies. 

Culture as the context for communication: 

Moving on from the work of the cultural empiricists, I encountered a 
plethora of different approaches to culture and cultural differences. Hall 
(1974), for instance, proposed a more dynamic approach to culture, by 

viewing it in terms of the context for communication. According to Hall, 

sociocultural systems vary in the importance they place upon context in 

communication. He thus distinguished between high context, and low 

context, communication (Hall 1974, p, 79): 

A high-context (HO communication or message is one in which most of the information is 

either in the physical context or internalised in the person, while very little is in the coded, 

explicit transmitted part of the message. A low context (LO message is just the opposite, i. e. 

the mass of the message is vested in the explicit code. 

According to Hall (op. cit), 

high context communication is a long-lived cohesive force that is slow to change and, 

therefore, unifies the sociocultural system; low context communication however does not unify 

the sociocultural system. Both low and high context messages are used in every sociocultural 

system, but in each system one tends to predominate. 

Such claims, if borne out, have obvious implications for the doing of cross- 
national managerial work. Managerial work is an interactive practice which 
relies a great deal on what is taken for granted. Should such context be 
treated differently by managers of different cultures, then cross-national 
managerial work will involve more difficulties and frustrations than 
managerial work among compatriots. 

The characterisation of culture as the context for communication certainly 
makes sense theoretically. However, this kind of work does overlook the 
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practice of communicatin, & as it is done in real life situations: the 
interdependence between culture and 'communication' is thus asserted 
without addressing the practice of communicating. Culture, then, is 

characterised as a kind of template against which 'communication' casts its 

meaning in relief. Certainly, such a characterisation is more sophisticated 
than that of culture as a thing to be measured, however to assert that culture 
furnishes the meaning of communication, without going on to investigate 

what communicating involves as a practice means that the relationship 
between culture and such practices is left uncertain. Culture may well have a 
great deal to do with the way communicative practice is understood and 
done. We would do well to move on from theorising about this 

relationship, to investigating it. 

Culture and cognition: social psychological approaches: 

Cross-national managerial work involves work interaction between people 
of different nationalities. How people of another nationality are perceived, 
and how this perception influences the tendency for groups to form along 
national lines has obvious implications for the doing, and studying, of such 
work. There has been a good deal of social psychological work done which 
characterises culture in terms of cognitive structures. According to writers 
such as Triandis (1964) the common possession of social categories enables 
people to communicate effectively with each other. As Oddou and 
Mendenhall (1984, p. 78) state: 

Part of the perceptual process is concerned with the cognitive 'perspective' of an individual. 

How an individual categorizes perceptual information and what one's categories are 

certainly influences one's perceptions. Perceptual categorization is perhaps one of the most 
fruitful components of understanding cognitive similarity between cultures and relating it to 

cultural attribution and adjustment. 

The role of social categories in intercultural social dynamics is of obvious 
interest to the study of cross-cultural interaction. If, and how, social 
categorisation gets bound up with the' ascription of different cultural 
characteristics to different nationalities is certainly an important question in 

the study of cross-cultural , managerial interaction. Tajfel is one of the more 
influential writers to have addressed the question of the role of social 
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categorisation in group formation and intergroup definition. Social 

categorisation is defined by Tajfel (1978, p. 61) in terms of: 

the ordering of the social environment in terms of groupings in a manner which makes sense to 

the individual 

As Tajfel (1982, p. 239) states: 

Social categorisation cannot be considered as a 'static' variable which somehow leads people 

to behave in a constant and uniform manner to those who are classified as 'outsiders'. The 

conditions of interaction between groups, and the relevance of a group membership to an 
individual vary from situation to situation, from one period of time to another, and from one 

outgroup to another. The individual and social significance of the membership of a group 
(and, consequently, the importance of the presence of other groups) vary continuously. 
Therefore, an individual's affiliation with a group and the functional relevance of social 

comparisons with other groups, or even with the same group from one situation to another, 

enter into a continuously changing dynamic relationship. 

It is noted by Tajfel, that once categories are formed, people have a tendency 
to exaggerate differences on critical dimensions between categories (ie. social 
group memberships) and minimise these differences within categories 
when category membership is salient. Tajfel (1982, p 240), then, discusses, 

the effects of group categorizations superimposed on individual characteristics in situations 

which involve some kind of conflict or competition. These effects seem to consist of a bias 

against the 'other' which is stronger in the case of intergroup than inter-individual relations. 
But situations of explicit conflict or competition are .. not the only necessary condition for 

showing the powerful effects of categorizing people into groups. It is apparently sufficient 

simply to make people more aware of the presence or potential presence of another group to 

elicit in-group bias. 

Social categorisation, then, can be seen as a feature of social interaction 

which can initiate, and maintain the cross-cultural interface (see Brown, 
1983). Brewer and Campbell's (1976) work on in-group and out-group social 
dynamics lends support to this theory. This tendency, if it does indeed occur, 
has obvious implications for the doing of cross-national managerial work. If 

social categorisation does lead to group polarisation along national lines, 

then the social dynamics of working with managers from other national 
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cultures may indeed be different from work in a compatriot organisation. 
Cross-national managerial work involves communication, networking, 
teamwork and trust. If national status encourages the formation of in- 

groups and out-groups along national-cultural lines, then this may lead to 
difficulties within the doing of such work, through encouraging conflict and 
lack of communication between the groups. 

Related to this work on social categorisation, the notion of stereotype has 
had a good deal of currency in the corpus of social psychological work on 
intergroup social dynamics. According to Hewstone and Giles (1986), 

stereotyping is the result of cognitive biases stemming from perceived 
correlations between group membership and psychological attributes. 
Stereotyping influences the way information is processed in several ways: 
more favourable information is remembered about the ingroup while more 
unfavourable information is remembered about outgroups; stereotyping 
thus creates expectancies about others which tend to be confirmed in 
interaction; and stereotyping tends to constrain others' patterns of 
communication, thus encouraging stereotype-confirming behaviour. From 

a social psychological perspective, the implications of stereotyping for the 

maintenance of in-group and out-group boundaries are obvious. 

Certainly this kind of social psychological work has a great deal of 
explanatory potential. The work to date on stereotyping, however, has 

tended to portray people in a way that underplays their ability to assess their 
understanding of other groups. As I shall go on to discuss, the managers I 

spoke to were conscious of the way they made sense of their colleagues, and 
were knowledgeable about the way national categories, even stereotypes, 
could come to colour their perceptions -of other national groups. 

Another feature of this kind of social psychological research is that it has 
tended to theorise about such social categories as stereotypes while ignoring 

cross-cultural relations in everyday life. By paying close attention to how 

managers understand, and act upon, cultural difference in everyday 
organisational settings, claims about the role of social categorisation in 

group formation can be assessed. 
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Culture and managing: 

It is now widely accepted that management is not a culture-independent 
universal practice (Joynt and Warner, 1985, Evans, Doz and Laurent, 1989). 
Indeed, as Hofstede himself states (1983, p. 88): 

Both management practitioners and management theorists over the past 80 years have been 
blind to the extent to which activities like 'management; and 'organizing' are culturally 
dependant. They are culturally dependant because managing and organizing do not consist of 
making or moving tangible objects, but of manipulating symbols which have meaning to the 

people who are managed and organized. Because the meaning which we associate with 
symbols is heavily affected by what we have learned in our family, in our school, in our work 
environment, and in our society, management and organization are penetrated with culture 
from the beginning to end. 

Over the past decade we have witnessed the rise of burgeoning field within 
management studies which has examined the national cultural roots of 
management (see Ouchi, 1981, Barsoux and Lawrence, 1990). Some of these 
writers have investigated how workers' conceptions about management and 
organisation are nationally culturally determined. The work of Laurent 
(1983) and Inzerelli and Laurent (1983) into national cultural differences are 
good examples of such research: 

Laurent (1983) explored how nationally-held belief systems affect managers' 
views about the nature of organisation, and therefore their action within 
organisations. He therefore characterised the process of managing as, 

.. an implementation process by which managers translate into behaviour some of their basic, 

implicit beliefs about effective action in organisations. (Laurent, 1983, p. 75). 

Moreover, he claimed that, 

.. the national origin of European mangers significantly affects their views of what proper 

management should be. (Laurent, 1983, p. 75). 

In order to investigate the national cultural roots of managerial conceptions 
about the nature of organisations Laurent issued a 56 item questionnaire 
with a5 point agree-disagree scale to managers in 10 different countries, 
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eventually getting 817 respondents. The data collection strategy was designed 

to randomise, as much as possible, all variables except nationality. Laurent 

analysed the responses using four dimensionS3: 

Firstly, he investigated organisations as political systems. In order to explore 
this aspect of managers' understanding of organisations he clustered three 
items dealing with: the political role played by managers in society; their 
perception of power motivation within the organisation; and, an assessment 
of the degree to which organizational structures were clearly defined in the 

minds of the individuals questioned. He found that in those countries 
where managers reported a strong perception of their political role in 

society, they also emphasised the importance of power motivation within 
the organisation and reported a hazy notion of organisational structure. He 

noted, for instance, that British and Danish managers expressed a 
significantly lower political orientation than French and Italian managers, 
but a clearer notion of organisational structure. 

Secondly, he investigated organisations as authority systems. In order to 

explore this aspect of managers' understanding, he investigated three 

questions dealing with: the conception of hierarchical structure; the 

perception of authority crisis in organisations; and the image of the manager 
as a negotiator. French, Italian and Belgian managers reported a personal 
and social concept of authority that regulated relationships among 
individuals in organisations, whereas U. S., Swiss and German managers 
reported a more rational and instrumental view of authority that regulated 
interaction among tasks and functions. 

Thirdly, he investigated organisations as role-formalisation systems. In 

order to do this, he explored questions focused upon the relative importance 

of defining and specifying the functions and roles of organizational 
members. These questions stressed the values of clarity and efficiency, 
values that encouraged the implementation of such things as detailed job 
descriptions, well-defined functions, and precisely defined roles. Laurent 
discovered lower insistence on the need for role formalisation in Sweden, 
the U. S. and the Netherlands than in the remaining countries. 

Fourthly, he investigated organisations as hierarchical relationship systems. 
His investigations suggested sharp differences in attitudes towards 
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organisational relationships as one moved from Northern Europe and the 
United States, on the lower end of the scale, to the Latin countries of Europe 

on the higher end. He discovered that a desire to eliminate conflict from 

organisations was associated with the belief that a manager should know 

more than his subordinates, and that organisations should not be upset by 

such practices as bypassing or having to report to two bosses. From Laurent's 

research, matrix type organisational arrangements were culturally more 
appropriate in Sweden than in Italy. 

Laurent was keen to discover whether cultural differences in conceptions 
about the nature of management and organisations would persist within the 
potentially homogenising corporate culture of a single multinational 
company. In order to do this he analysed similarly-produced data from one 
U. S. multinational company with subsidiaries in France, Germany, and the 
U. K. The results clearly indicated the consistent and pervasive effects of 
national cultures in the the three countries involved. Laurent (1986, p. 95) 
observed: 

The overall research findings led to the conclusion that deep seated managerial assumptions 

are strongly shaped by national cultures and appear quite insensitive to the more transient 

culture of organisations. 

Laurent went on to investigate what he saw as a fundamental concern for 
international management: the conceptions managers held about what a 
manager was. Below (Laurent, 1986, p. 94) are the percentages of those 

managers polled who agreed with the question, 

It is important for a manager to have at hand precise answers to most of the questions that his 

subordinates may raise at work 

% Agree. No. of respondents: 
Japan 77 55 

U. K. 30 349 

W. Germany 40 161 

France 59 382 

U. S. A 13 138 
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In this way, Laurent demonstrated not only that management knowledge 

and practice were nationally determined, but that fundamental conceptions 
about the very nature of managerial work were culturally determined along 
national lines. Laurent concluded (1986, p. 97): 

Comparative research shows that managers from different national cultures hold different 

assumptions as to the nature of management and organization. These different sets of 

assumptions shape different value systems and get translated into different management and 

organisational practices which in turn reinforce the original assumptions. 

Such findings, if borne out, have serious implications both for the doing of 
cross-national managerial work, and for the study of it. If managers from 
different countries not only manage differently, but hold different 

preconceptions about the nature of organisations and of managerial work 
itself, then there may be significant potential for misunderstanding, conflict 
and difficulties. Rather than conjecture about the nature of these difficulties 
however, it makes good sense to investigate how managers from different 

national cultures actually work together. Only by doing this can we explore 
how such cultural differences make an impact within their work. 

Much of the work that has investigated the national cultural roots of 
management, has overlooked how managerial work is actually done in 
different national cultures. There is thus a need for further research into the 

nature of managerial work in particular countries (see Barsoux and 
Lawrence, 1990, for instance). Likewise, in the study of cross-national 
managerial work, there is a pressing need for research that explores 
managerial work with people from other national cultures. It makes sense, 
then, to move on from establishing differences in the national cultural roots 
of management, to explore how managers from differing national cultures 
actually work together. 

Cross-cultural managerial encounters: 

Recently there has been a good deal of work done on cross-cultural 
managerial work that deals with the difficulties of effecting organisational 
change, and on managing cultural differences within multinational 
organisations (Joynt and Warner, 1985, Evans et al. 1989). Some of this work 
has addressed the problems associated with cross-cultural business 
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interaction, but has done so in a way that overlooks how cultural differences 

are perceived and dealt with as part of managers' everyday work. That work 
that has attended to the issue of cross-cultural managerial practice has 
tended either to be anecdotal, or general in scope, highlighting such things 
as business protocol, face-saving and the misunderstandings that can arise in 
in cross-cultural business encounters. Among the few pieces of research that 
have investigated cross-national managerial activities the most notable is 
the work of Yamada (1989,1990), who examined in fine detail cross-cultural 
managerial meetings between Japanese and U. S. managers: 

The focus of Yamada's research was on culturally determined differences in 
topic management and turn distribution between American managers and 
Japanese managers. In order to assess the nature of the practices in inter- 

cultural settings, she first set about examining intracultural managerial 
practice among American managers, and among Japanese managers. 
Yamada explained the different ways of doing things in terms of their wider 
socio-cultural context (1990, p. 281): 

There are two important ethnographic differences between the American and Japanese 

business meetings which give each of the meetings a different tone. First, there is a 

qualitative difference in tone between the two intra-cultural conversations: the American 

conversation has a more fonnal, business-like tone, but the Japanese conversation has a more 

casual, personal tone. The qualitative difference is partially explainable through findings 

revealed in comparative studies of American versus Japanese decision-making (for example 
Ouchi, 1981) which report that a great majority of Japanese decision-making occurs 'behind- 

the scenes', using the jinZi system of approval. The Lingi system is a uniquely Japanese process 

of unanimous decision-making, where decision approval is made collectively by affixing one's 

seal to a widely circulated document. Thus, unlike the American decision making process 

which uses the meeting setting as the actual ground for the fielding of ideas and subsequent 
decision-making, the meeting setting in Japanese business meetings is only used to stage the 

formality of meeting occurrence, since participants at that point are already aware of the 

outcome of the decision-making processes. 

Yamada thus established a link between what is done in business settings 
such as meetings, and the wider national business culture. She then 
proceeded to analyse certain interactive features of intra-cultural managerial 
practice, in particular the turn-taking practices of Japanese and American 

managers. As Yamada (1990, p. 283) states: 
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