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Abstract

A qualitative exploration of how host Chinese staff make sense of their

intercultural experiencesin a Sino-foreign cooperative university
Hongbo Dong

This study is concerned with how host Chinese staff (HCS) make sense of their
intercultural experiences in a Sino-foreign cooperative university from a
sensemaking perspective. Specifically, the study qualitatively explores HCS’s
perceptions of and their responses to cultural differences.

The empirical findings show that: 1) HCS construct cultural differences from
three perspectives. personality traits, communication styles, and cultural values. 2)
HCS’s responses to cultural differences are identified as three types: fight-flight,
acceptance, and intercultural sensemaking which encompasses three concurrent
processes. learning, identity construction, and relationship building. In addition,
the findings also show the hindrances of intercultural sensemaking from the
perspective of HCS: lack of language proficiency, lower self-esteem, lack of
similarity, lack of availability, and perceived communication difficulties. 3) HCS’s
engagement in intercultural sensemaking can lead to the development of
intercultural competence in terms of awareness of the self and the other,
communicating across culture, acquiring cultural knowledge, intercultural

responsibility building, and positive attitudes.

A model of HCS’s intercultural interaction is developed based on the empirical
findings. It provides a holistic overview of HCS’s intercultural interaction, and
highlights the dynamic nature of sensemaking.

The findings give valuable insights and have practical implications for
multicultural organisations and individuals working or interested in working in

multicultural organisations, especially in the context of China



A gualitative exploration of how host Chinese staff make
sense of their intercultural experiencesin a Sino-foreign

cooper ative university

By

Hongbo Dong

In Partial Fulfilment of the Requirementsfor the Degree of

Doctoratein Education

AR
W Durham

University

School of Education

June 2014



Table of Contents

N 1S L SRS i
Tahle Of CONTENES.......oiiieiiieiee et i
LiSt OFf TADIES.....coeieeiie e Vi
LISt OF FIQUIES ...ttt nnee s Vi
ADDIEVIBLIONS ...t Vii
DECIAIBIION ...ttt Viii
Statement Of COPYTIGNE......cooueiiiieie e Viii
ACKNOWIBAGEMENL ...t iX
Chapter 1 INtrOQUCTION.......ccueiiiiiiiie ettt neee s 1
1.1 The context and development of the research topiC..........cccovceevieeiieeninnnn 1

1.2 DEfiNItioN Of TEIMS....c..viiiii e 10

1.3 Organisation Of the StUAY..........cceeiiiiiiiiiee e 12
Chapter 2 LItEralUINE FEVIBW .......eeiueieieeeiee sttt 15
2.1 The philosophical foundations of the study............cccceveeiiiinieinienienne 16

2.2 Various approaches to understanding Chinese communication............... 19
2.2.1 TheoretiCal DaSIS........ccoiuiiiiiiiiesie e 19

2.2.2 Some influential models of Chinese communication.................... 21

2.2.3 Limitations and implications of previous studies.............cc.ccceue.. 25

2.3 A sensemaking perspective on intercultural interaction...........cccccevee.... 29
2.3.1 Conceptualising SENSEMAKING .....c.veeveerreerieeiee e seee e 30

2.3.2 The applications of sensemaking and its limitations..................... 32

2.4 The influence of individual factorson sensemaking ..........cccoceeveennenne 41

2. 4.1 PerSONality.....ccieieiieiiie sttt 42

2.4.2 Intercultural COMPELENCE........cccueeieeeiieriee e 44

2.5 Some empirical research relevant to the study ...........cccceveeiiiiieeniene, 48

2.6 Conclusions and formulation of research qUESLIONS ..........ccccccveevieennneene. 51
Chapter 3 MethodolOgy .........cooeeiiieiiie e 58
3.1 Qualitative researCh SIrategy .........cooverveereeerie e 58

3.2 Methods of data COIECHION .........cceeeieiiiiiiii e 59

.3 TheTIElAWOTK. ... 64
3.3. 1 ACCESStOthe fIEld. ... 64



3.3.2The PIOt SUAY .....ceieieiieeieee e 65

3.3.3 Egablishing rapport and trust...........cooceeereiniienieesieeee e 68
3.3.4 SaMPliNG SIFALEQY ....eeeveerieeesiee et 69
3.3.5 Participant recruitment and profiles..........cccceveeneiiieniecseeee, 70
3.3.6 Formal interview proCeaUIES............covueerieeriieesieesiee e 70

3.4 Dataanalysis strategy and ProCedUIES ...........cocuvereeriieereeeneeeniee e 73
3.4.1 Transcription of the data..........ccceeveeniieiieeeee e 73
3.4.2The dataanalySIS SLIaeQY .......ccoeerveereieiie e 74
3.4.3 DataanalySiS ProCEAUIES..........cceeruierieeriee e 75
3.4.4 Bilingual data preSentation.............cueveeereenieesee e 79

S5 ELNICAl ISSUES .....eoniieiie ettt e 80
3.6 Validity and reliability .........cccoovieiieiiceee e 81
ST REFIEXIVITY ...ttt e 84
Chapter 4 Making sense of cultural differences..........cccceveeeevcie e, 88
4.1 Differences in PErSONAIITY .......cccveiiiiieeiieesie e 88
4.1.1 Personality traitS........cooeeiiueeiiieiie et 89
4.1.2 Other personality traitS.........cccviveeriieieierie e 103
4.1.3 CONCIUSIONS.....coiuvieiiiiiie ettt 104

4.2 Differences in communication StYles...........ccceveeiiiiiieniiesie e 106
A.2. 1 DIFECINESS......eeeeeeeeetieeeteeeesteeeeseeeensaeeesseeeessaeeessseeessaeeesnsaeeannees 106
A.2.2 INAIFECINESS ....eeceviee et ee e e e e e enneas 111
4.2.3 CONCIUSIONS......coiuviiiiiiiie sttt 112

4.3 DIfferences iN VAlUES. .........oouiiiieiieiieese e 112
4.3.1 Vaues in life/work habits and CUStOMS...........cccoceviieiniinnieeee. 113
4.3.2 Concern for personal SPACE........ccuovveerveereeeiee e 117
4.3.3 Communicating equally between superiors and subordinates..... 119
4.3.4 Work-oriented interpersonal relationships..........cccoveeveieenieeninens 122
4.3.5 CONCIUSIONS.....coiuiieiiieiiesiee sttt 126
Chapter 5 HCS’s responses to cultural differences........coccveevcveevceevcieecienens 130
5.1 Negative responses towards cultural differences and their causes ........ 131
5.1.1 The NegatiVe rESPONSES ......cccueeiieereeeieeseee st siee e 131
5.1.2The hiNdranCesS ........coooieiiiiiieieesee e 134
5.1.3 CONCIUSIONS.......ueiiiiiiiiece et 146

5.2 Intercultural sensemaking reSPONSE .........evvveerieeiiee e 147
5.2.1 A process of identity CONSIrUCTION .........cccueerveeiieriienee e 148



5.2.2 AProcess of 1€arNING ........cooceereiiiieiiieree e 156

5.2.3 A process of relationship building ...........cccooeriieniienieiiienee 167

5.2.4 CONCIUSIONS.......coiiiiiiiiiiiie ettt 171

5.3 The outcomes of intercultural sensemaking ..........ccocvveeerieeneesiieeninns 173
Chapter 6 CONCIUSIONS..........eiiiieiie ittt 180
6.1 SUMMAry Of the STUAY ........coiiiiiiieie e 180
6.2 A model of intercultural INtEraction ............coceeveeriinniierieeee e 185

6.3 Contributions and IMPlICALIONS..........ccoviiiieiieeie e 190
6.3.1 Theoretical CONtriDULIONS..........coiivieiiiiieee e 190

6.3.2 Methodological impliCations.............cccveveeiiie e 193

6.3.3 Practical ContribUtioNnS...........cccooiiiiiiiiiieee e 195

6.4 Personal refleCtiONS.........ccuviiiiiiiee e 197

6.5 Limitations of thiS StUAY ..........cooiiiiiiiiiiie e 198

6.6 Directions for further research...........ccv e 199
ConClUuSION 10 the SEUAY.........eeiiieiie e 201
Appendix 1: Pilot INterview GUIE..........cccveiiiiiieiiiesee e 202
Appendix 2: Pilot Interview Guide (ChiNESE)..........cceveerieeniienieeee e 205
Appendix 3: Participant Informed Consent FOrm...........coooevcveneeniinniecneeene 208
Appendix 4: Interviewee Bio-Data Form .........cccceviiiiiiiienicnceeeeee 209
Appendix 5: Information Sheet for Research Participants...........cccccevceeneenee. 211
AppendiX 6: INTErVIEW GUIE.........ccceeiieeiiieiie e 213
Appendix 7: Interview Guide (ChiNESE) .........ccooveriiieiiiiie e 216
Appendix 8: The Interview Schedule.............cooiiiiiiiii 219
Appendix 9: Sample Interview TranSCript .........occevveereeeieesieeree e 221
Appendix 10: NOAE SITUCLUIE. ........coeiiiie e 233
REFEIEINCES. ... 235



List of Tables

Table 2.1 Examples of Coping Strategies Identified by Host Chinese Students...51
Table 3.1 Phases of ThematiC ANalYSIS .......cccoveiiriienine s 75

Table 5.1 The Components of Intercultural Competence .........ccoevvverereenene 177

List of Figures

Figure 2.1 The Low-Context Communication (LCC) and High-Context
Communication (HCC) Frameworks ..........ccceveeereneseneseennen 21

Figure2.2  Cultural Sensemaking Model ..o 36

Figure 2.3 The Development of Intercultural Competence: A Transformational

vi



HCS

UNNC

ZWEG

UoN

MOE

WTO

HCNs

LCC

HCC

FFM

O factor

CIT

Abbreviations

The host Chinese staff
The University of Nottingham Ningbo, China
Zhejiang Wanli Education Group, China
The University of Nottingham, UK
The Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China
The World Trade Organisation

Host country nationals

Low-context communication

High-context communication

The Five Factor Model

Open to experience factor

The critical incident technique

vii



Declar ation

This EdD thesis is my own work and no part of the material offered in it has
previously been submitted for a degree in this or in any other university.

Statement of Copyright

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. No quotation from it should be
published without prior written consent and information derived from it should be
acknowledged.

viii



Acknowledgement

My greatest thanks go to my superiors at Zhejiang Wanli Education Group, China,
particularly Madam Xu Yafen and Mr. Ying Xiong. Without their spiritual and
financial support, | would not have been able to come to the UK for the study.

My great thanks go to my supervisor, Dr. Prue Holmes, for her encouraging and
ingpiring supervision. | am deeply touched by her great patience, invaluable
advice and encouragement, and her confidence in me throughout the journey.
Sincere thanks should also be given to my other supervisor, Professor Carl Bagley,

for providing much insightful advice on finalising the whole thesis.

| would like to express my deep appreciation for the support of the staff at UNNC
who voluntarily involved themselves in this thesis. In particular, | want to thank
Mr. Weigi Shen, Xiaodong Chen, and Wen Li, who made my fieldwork at UNNC

s0 smooth and efficient.

| would also like to thank my friends, who provided me with love, encouragement
and support. In particular, I want to thank Mr. Frank Sowerby, who taught me not
only English but British culture. | want to thank Mr. David Barnes for his
friendship and for proofreading the whole thesis.

Finally, I want to thank my family for their unconditional and consistent love and
support. Without their support, | could not focus on my work during such a long
sojourn in the UK.






Chapter 1 Introduction

This study is a qualitative exploration of how host Chinese staff (HCS) make
sense of their experiences of intercultural communication with their expatriate
counterparts in a Sino-foreign cooperative university. The focus of the study is on
their perceptions of and responses to cultural differences. To understand their
intercultural communicative behaviour in their intercultural encounters, | draw on
perspectives from intercultural communication, psychology, and organisational
management. Through this investigation, | am to provide insights into
intercultural communication in complex multicultural organisations, especially in
the context of China

In this opening chapter, | offer basic information on the thesis. Specifically, the
first section presents the development of the research topic by articulating the
context, both practical and theoretical, and the rationale and aims of the research.
Section 1.2 clarifies the main terms related to this study. In section 1.3, | outline
the structure of the thesis.

1.1 The context and development of the research topic

This section addresses the context and the formulation of the research topic in
combination with my own experiences. | first introduce the contextual
information relevant to this study, such as the status quo of the internationalization
of Chinese higher education and the research setting. Subsequently, | elaborate on
the formulation and development of the research topic, and present the purpose of

the research.

My interest in researching intercultural communication derived from my work
experience. In 2005, | was appointed to participate in the establishment of the
University of Nottingham Ningbo, China (UNNC). It was the first Sino-foreign
cooperative university, co-established by Zhejiang Wanli Education Group, China
(ZWEG) and the University of Nottingham, UK (UoN). It was conceived as an
English-medium university at the outset of cooperation. The UNNC students



would be awarded degrees by UoN, which means they would receive the same
degree certificates as their counterparts at UoN. The British partner is in charge of
education while the Chinese partner is responsible for logistical services and the
congtruction of infrastructure facilities.

My role there, as a representative of the Chinese partner, was to be in charge of
logistical services, such as student and staff accommodation, the canteen, and
infrastructure maintenance for UNNC, and the management of student affairs in
living areas. In order to meet the needs of UNNC, | had to communicate with the
representatives of the British partner from time to time. | always struggled to
understand accurately and respond properly to my colleagues from different
cultural backgrounds, although at that time | had more than ten years’ managerial
experience in several domestic organisations in China. | felt confident as an
administrator in these Chinese organisations but lacked confidence in such a
multicultural organisation. Some communicative principles taken for granted from
a Chinese perspective did not work in contact with people from other cultures. |
was frequently frustrated by my expatriate colleagues’ misunderstandings of my
efforts. It was the first time that | realized that the ways in which people from
different cultures behaved were different from my own, and perhaps those of the
Chinese, and intercultural communication was much more difficult than

intracultural communication in the workplace.

In effect, what puzzled me also puzzled the top leaders of UNNC’s Chinese
partner at that time. They realized that it was essential to improve the managers’
capabilities in intercultural communication, especially in a multicultural
organisation. Accordingly, they decided to support me to do research in the UK,
partly due to my potential and capability in management and partly to promote the
further development of the organisation. At the same time, the senior personnel of
the British partner also reached a similar conclusion. For example, Professor Yang
Fujia, then chancellor of UoN and president of UNNC, had this conversation in an
interview with Mei Zhiging, areporter from South Daily Newspaper, China

I B HUAE R BRI — BT 24 KA A, AR 0207 NI A5 2R 06 7 2 T
REFEA BE R 37— T 8 (1015 2
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EFAT %, (Md, 2010, p. A09)

Mr Mei: What do you, as current chancellor of a famous university in Europe and an
easterner, think about how to establish effective dial ogue between the West and East?

Mr Yang: It is essential to establish a mutual understanding of respective cultures. For
example, UNNC has been set up for more than five years, within which time, from
starting preparatory work to further construction, the most difficult problem has been
communication... Chinese culture has its strengths, and so does Western culture. We
should learn from each other. The purpose of learning is to promote mutual
understanding since many misunderstandings are caused by our failure to understand
each other. (Mei, 2010, p. A09)

Mr Yang indicated that (intercultural) communication is the most difficult thing to
achieve in the course of cooperation, and reciprocal learning is imperative since
most misunderstanding derives from a breakdown of understanding.

Bearing in mind my quandary at work and my commitment, | re-started my study
career a Durham University in 2009. During the first year, | read copious
literature relevant to intercultural communication, cross-cultural management, and
the internationalization of higher education. Consequently, my grand academic
tour in the first year made me believe that doing research in the field of
intercultural communication, especially in the context of the internationalization
of higher education in China, was appropriate and timely in the following ways.

First, the research is rooted in the macro context of the internationalization of
Chinese higher education, which is timely. Along with the rapid development of
the economy and the improvement of people’s living standards in China during
the past three decades, more and more Chinese parents seek high-quality higher
education for their children. However, many argue that the development of
Chinese higher education fails to keep up with the pace of economic advancement
and to meet the demands of citizens (e.g. Ennew & Yang, 2009; Hannum & Park,
2007; Huang, 2003). On the one hand, instead of entering domestic higher



education ingtitutions, Chinese students increasingly choose to study abroad in
spite of expensive tuition and maintenance fees. According to Huang (2003), the
total number of self-funding students going abroad was approximately 23,000
from 1978 to 1989, but reached 160,000 in 1999. After that, the number has
continued increasing every year, peaking at 374,500 in 2012, according to
statistics from the Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China (MOE)
(2013). On the other hand, the Chinese higher education market needs to be
integrated into that of the world with China’s accession to the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) as well as its consent to the General Agreement on Trade in
Services. According to WTO classification, education is one of the 12 major
service sectors (WTO, 2002) and thus needs to be gradually opened to WTO

member countries.

Accordingly, the Chinese government has been taking steps to introduce high
quality foreign education resources to cooperate with Chinese higher education
institutions (named “zhong wai he zuo ban xue” in Chinese). It can be divided into
two forms, cooperative programmes and joint institutions (dependent and
independent). The cooperative programmes and dependent joint institutions —
Chinese institutions in collaboration with foreign partners — are the most popular
in China in that they are only one part of Chinese higher education institutions,
and are not independent economic entities. According to Huang (2007), only two
joint programmes could lead to the award of qualifications from foreign
universities in 1995. Nevertheless, the number of these cooperative structures had
soared to 1775 by 2012 (MOE, 2013). In contrast with the increasing popularity
of the former two types of cooperation, the Chinese government prevented the
establishment of the third form (independent joint institutions) of cooperation
until 2003, when a significant regulation, Regulations of the People’s Republic of
China on Chinese-foreign Co-operation in Running Schools, came into effect.
Despite this, the Chinese government seemed to adopt a cautious attitude to this
kind of joint entity, at least in the first decade of the twenty-first century. As a
result of this, there were only two joint universities by the end of 2010: UNNC
and Xi’an Jiaotong Liverpool University. The Chinese government announced at
the outset of the implementation of the Regulation that this kind of entity was not



expected to develop further until the two universities had been fully evaluated
(Ennew & Yang, 2009).

However, this situation changed in 2010 when the “National Outline for Medium
and Long-term Education Reform and Development” was released by the Party’s
Central Committee and the State Council. Article 49 of the Ouitline clearly states
its intention of “introducing and promoting quality education resources....
enhancing a range of schools to develop a variety of international exchanges and
cooperation; running some sample Sino-foreign cooperation schools well and a
number of Sino-foreign cooperation programmes” (MOE, 2010; my translation).
This means that the Chinese government has regarded “zhong wai he zuo ban
Xue” as a significant step towards promoting the opening up of education, and
independent joint institutions have been encouraged by the Central Chinese
government. This new initiative resulted in the establishment of the third joint
university, named Shanghai New York University, in early 2011 (Jiang, 2011).
There are now five Sino-foreign joint universities taking students and another
three were approved by the Chinese government in 2012 (MOE, 2013).

The development of joint universities has received strong support from Chinese
governments in spite of the late start. Thus, this kind of joint entity will probably
become increasingly popular in China in the near future. Nevertheless, a
comparatively new type of joint university also entails the complexity of the
process of development, as mentioned previously. Likewise, this kind of
complexity was also realized by some scholars in the UK. For instance, in contrast
to the positive attitude of Chinese governments to Sino-foreign joint universities,
some British scholars held differing points of view on this development. The
British think tank Agora issued a report in 2007 (Fazackerley, 2007) named
“British universities in China: the reality beyond the rhetoric”, in which a range of
challenges such as legal and regulatory difficulties, cultural challenges and
operational management were presented. For British universities, setting up
overseas campuses was regarded as a strategic mistake, or a least a risk, by
professor Shattock of the London Institute of Education and David Pilsbury, chief

executive of the Worldwide Universities Network, in this report. Despite this,



increasing numbers of higher education institutions, especially in the developed
countries such as the UK, the US and Australia, are looking forward to
establishing overseas branch campuses. It is reported by the Times Higher
Education Supplement that “The number of branch campuses in world higher
education soared from 12 in 2002 to 164 in 2009, according to the Observatory on
Borderless Higher Education” (Morgan, 2011). It can be seen from the above
analysis that the development of this type of entity is still subject to several factors
such as legal and regulatory difficulties, cultural challenges and operational
management in spite of the support from the Chinese government. It is thus timely

to anchor the current study in this comparatively new realm.

A second reason for the timeliness of the present study is that the research setting
is UNNC. UNNC, as the first Sino-foreign joint university, has received great
attention while challenges faced in the course of cooperating and running it cannot
be overlooked, such as policy barriers and managerial issues (Ennew & Yang,
2009). So far, studies of UNNC have mainly been concerned with the way in
which it is operated, its teaching and learning strategy, the potential channels for
financing the joint venture, and so forth. For example, Ennew and Yang (2009)
discuss the challenges faced by UNNC in the course of development and
operation within the context of the internationalization of higher education
worldwide and the further opening to the world of Chinese higher education. A
dissertation by Chen (2005) focuses on whether and how Chinese learners adjust
their learning strategies under the British education system in China. Jin (2008)
explores financing channels for Sino-foreign cooperation universities drawing on
the experience of UNNC. However, as yet, no research has focused on
intercultural communication between the staff from different cultures at UNNC,
despite intercultural communication issues being perceived as one of the greatest
obstacles to cooperation by the top leaders of both UNNC partners. My own

experience supportsthis.

Indeed, the challenges of intercultural communication from the perspective of the
staff at UNNC are various, partly owing to the complexity of the composition of
the staff. The staff at UNNC can be roughly divided into two groups: expatriates



(non-Chinese) and HCS, approximately in the proportion of 200:150, according to
data for the end of 2011. In terms of the former, some expatriates appointed by
UoN are put in key academic and managerial positions, such as the Provost and
Deans of Faculty, while the majority of the expatriates, who are recruited
according to the UoN worldwide standard, fill the teaching and research positions.
This cluster of staff are from more than 40 countries and regions but most of them
are from commonwesalth countries, particularly the UK, owing to the British
background of UoN and the use of English as the official language. As for HCS at
UNNC, most of them play a role in administrative and supportive work to
maintain the normal operation of the university. Some of them are in charge of
key administrative work, such as the Registrar, and the Directors of the human
resources office, admissions office, and student affairs office. Chinese personnel
have been recruited to these positions because they must maintain contact with the
local government departments and residents, as well as provide services for the
expatriates based on local resources. A number of them, having obtained overseas
doctoral degrees or having had similar experiences in overseas higher education
institutions, are recruited into teaching positions. Because of the nature of UNNC,
HCS are required to have strong oral and written English communication sKills,
and hence those who have studied or worked abroad have greater opportunities to
join UNNC. It can be seen from the above that the staff at UNNC originate from
various countries with various work, language and cultural backgrounds; they
have to speak English as a lingua franca on campus wherever they are from and
whatever native language they speak. The diversity of this workforce inevitably
means that intercultural communication issues emerge frequently. Given the
intercultural and language diversity and the complexity of UNNC, a study of the
intercultural communicative experiences of its staff from culturally different

backgrounds is both important and timely.

Thirdly, the focus of this study on HCS, rather than the expatriates at UNNC, is
also pragmatic and timely. Initialy, | began with a focus on the expatriates rather
than HCS since the literature in the field of intercultural communication was
dominated by an emphasis on sojourners. As a naive researcher, | naturally took
this focus for granted until the summer of 2010, when | was back in China and



discussed my project with a colleague at UNNC. After listening to my description
of the project, he asked me why | was not researching HCS’s intercultural
experiences, because he believed that their experiences were likewise worthy of
exploration. Indeed, in terms of HCS, athough the location of the campus is in
China, the work environment is different from that of traditional Chinese
universities: English is the official language rather than Chinese, the educational
system follows the British one, and most of their superiors are expatriates. Hence,
at least in the context of UNNC, they possibly felt much more like “sojourners”
than the expatriates. Furthermore, within such a multicultural and comparatively
new environment, it is not hard to imagine that HCS could face great challenges,
especially in communicating with people from more than 40 countries. Their
intercultural experiences are thus worth exploration in that they may enlighten

others who may become involved in asimilar environment.

Inspired by his suggestion, | revisited the relevant literature and confirmed my
colleague’s hunch. Academically, within the field of intercultural studies, the main
concern of Chinese researchers exploring intercultural communication is different
from that of foreign researchers. the former are mainly concerned with
cross-cultural pragmatics, which “takes intercultural communication as its context
and tries to make cultural comparisons of different language interactions in
different cultural contexts’, while the latter focus more attention on intercultural
adaptation and intercultural training (Hu & Fan, 2011, p. 9). Furthermore, in the
vast majority of these studies abroad, most attention has been pad to the
experiences of sojourners, such as the dynamics of intercultural adaptation,
culture shock and so forth. The impact on host country nationals’ (HCNs) attitudes
and behaviours of intercultural contact has been largely neglected. Indeed, in the
little research on HCNS’ intercultural contact, some researchers’ work indicates
that HCNs play an integral role in the quality and frequency of intercultural
contact (e.g. Dunne, 2008; Toh, 2003; Varma, Pichler, Budhwar, & Biswas, 2009;
Wang, 2010Db). In practical terms, it was much easier for me to access HCS since |
knew some of them, which was particularly important in recruiting participants
and establishing rapport and trust with them in the data collection stage in the
context of China | discuss this in more detail in the methodology chapter.



Furthermore, | intended to explore their intercultural communication in depth, so
sharing a common language (Mandarin Chinese) was beneficial: to me as it
enabled me to understand their meaning; and to my participants in expressing
themselves in a sophisticated way. Consequently, in 2010, | shifted the research
focus from the expatriates to HCS.

Finally, having decided on the research subjects and the location, the last thing |
needed to do was to determine the perspective and scope of my research. My
intention was to reveal as many details as possible about how HCS make sense of
and cope with cultural differences in their intercultural encounters. | gradually
realised that my research interest was related to a significant concept in the
exploration of organisational communication (Murphy, 2001; Weick, Sutcliffe, &
Obstfeld, 2005): sensemaking, which is about how “people organise to make
sense of equivocal inputs and enact this sense back into the world more orderly”
(Weick, et a., 2005, p. 410). The research on sensemaking is well developed in
the field of management in monocultural organisations, but it is lacking in the
context of intercultural encounters, and especially in the context of China.
Furthermore, most of the research on sensemaking in organisations tends to be at
the organisational rather than the interpersonal level. Thus, the research subjects
of sensemaking are usually managers, by contrast, in my study, most of the
research subjects are ordinary staff at UNNC, e.g. administrators, librarians and
technicians. As such, my research aims to make a theoretical contribution by
exploring sensemaking theories in intercultural contexts, and by providing new

empirical evidence of sensemaking from the perspective of HCS.

In an organisational setting, people apply sensemaking as a result of differences
between their perception of the current state of the world and their expectations,
or when they have no obvious way to engage with others (Weick, et al., 2005).
Louis (1980) further identifies three types of differences which could trigger
sensemaking in organisational settings. These are change (an objective difference
in a major feature between new and old settings), contrast (subjective perceptions
of difference between new and old settings), and surprise (a difference between an

individual’s anticipations and subsequent experiences in the new setting). In



intercultural encounters, the surprise resulting from cultural differences tends to
be the most apparent and hardest to overcome. Therefore, in this study | focus my
attention on how people cope with cultural differences.

With these reasons in mind, | adopted an alternative approach to researching
intercultural communication among staff in a multicultural environment by
drawing on sensemaking theory to explore HCS’s experiences of intercultural
communication in a specific higher education institution in China. It is hoped that
this study may contribute to a better understanding of HCS’s intercultural
communicative behaviour in intercultural encounters. Moreover, it is hoped that it
will provide practical insights for both managers and other individuals in
intercultural organisations.

1.2 Definition of terms

Having presented the research context and the development of the research topic, |
now describe the key concepts involved in this research.

Culture

To define culture is a difficult task because it is a large and inclusive concept, and
thus there exist over 500 definitions (Varner & Beamer, 2011). Nevertheless, it is
important to define culture as | understand it vis-a-vis the research | am
undertaking here. This study adopts Stead’s (2004) definition: a social system of
shared symbols, meaning, perspective, and social actions that are mutually
negotiated by people in their relationships with others (p. 392). Underlying this
definition is the social constructionist view of culture, which “focuses more on the
relationships between people and their co-construction of culture in a changing
environment” (Stead, 2004, p. 393).

Communication and intercultural communication

The term “communication” is defined as “the imparting or exchanging of
information by speaking, writing, or using some other medium” (Oxford online
dictionary, 2012), which means that people can impart or exchange information by
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interpersonal contact or some mass medium such as TV or the Internet. To provide
a working definition, communication here refers to inter-personal processes of
exchanging information, since the word “exchange” highlights the interactive
nature of communication. Intercultural communication thus involves interpersonal

communication between individuals from different cultural backgrounds,

In addition, when the concept of intercultural communication was first introduced
in China, there were five or six translations matching the concept of
communication, e.g. jiao ji (XZFx; to contact), jiao liu (327it; to exchange), gou
tong (43 to connect), chuan bo (14 #%; to disseminate) (Hu, 2010). Nowadays,
two versions, kuawenhua jiaoji (% S 4tACFr) and kuawenhua chuanbo (%5 31k
{&4%), are interchangeably matched with the term “intercultural communication’.
Jiao ji and chuan bo have dslightly different meanings (Xinhua Online Dictionary,
2013). The former refersto interpersonal contact and socialization, while the latter
means the transfer of information through interpersonal or communication tools.
Accordingly, the former is usually adopted by those researchers who have foreign
language backgrounds, while the latter is adopted by media researchers (Hu,
2010). However, Gao and Ting-Toomey (1998) embrace Yan’s (1987) viewpoint
that the Chinese phrase “gou tong” reaches the essence of human communication,
and it emphasizes the interactive nature of communication. In addition, the notion
of gou tong pardlels a view of communication as “the process by which we
understand others and in turn endeavour to be understood by them. It is dynamic,
constantly changing and shifting in response to the total situation” (Littlegjohn,
1992, p. 7; cited in Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998, p. 5). Additionally, communication
in the field of Chinese cross-cultural management is mostly translated as “gou
tong” on the Internet. Thus, this study adopts “gou tong” and ‘“kuawenhua
goutong” to correspond to the Western terms “‘communication” and “intercultural
communication” respectively. The confusion surrounding the term “intercultural
communication” to some extent illustrates the complexity and immaturity of

intercultural communication in the field of Chinese intercultural communication.

Sensemaking and (inter)cultural sensemaking
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Sensemaking refers to the processes through which individuals make sense of the
unknown so as to act on it (Weick, 1995; Weick, et al., 2005). Cultural
sensemaking refers to the process by which people make sense of culturaly
different behaviour in order to respond to it (Osland & Bird, 2000). In the
sensemaking literature, the terms cultural sensemaking and intercultural
sensemaking are used interchangeably (e.g. Odand, Bird, & Gundersen, 2007). In
analysing the data for this study, | adopt the term intercultural sensemaking, since
it highlights the intercultural feature of the context in which sensemaking takes
place. Further explanation of the above two concepts will be provided in chapter

two.
Chinese and foreigner

The word ‘Chinese’ usually generalises all the people with Chinese ethnic heritage
including Chinese from the People’s Republic of China or mainland China,
Taiwanese, Hongkongese, Singaporean Chinese, etc., and even Malaysian Chinese
in research by some western scholars (e.g. Hofstede, 1980; Holmes, 2000). In fact,
the Chinese from outside mainland China have been isolated from one another for
a long time owing to political factors, and therefore they have diverged from one
another, although they share much cultural heritage such as Confucianism and
Daoism (Taoism). For example, people from Taiwan and Hong Kong identify
themselves as Taiwanese and Hongkongese rather than Chinese. To avoid
confusion and ambiguity, in this study Chinese refers in particular to the Chinese
people of mainland China. In contrast, the expatriates, who are not from mainland
China, are usually called foreigners, lao wai (:2%b; an informa name for a

foreigner), and foreign teachers by HCS at UNNC.

1.3 Organisation of the study

In this chapter, | introduced the context and development of the research topic,
and stated the research aims in section 1.1. | aso clarified the main terms adopted
in this study in section 1.2. | now conclude this chapter with an overview of the
organisation of this study.
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Following this introductory chapter, chapter two provides the theoretical
background to the present study. In section 2.1, | identify my social constructionist
approach to the current research. Section 2.2 briefly reviews some models related
to Chinese intercultural communication through mainstream approaches and
discusses their limitations. Section 2.3 introduces the analytical framework of this
study: sensemaking and its applications. In section 2.4, | discuss the possible
influence of individual factors on sensemaking with respect to personality and
intercultural competence. Section 2.5 reviews some empirical studies relevant to
the current study. The chapter finishes by setting out the research questions, based
on the conclusions of the above discussion.

In chapter three | discuss the methodology used in this study. | first explain the
gualitative research strategy (section 3.1) and data collection methods (section
3.2). In section 3.3, | describe the fieldwork procedures. Section 3.4 covers the
data analysis strategy and procedures. Sections 3.5, 3.6 and 3.7 discuss ethical
issues, validity and reliability, and reflexivity, respectively.

Chapter four presents the empirical findings related to research question one,
which deals with the participants’ interpretation of cultural differences between
themselves and the expatriates. The purpose of this chapter is to make sense of
cultural differences noticed by the interpreters (in this study, the HCS). The
findings deal with personality (section 4.1), communication styles (section 4.2)
and cultural values (section 4.3). The analysis in this chapter proposes plausible
causes for the strategies the participants adopt in consequent interactions with the
expatriates.

Chapter five answers the remaining three research questions by identifying
patterns in the ways the participants react to cultural differences, exploring the
possible reasons behind negative reactions (section 5.1), and seeking an in-depth
understanding of the processes of intercultural sensemaking (section 5.2).
Subsequently, | discuss the outcomes of intercultural sensemaking by drawing on
the transformational model of the development of intercultural competence
developed by Glaser, et al. (2007).
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Chapter six is the conclusion of this thesis. In this final chapter, | first provide a
summary of the research findings (section 6.1), and then offer a model of HCS’s
intercultural interaction from the perspective of sensemaking (section 6.2).
Subsequently, | outline the theoretical, methodological and practical contributions
and implications of this study (section 6.3). Afterwards, | discuss my personal
reflections on the research journey | have taken (section 6.4). Finaly, | highlight
the limitations of this study (section 6.5) and thus offer some directions for further

research (section 6.6).
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Chapter 2 Literaturereview

As gtated in the opening chapter, in this study | aim to explore the host Chinese
staff’s (HCS) experiences of intercultural communication with their expatriate
counterparts in the context of a specific higher education ingtitution in China. In
order to understand the process of their intercultural interaction, | apply a social
constructionist approach to the research aims. Identifying a particular approach is
essential to the research since it guides the whole research process. The literature
on social constructionism is reviewed in the first section of this chapter.
Subsequently, | discuss some influential studies related to Chinese communication
in order to establish what is known in the extant literature and refine the focus of
attention of this study. After that, | elaborate on Weick’s (1995) sensemaking
theory and its application in intercultural studies in order to draw on an analytical
framework for this study. | then discuss the possible individual factors affecting
sensemaking by looking at two aspects, personality and intercultural competence.
Finally, | present some empirical studies in intercultural communication in China

in order to reach the conclusions and the formulation of the research questions.

Thus, this chapter starts with a brief review of the key aspects of a social
constructionist approach to intercultural communication, in combination with
some concepts derived from traditional Chinese philosophy, in section 2.1.
Section 2.2 discusses some influential studies about Chinese communication in
mainstream intercultural studies. Section 2.3 elaborates on the analytical
framework for this study: cultural sensemaking. Sections 2.4 illustrates factors
influencing the process of cultural sensemaking. Section 2.5 reviews some
empirical research in the context of China. Lastly, the conclusions and
implications for further research are synthesized and the research questions of this
study are presented (section 2.6).
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2.1 The philosophical foundations of the study

In this first section, | clarify my philosophical stance in undertaking the current
study: social constructionism, in association with traditional Chinese philosophy.
Thus, | discuss the key aspects of social constructionism and some useful
concepts derived from traditional Chinese wisdom.

Social constructionism, defined by Rubin and Rubin (2012) as interpretive
constructionism, refers to a philosophy of how ordinary people come to define
reality in their everyday life, and thus how they acquire and use knowledge to
guide their behaviour (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). That is what | aim to explore
in my study: how HCS use their socially constructed redlity to guide their
communicative behaviour with their expatriate counterparts a UNNC.
According to Berger and Luckmann (1966), the reality of everyday life is
constructed, rather than existing independently of observers, through individuals
and groups interacting together in a social system. Thus it is socially constructed.
Berger and Luckmann contend that all knowledge is derived and maintained in the
course of human beings’ interactions with one another within society. Thus, they
argue that the most important kind of social interaction is face-to-face
communication with other people, and socially constructed redlity is reproduced
through ongoing reciprocal fluid flexible interactions. This implies that language
is central, as it serves as the dominant carrier of categories and meanings and the
medium providing much of the raw material for activity (Cromby & Nightingale,
1999). Similarly, language is seen as a pre-condition for thought, since "the way a
person thinks, the very categories and concepts that provide a framework of
meaning for them, are provided by the language that they use" (Burr, 2003, p. 8).
Therefore, HCS’s experiences of intercultural communication become the main
source of knowledge in this study.

Accordingly, a social constructionist enquiry focuses on "the social practices
engaged in by people, and their interactions with each other" (Burr, 2003, p. 9). It
is concerned with "the construction of relationships, the process of such
interaction, and their meaning-making” rather than the nature of things (Stead,
2004, p. 391). Social constructionism also considers knowledge and social action
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together, since people's different constructions of the world bring about different
kinds of action (Burr, 2003). In addition, from a social constructionist perspective,
al forms of knowledge are historically and culturally specific (Burr, 2003). A
social constructionist "locates meaning in an understanding of how ideas and
attitudes are developed over time within a social community context (Zimmerman
& Dickerson, 1996, p. 80). Thus, in undertaking this study and being guided by
social constructionism, | should pay attention to how HCS make meaning through
the processes of interaction, the behaviour that is guided by this constructed
knowledge, the nature of the relationships HCS have with their expatriate
colleagues as a result of this constructed knowledge, and the social context in
which intercultural interaction happens.

In addition to the inspiration of social constructionism, | also draw on some
researchers’ work derived from Asian philosophy, which is closely related to the
current study. For example, Miike (2003; 2007; 2010) advocates putting Asian
values and ideals at the centre in investigating Asian intercultural phenomena; he
labels his approach an Asiancentric one. He further summarizes three central
concepts underlying Asian worldviews: relationality, the circularity of life and
death, and harmony. Relationality and circularity assume that "everyone and
everything are interrelated across space and time" (Miike, 2003, p. 252). This
ontological assumption leads to arelational epistemological assumption: everyone
and everything become meaningful in relation to others (Miike, 2003, p. 253), and
this relationality is socially constructed through communication. This
epistemological assumption parallels the social constructionist one stated above. A
number of scholars (e.g. Chen & Starosta, 2003; Deardorff, 2009; Fang & Faure,
2011; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998) have referred to Miike’s notion of relationality
in the field of intercultural communication. The notion is also applied in numerous
empirical studies (e.g. Chen, 2010; Holmes, 2005; Holmes & O'Neill, 2005, 2012).
All these studies have enhanced the importance of Miike’s work.

In addition to relationality and circularity, harmony is another important concept
in Chinese communication. Harmony is considered the ultimate good in two

traditional Chinese philosophies: Confucianism and Taoism (Miike, 2003).
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Guo-Ming Chen has done a series of studies investigating the role of harmony in
Chinese communication. For example, Chen (2008) proposes a harmony theory of
Chinese communication. In interpersonal interaction, he points out that harmony
is the ultimate goal Chinese people pursue and it can be achieved by appropriate
application of guan xi (the relationship between two parties), mian z (reputation,
self-esteem, or face gained from the respect of other persons in interactions), and
power (the control of resources valued by other parties) (Chen, 2008, pp.
221-228). The importance of harmony in Chinese interpersonal communication
has also been identified by numerous other studies (e.g. Chang & Holt, 1993;
Chang, Holt, & Lin, 2004; Chen, 2002; Holmes, 2008; Hwang, 2004; Jia, 2001;
Kirkbride, Tang, & Westwood, 1991; Wei & Li, 2013). For example, Jia (2001)
explores harmony from the perspective of mian z; Hwang (2004) proposes a
conflict management model by integrating the concept of main z and guan xi on
the basis of harmony; Chang and Holt (1993) show that harmony can be enhanced
by an appropriate execution of guan xi; Chang, Holt and Lin (2004) connect the
harmonious guan xi to the concept of yuan (destined relations). These studies
highlight the importance of Chinese traditional worldviews in understanding

Chinese communicative behaviour.

However, Miike's (2003; 2007; 2010) Asiacentric and Chen's (2008)
“Chinacentric” approaches, like US- or Eurocentric approaches, to intercultural
communication have also met challenges and questions (e.g. Chen, 2004; Kuo &
Chew, 2009). They risk essentialising the behaviour of people from a particular
geographical world location, and hence fall victim to the ethnocentric
epistemological bias they seek to address. Nevertheless, the above-mentioned
concepts are helpful in understanding HCS's communicative behaviour in
intercultural encounters as they reflect Chinese values and worldviews in general.
Therefore, these concepts, in association with the social constructionist approach,
encompass the backdrop for this study.

In summary, the social constructionist framework guides me to explore HCS’s
intercultural experiences by focusing on the context, interpersonal relations, and

HCS's intercultural communication in the processes of interpersonal interaction
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with their non-Chinese counterparts. In addition, attention will be paid to those
communication concepts related to Chinese traditional philosophy. Having
clarified my social constructionist stance, | next examine some key approaches to
understanding Chinese communication. In particular, some key concepts and
strategies that Chinese people are likely to employ in their communication with
others will be discussed.

2.2 Various approaches to understanding Chinese
communication

In the preceding section, | have clarified my social constructionist stance to
explore HCS’s intercultural experiences at UNNC. However, in the fields of
cross-cultural management and intercultural communication, the mainstream
perspectives are dominated by positivists and postpositivists. Thus, in order to
help to understand HCS’s intercultural experiences, this section illustrates some
influential models related to Chinese (intercultural) communication, including the

theoretical basis underlying these models and their limitations.
2.2.1 Theoretical basis

In the field of intercultural communication, different understandings of culture
and cultural differences lead to different research camps. The dominant
understanding of culture is essentialist: “it treats culture as something people
have or to which they belong” (Piller, 2011, p. 15; original boldface).
Essentialism believes that culture is static, homogeneous, and able to be
objectively described and measured (Bjerregaard, Lauring, & Klitmeller, 2009).
Under this understanding, the notion of culture is equivalent to national culture,
and cultural differences are perceived as sources of conflict, friction or
miscommunication (Sederberg & Holden, 2002). Thus, the focus of intercultural
communication research under this assumption is on the communicative
characteristics of different countries. In this camp, Edward T. Hall's high- and
low-context communication theory and Geert Hofstede's hypothesis of value
orientations have had worldwide influence in the development of intercultural

research.
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As a pioneer of intercultural communication research, Edward T. Hall
distinguished between national cultures with an emphasis on the close relationship
between culture and communication. From his viewpoint, “Culture is
communication and communication is culture” (Hall, 1959, p. 186). Therefore, he
claimed that national culture and human interaction differed on a continuum that
ranged from high to low context, based on differences in modes of communicating
messages (Hall, 1976). Specifically, people from high-context cultures prefer to
use more contextual resources and fewer verbal messages to convey meaning. In
contrast, people in low-context cultures tend to pay more attention to verbal
explicitness instead of contextual resources. Hall’s model concerns the rules
around information exchange and the degree to which information is explicit.
Therefore, his model underpins an assumption that the more one learns of another
culture, the closer one comes to understanding the messages. Many scholars (e.g.
Bjerregaard, et al., 2009; Prasad, 2003) argue that this perspective puts emphasis
on the cognitive dimension of intercultural understanding, but ignores politics-

and power-related issues in intercultural communicative encounters.

In addition to Hall's high-low culture, Hofstede’s (1980, 1991) work on the four
dimensions of national cultures is closely related and much cited in intercultural
studies. He later added a fifth dimension, long-term/short-term orientation, based
on Michael Harris Bond and his colleagues’ study of a Chinese value survey
(Hofstede & Bond, 1988). The five dimensions are power distance,
individualism/collectivism, masculine/feminine, uncertainty avoidance, and
long-short-orientation (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2005). Like Hall's context
theory, Hofstede's cultural value model has also been heavily criticised in recent
years by many scholars from different perspectives, such as in terms of
methodology, management, and philosophy (e.g. Fang, 2005-2006; Holden, 2002;
McSweeney, 2002; Piller, 2011; Schwartz, 1994).

Despite their limitations, the above two models have been highly influential in the
field of intercultural communication research (Guo, 2007). For example,
according to the above two frameworks, Chinese culture falls towards the
high-context end (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2005), and has. 1) a relatively high
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power distance; 2) a tendency toward collectivism; 3) a tendency toward
masculinity; 4 ) a low level of uncertainty avoidance; and 5) a strong long-term
orientation (Hofstede, et al., 2005). So far, the vast mgjority of studies relevant to
Chinese intercultural communication use these two frameworks, as is exemplified
in the following subsection.

2.2.2 Some influential models of Chinese communication

Using the above-mentioned frameworks, a number of researchers have developed
taxonomies of characteristics of intercultural communication in diverse cultures.
This subsection illustrates two models for looking at the ways in which Chinese
people (and people from other cultures) may communicate with others.

Ting-Toomey (1999) illustrates some characteristics of Hall’s (1976) high-low
context communication (see Figure 2.1 below), in combination with Hofstede’s
(1980, 1991) dimensions of individualism/collectivism, power distance, and
long/short-term orientation. According to their work, China is located on the far
right of the continuum of high-context communication.

LCC characteristics _ _ HCC characteristics

Individualistic values Group-oriented values

Self-face concern Mutual-face concern

Linear logic Spiral logic

Direct style Indirect style

Person-oriented style Status-oriented style

Self-enhancement style Self-effacement style

Speaker-oriented style Listener-oriented style

Verbal-based understanding Context-based understanding
__LCC examples HCC examples
~ Germany United States Saudi Arabia Japan

Switzerland Canada Kuwait China

Denmark Australia Mexico South Korea

Sweden United Kingdom Nigeria Vietnam

Figure 2.1 The Low-Context Communication (LCC) and High-Context
Communication (HCC) Frameworks (Ting-Toomey, 1999, p. 101)

Generally, low- and high-context communication is closely related to
individualistic/collectivistic values. According to Hofstede (1980, 1991),
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individualism values the importance of individual identity above group identity,
individual rights above group rights, and individual needs above group needs. In
contragt, collectivism values the importance of the “we” identity above the “I1”
identity, group rights above individual rights, and in-group needs above individual
wants and desires. Individualism promotes self-efficiency, individual
responsibility, and personal autonomy, while collectivism promotes relational
interdependence, in-group harmony, and in-group collaborative spirit.

The notion of face is important in the field of intercultural communication since it
can explain communicative behaviour in some ways. Face represents “one’s
dignity, self-respect, and prestige” (Hofstede & Bond, 1988, p. 8). People from
individualistic cultures are more likely to protect their own face, while people
from collectivistic cultures tend to protect the other’s face (Ting-Toomey &
Kurogi, 1998).

The differences between the linear and spiral logic persuasion mode are closely
related to the direct/indirect communication mode and verbal-based/context-based
understanding. People with a linear logic prefer to use a direct communication
mode. In this mode, the meaning is revealed in the speaker's verbal expression.
Speakers tend to say "no" or "yes' directly to express their own opinions in order
to get to the point straight away. In other words, the speaker's real meaning is
expressed through words. In contrast, people favouring the spiral mode persuasion
style tend to use an indirect communication mode, making use of context-based
understanding such as body language, changing the topic, or maintaining silence.
When making a request or complaint, they are likely to talk “around and around
the point, in effect putting all the pieces in place except the crucial one” (Hall,
1976, p. 113), or “beat around the bush” and subtly drop the point. In this mode of
communication, the listener is expected to pick up the speaker's real meaning
concealed in the context.

Apart from what has been discussed above, the contrast between low- and
high-context communication can be seen in some other respects, such as
person-oriented style versus status-oriented style, self-enhancement style versus

self-effacement style, and speaker-oriented style versus listener-oriented syle.
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Status-oriented communication pays more attention to relative social status and
the appropriateness of behaviour in the interaction. Self-effacement syle
emphasizes “humbling oneself via verbal restraints, hesitations, modest talk, and
the use of self-deprecation concerning one’s effort or performance” (Ting-Toomey,
1999, p. 107). These two communication styles, together with a listener-oriented
style are encouraged by Confucian doctrine, emphasizing social order,
hierarchical respect and collective face-saving.

Under the Confucian doctrine, the ways in which people communicate depend on
their social status. For example, in front of elders or superiors, youngsters or
subordinates need to talk modestly and listen to them on public occasions. By
doing this, high power distance is also manifested. In addition, showing off is not
encouraged, especially for youngsters. Modesty is regarded as a virtue in Chinese
tradition. In contrast, person-oriented communicators value respecting unique
personal identities. The self-enhancement style emphasizes “the importance of
boasting about one’s accomplishments and abilities” (Ting-Toomey, 1999, p. 107).
The speaker-oriented style also encourages people to express their own ideas
verbally. In other words, these communication styles attempt to stress the

importance of an individual rather than a group.

Ting-Toomey’s (1999) framework illustrates different communication styles
related to different cultural values. This cross-culture approach has been widely
applied in intercultural studies (Guo, 2007). Following the same approach, a
number of researchers have conducted influential research on Chinese
communicative behaviour (e.g. Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; Gao, Ting-Toomey, &
Gudykunst, 1996). For example, considering traditional Chinese culture, Gao and
Ting-Toomey (1998, p. 19) contend that “the Chinese conception of self is
relational, other oriented, and influenced by complex hierarchy and role
relationship”. Meanwhile, the position one occupies and the role one plays guides
the way for Chinese to perceive themselves in relation to others and how they
engage in communication with others. As a result, “the primary functions of
communication in Chinese culture are to maintain existing relationships among

individuals, to reinforce role and status differences, and preserve harmony within
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the group” (p. 6). Consequently, talk is usually associated with negative
consequences and real meaning is usually therefore implied through the use of
very few words in Chinese culture. Given this conceptual framework and these
premises, they put forward five major characteristics of Chinese communication:

1. Han xu (F%&; “Implicit communication”): refers to a mode of communication
(both verbal and nonverbal) contained, reserved, implicit, and indirect. “To be han xu,

one does not spell out everything but leaves the “unspoken” to the listeners” (p. 37).

2. Ting hua (Wrif; “Listening-centeredness”): meaning to listen to talk. Focus on
listening becomes ““a predominant mode of communication” in Chinese culture in that “a
spoken ‘voice’ is equated with seniority, authority, age, experience, knowledge, and
expertise” (p. 42).

3. Ke g (%A Politeness): “a thoughtful, mannerly, pleasant, and civil fashion to

communicate with peoplée” (p. 45).

4. Zijiren (HCA; insiders): afocus on insiders, which means that the ways Chinese
communicate differentiate insiders from outsiders. Chinese are inclined to communicate
explicitly with someone they know (insiders), implicitly and even rarely with those who

are perceived as outsiders.

5. Facedirected. The concern for face permeates many aspects of Chinese

communi cation.

As a result of the above five key aspects of Chinese communication, Gao and
Ting-Toomey (1998) claim that there are at least eight areas of communication
divergence between Chinese and North Americans: (a) the importance of what is
not said versus what is said, (b) the use of we versus I, (c) polite versus impolite
talk, (d) indirect versus direct talk, (e) hesitant versus assertive speech, (f)
self-effacing versus self-enhancing tak, (g) private versus public personal
guestions, and (h) reticent versus expressive speech.

It can be seen that some of the five characteristics of Chinese communication
overlap with Ting-Toomey’s (1999) HCC framework. For instance, han xu implies
indirectness, and ting hua means a listener-oriented style in HCC. Gao and
Ting-Toomey (1998) try to use words from Chinese to illustrate Chinese
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communication styles.
2.2.3 Limitations and implications of previous studies

The above studies are useful in providing explanations for many behavioural
differences between Chinese and people from different cultures. Some of the
differences are clearly manifested in my data. However, the limitations are also
apparent, especially when applying these dimensions for understanding individual
Chinese behaviours, as these dimensions are too broad, and individuals’
behaviours are affected by various factors. First, the above works treat culture as
separate from social context and time, which might be appropriate in a
pre-globalization and pre-Internet society, but not necessarily in a new social
environment of globalization with “borderless and wireless cultural learning,
knowledge transfer, and synchronized information sharing” (Fang, 2010, p. 166).

With respect to this study, the social backgrounds of HCS at UNNC and
contemporary Chinese society itself are very complex, partly owing to the huge
imbalance in development between different regions in China and the great
changes which have happened in the past three decades. In eastern coastal areas of
China, such as Ningbo city where UNNC is located, this complexity is linked to
the development of the economy and the resulting improvement in people's living
standards. Economic development can exert an influence on culture and vice versa.
Leung (2006) exemplifies this: the economic success of east Asia may be aided by
values associated with long-term orientation, while its development may also
propel important value changes. For example, thrift and frugality has been thought
a core Chinese value. However, according to Faure and Fang (2008), China will
most probably become the world’s second largest market for luxury goods, which
means Chinese consumers are moving away from the “saving” culture of older
generations. Chinese people, especially young people, are tending to adopt things
from the developed countries such as fashion, thoughts and worldview. In the
context of UNNC, the majority of HCS have had overseas experiences and have
worked with people from more than forty countries. These overseas work and
study experiences may have influenced how they understand intercultural
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communication in multicultural organisations like UNNC.

Along with the development of the economy, people's ideology has gradually
changed since the implementation of the “reforming and opening policy” started
in the late 1970s. The Chinese government gave people more freedom in their
private lives and ideology. For instance, when | was a primary school student in
the 1970s, Confucius was presented as being evil rather than a sage. We were
encouraged to sing ‘“revolutionary” poems and read cartoons demonizing
Confucius and attacking Confucian values. At that time, people were usually
asked to recite the analects of Mao Zedong, the chairman and founder of the
People’s Republic of China, to consolidate their ideology. Individuals had to
absolutely comply with the needs of organisations. As aresult, it was normal for a
female and male to get married because of an arrangement by the organisation.
However, nowadays, people are increasingly aware of free thought and their own
rights, especially well-educated people. They tend to be ready to accept new
things according to their own standards, instead of passively accepting the
political ideology of the government. Accordingly, within this complex social
context of current Chinese society, an understanding of HCS’s cultura
communicative behaviour should take the contemporary social and political
context into consideration.

Second, the above essentialist models downplay individual agency in intercultural
interaction. Dao (2011) presumes that the primary purpose of these models is to
compare cultures rather than handle understanding of intercultural interaction.
Thus, they cannot explain the complexity of interpersonal interaction, especially
in intercultural encounters. This complexity is termed “cultural realism” which
“not only acknowledges the influence of national structures but also allows for the
agency of the individual” by Holliday (2010, p. 259). Holliday's empirical work
finds that national cultural characteristics are ill there and play a role in
intercultural communication. However, simultaneously, individual factors such as
personality, previous experiences and attitudes are also significant in interpersonal
communication. They interconnect with each other in a specific context and

co-shape the complexity of intercultural communication. Similarly, Piller (2011, p.
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73) clearly shows how to gain an understanding of intercultural communication
by bearing in mind the question "who makes culture relevant to whom in which
context for which purposes?', which stresses the impact of the interlocutor, the
context and the purpose of intercultural communication.

Third, the above essentialist models also fail to consider the double influence of
power on intercultural communication. Lauring (2011) points out that
interpersonal communication cannot be separated from power relations since it
implies not only the transfer of information but also relationship building and
social organisation. Power exerts influence on the kinds of meaning that are
constructed (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). Martin and Nakayama further point out
that the sources of power in intercultural communication vary according to
individual status, such as age, ethnicity and educational background, and to social
status, e.g. position in the organisation. In effect, the one-way influence of power
on Chinese communication is stressed by the above two models, such as their
emphasis on a listener-oriented communication style and ting hua.

In addition, several empirical studies (e.g. Marschan-Piekkari, Welch, & Welch,
1999a; Marschan-Piekkari, Welch, & Welch, 1999b; Marschan, Welch, & Welch,
1997; Vaara, Tienari, Piekkari, & Siantti, 2005) have identified language as a
source of power in the context of multinational corporations. Those who are
proficient in the language of the company’s operation are “in the most
advantageous position of being able to access a wide range of information, to
network across the company and to act as go-between for others” (Piller, 2011, p.
87). In terms of UNNC, the main administrators are from UoN, the educational
system adopted is British, and English is the official language. All of these factors
might be disadvantageous to HCS, especially those who never had the chance to
experience the British higher educational system. It is possible that they may
perceive themselves as being inferior in communication with their expatriate

counterparts.

However, in higher power distance cultures like China people of higher status
such as superiors in organisations or elders in the family tend to expect others to
“ting hua”, rather than themselves. In this case, they tend to be speaker-oriented
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rather than listener-oriented. As stated in Chapter 1, not al of the expatriates are
from English-speaking countries and some HCS have high positions at UNNC. If
intercultural communication occurs between two such people, the characteristics
of HCC might not apply. Therefore, the influence of power on intercultural
communication partly depends on the context and the roles of the two parties in

intercultural interaction.

Fourth, these bi-polar models cannot explain the paradoxical nature of culture
(Fang, 2010; Osland & Bird, 2000). The notion of paradox refers to the existence
of “contradictory yet interrelated elements — elements that seem logical in
isolation but absurd and irrational when appearing simultaneously” (Lewis, 2000,
p. 760). The bipolar dimensions of culture such as individualism/collectivism,
masculinity/femininity could coexist in one culture, and be “both-and” rather than
“either-or”, depending on the context and circumstances under consideration
(Fang, 2010; Osland & Bird, 2000). Therefore, as stated above, the same person
may be speaker-oriented on one occasion but listener-oriented on another
depending on many factors on the particular communicative occasion, e.g. his/her
social status, the interlocutor, and the context.

The paradoxical nature of Chinese culture is also manifested in the Chinese
language. Numerous Chinese phrases and words comprise opposite words (Faure
& Fang, 2008). Indeed, the English noun “switch” is kai guan in Chinese; kai
means “turn on” and guan means “turn off”. Similarly, business or deals in
Chinese can be expressed by mai mai (3%3Z; buying and selling); contact can be
translated by wang lai (13:>k; coming and going); “each other” isbi ci (4l you
and me), and so forth. In addition, according to Fang and Faure (2011), there exist
a least five pairs of contradictory Chinese communication characteristics in

today’s China, depending on the context and situation of the communicator:
I mplicit communication vs. explicit communication;
Listening-centred communication vs. speaking-centred communication;

Polite communication vs. impolite communication;
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Insider-oriented communication vs. outsider-oriented communication;
Face-directed communication vs. non-face-directed communication.

In effect, the paradoxical nature of culture exists not only in Chinese culture but is
aso evident in other cultures. Odand and Bird (2000) exemplify the
individualistic features of U.S. Americans and I ndians in some situations and their
collectivistic ones in others, and for Japanese people lower and higher tolerances
of uncertainty coexist.

In summary, although the above-mentioned models relevant to Chinese culture
and communication could provide some understanding of the participants' cultural
behaviours in intercultural encounters, they do not appear to take the social or
organisational context, the mutual influence of power, and individual factors into
consideration, which might considerably influence the strategies of
communicating parties. Further, from the perspective of paradox, opposite values
may co-exist in one culture depending on the time and circumstances. With these
considerations in mind, | now introduce a social constructionist approach to
intercultural interaction, drawing on Weick’s (1995) work on sensemaking.

2.3 A sensemaking per spective on intercultural interaction

As illustrated in the above section, the essentialist approaches do not sufficiently
explain the diversity and complexity of interpersonal interaction in a complex
society and thus have been increasingly abandoned in research on interpersonal
intercultural communication, e.g. Holliday (2010), Holmes and O'Neill (2012),
and Piller (2011). In order to overcome the limitations of the essentialist
approaches, a social constructionist approach started to emerge in the 1980s in the
field of intercultural communication in the workplace. Piller (2011) points out that
this approach treats culture as dynamic and socially constructed during the
process of interaction in a given context. Thus, the concept of culture only comes
into existence “in relation to and in contrast with other cultural communities”
(Holden, 2002, p. 112). At the same time, this approach does not deny the

influence of national cultural values on intercultural communication, but takes
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other factors such as individual agency and contextual factorsinto consideration.

Under this understanding of culture, cultural differences are perceived as a
resource for organisational learning, in contrast to being a communication barrier
perceived as essentialist, as in the work of Hall and Hofstede (Holden, 2002). For
example, Hoecklin (1995, p. 15) maintains that culture “should not simply be seen
as an obstacle to doing business across cultures. It can provide tangible benefits
and can be used competitively”. The empirical studies by Morosini (1998) and
Gertsen and Sederberg (2000) also indicate that cultural differences might serve a
positive purpose since these differences force the organisation members to reflect
on their practice and thereby contribute to new insights for their organisations

from diverse perspectives.

Following this understanding of culture and cultural differences, social
constructionists have explored the dynamic process of culture from diverse
perspectives by focusing on “the organisational actors’ interpretations, identity
constructions and sensemaking processes” (Holden, 2002, p. 212). The process of
sensemaking is particularly relevant to the present study because it synthesizes
individuals’ interpretations, identity constructions and reactions, and thereby
enables a thorough exploration of how HCS interpret their constructions of
cultural differences and subsequent communicative action guided by their
constructed reality in the context of UNNC. Thus, in the next section | first
describe Weick’s (1995) concept of sensemaking and its importance to an
organisation. Then | discuss two streams of research applying it in intercultural

contexts and its limitations.
2.3.1 Conceptualising sensemaking

The concept of sensemaking has various meanings and interpretations. However,
in the context of organisational settings, this term was initially developed by Karl
E. Weick (1988, 1993, 1995). Sensemaking is about making sense of things, for
instance, uncertainties and ambiguities, which relate to individual and social
activity (Weick, 1995). Weick contends that this process comprises at least seven

interrelated properties. identity construction, retrospect, enactment, social activity,
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ongoing processes, extracted cues, and plausibility. For sensemaking to occur,
each property must interact with (one or more) others. This is an ongoing process
that is grounded in identity constructions in relation to others. That is, who we are
influences how we interpret events. It is retrospective. That is, the actors rely on
their lived experiences to make sense of the present. Sensemaking creates a
sensible environment: “organisational actors produce part of the environment
while doing things in words that create the constraints and opportunities of this
environment” (Sederberg & Holden, 2002, p. 115). In this regard, communication
becomes central to social sensemaking (Weick, et al., 2005). In other words,

sensemaking can be defined as:

Tak[ing] placeininteractive talk and draw[ing] on the resources of language in order to
formulate and exchange through talk... As this occurs, a situation is talked into
existence and the basis is laid for action to deal with it. (Taylor & Van Every, 2000, p.
58; cited in Weick, et al., 2005, p. 413).

In addition, sensemaking is influenced by a variety of social factors, such as the
organisational culture surrounding the actor and how others cope with similar
social and communicative events located in and around the organisation. It relies
on the cues extracted from the situation to make a plausible explanation for the

subsequent reaction.

In order to explain the process of sensemaking, | use a virtual story to decode it.
Assume that there is an elephant, which of course is constituted of many elements
(such as legs, head, tail, and so on), in a very small room with some people in
different positions in the room. Thus, they cannot figure out all the elements in a
very short time and make sense of the elephant in a sophisticated way. As a result,
everyone in the room makes a plausible interpretation based on what he/she has
seen (the extracted cues). Which part a person has picked up (which becomes a
cue) and how to interpret (extract) it depend on many factors such as the angle at
which one stands in front of the elephant (the context) and the experience the
person has previously had relevant to elephants (personal lived experience). These
factors affect not only what is extracted as a cue in the first place, but how the
extracted cue is then interpreted (Weick, 1995). After that, everyone in the room
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needs to take action towards the elephant based on the extracted cues. Mogt likely,
the action will not be accurate but will seem plausible since the elephant is too big

to work out clearly and instantly.

Put simply, Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory aims to explore the process
through which people give meaning to experience. It “involves the ongoing
retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what people are
doing” (Weick, et al., 2005, p. 409). Indeed, in a multicultural organisation like
UNNC diverse cultural backgrounds and languages among the members exert the
potential for them to make sense of an interlocutor’s unexpected behaviour from
time to time. Therefore, this theory provides a perspective from which to
understand how HCS give meaning to their intercultural experiences by making
full use of their own reference of culture and lived experiences.

In the latest decade, intercultural researchers have applied this concept to the
understanding of culture-related issues, such as cultural differences between
members in multicultural organisations, from diverse perspectives for different
purposes. In addition, sensemaking is also regarded as one component of
intercultural competence in the workplace by Glaser, et a. (2007). Thus, | next
discuss its applications in the field of international management in order to further
clarify the focus of this study.

2.3.2 The applications of sensemaking and its limitations

In the field of international management, a sensemaking approach is used to
understand how culture is embedded in people’s interactions in diverse contexts
such as international joint ventures (e.g. Clark & Soulsby, 2009; Dao, 2011; Vaara,
2000) and international business collaborations (e.g. Bird & Osland, 2005-2006;
Osland & Bird, 2000). Thus, this subsection discusses the applications of
sensemaking and its limitations, at the organisational level and individual level.

At the organisational level, sensemaking tends to occur when people perceive that
the current state is different from what they expected. That unexpected state

becomes an event when people try to give it a meaning as a cause for a
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consequent action. In an organisational layer, such unexpected states most likely
occur when the organisation is experiencing a disruption to the existing
organisational routines, such as organisational change (a merger, layoff or
expansion), crisis or the arrival of a new chief executive officer. Weick (1995)
calls these events "organisational shocks'. These disruptions trigger organisation
members to make sense of things differently. Sensemaking provides a useful
heuristic for analysing and thereby revealing the nature of these disruptions (Mills,
Thurlow, & Mills, 2010). Whether an organisation goes smoothly through an
"organisational shock”, to some extent depends on its members sensemaking
capabilities, especially those of its top managers. Therefore, sensemaking is also
regarded as a key leadership capability, since it "enables leaders to have a grasp of
what is going on in their environments, thus facilitating other leadership activities
such as visioning, relating, and inventing” (Ancona, 2012, p. 3). Ancona’s account
aso highlights the significance of sensemaking within an organisation.
Accordingly, the sensemaking model has been widely used as an analytical
framework to explain organisational events (e.g. Mills & Wesatherbee, 2006;
Mullen, Viadi, & Mills, 2006; Weick, 1993).

Based on an analysis of extensive ethnographic material from eight cases of
Finnish-Swedish mergers and acquisitions, Vaara’s (2000) study explores how 200
top decision-makers made sense of and handled cultural differences in
post-merger integration processes from a sensemaking perspective. The author
identifies three concurrent cultural sensemaking processes involved in the
construction of cultural differences. 1) a search for rational understanding of
cultural differences; 2) emotional identification: concern about the other side can
result in cultural alienation or attachment; 3) social-political manipulation for
legitimate purposes.

Vaara’s (2000) work considers the influence of individual factors on the processes
of cultural sensemaking, including individuals’ understanding and emotional
experiences of cultural differences, and social and political factors. However, the
focus of her study is on understanding the issues and problems occurring in

processes of organisational change such as mergers, and the scope of the research
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is at the organisational level. Dao (2012) argues that the influence of the
individual on social interaction is far more complex than that proposed in Vaara’s
(2000) model. He further points out that this kind of approach overlooks the
processes of individuals’ sharing knowledge, and learning among individual

actors driving the ongoing construction of sensemaking.

In a departure from the above model, Dao’s (2011) doctoral work explores the
dynamics of culture through interaction processes in five Danish-Vietnamese joint
ventures by taking the role of individuals, and contextual and process elements
into consideration. His work identifies three major types of interaction involved in
cultural construction in international joint venture settings. These are competence
building, decision making, and socializing, which is consistent with the three
major processes of learning, power bargaining, and relationship building. His
work provides a comprehensive picture for readers to understand the processes of
individuals’ intercultural interaction in specific joint ventures. It also stresses the
influence of individual actors on shaping interaction processes. Based on the
degree of contextual awareness and the attitude toward a common joint venture of
an individual sensemaker, the author identifies three categories. the stereotyper,
who uses stereotypes to explain and make sense of a given issue, the constructive
sensemaker, who approaches issues in a constructive manner with a strong
contextual awareness, and the insider sensemaker, who cares more about
situations and the actively involved members than about the macro context.

Dao's study emphasizes individual agency in making sense of cultural differences,
and how this process involves learning, power bargaining, and relationship
building at the organisational level. As such, it offers an inspiration for the current
study. In other words, sensemaking is an ideal response when people encounter an
unexpected event; through it, people improve their competence, build
relationships with cultural others, and attain a balance of power. However, the
focus of Dao's work is on intercultural interaction at the organisational level. For
example, in articulating the process of competence building, Dao is concerned
about how organisations provide training courses to equip members with relevant

knowledge. In terms of the three categories of individual sensemakers, he does not



further explore the reasons why their responses to cultural differences are different
from person to person. In addition, Dao's work fails to address what happens
when people maintain their usual ways of interacting with cultural others, and
which factors might hamper the process of sensemaking. These limitations are
exactly what | intend to explore in this study, as exploring underlying hindrances
is helpful for both the organisation and its members to realise the issues in
intercultural encounters and thereby find solutions.

Methodologically, the participants involved in the above two studies are middle
and top leaders in international joint ventures and thus they tend to pay more
attention to the dynamics of culture in the organisational layer, such as the
processes of decision making or power bargaining in facing organisational issues.
In daily intercultural communication, the process of power bargaining might be
not as apparent as the processes of learning and relationship building, especially
to HCS. In short, the focus of Vaara and Dao’s work is on how the participants
make sense of organisational events rather than their daily intercultural
communication experiences with cultural others, which isthe focus of my study.

Beyond sensemaking at the organisational level, a further strand of research has
focused on sensemaking processes at the individual level (e.g. Bird & Osland,
2005-2006; Osland & Bird, 2000). For instance, Osland and Bird (2000; see also
Bird & Osland, 2005-2006 for an extension) propose a cultural sensemaking
model as an extension of Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory in intercultural
settings. This model (see Figure 2.2) is composed of an iterative cycle of
sequential events that is undergirded by constellations of cultural values and
cultural history: 1) Framing the situation, 2) making attributions, and 3) selecting

script.

In the first stage (framing the situation), an individual identifies a context and then
notices cues which provide conscious information about the situation, and forms
individual expectations of the situation. In other words, individuals frame the
situation using the cues noticed and the expectations these cues engender. Next, in
the stage of making attributions, the cues are analyzed in order to match the

context with appropriate schemata. This matching process is moderated or
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influenced by the person’s social identity (e.g. ethnic or religious background,
gender, social class and organisational affiliation) and the person’s history (e.g.
experiences and chronology). Attributions about the “other” are also influenced by
the person’s attitudes and beliefs about the other’s identity: their ethnicity, religion,
social class, etc. Thus, the first two stages deal with how people attempt to
interpret cultural differences.

The third stage, selecting a script, involves choosing an appropriate schema or
cultural script. The script a person selects is chosen from a repertoire developed
through individual past experiences, and is influenced by individual ability to
draw similarities between this situation and past experiences. Osland and Bird
explain that the reason why a person chooses this script in this situation rather
than others reflects an underlying hierarchy of cultural values. There are a
constellation of values, such as individualism/collectivism, embedded in schemata
and which one trumps depends on the specific situation. In this way, the authors
provide a possible explanation for cultural paradoxes. Thus, the third stage is
concerned with how people react to cultural difference in intercultural encounters
on the basis of their perceptions.

+ We dowclop expoctations abaut o = Wa rmase atibutions abou? I siluations Bassd on e Trame and altibutions we

situzition balors entaring @, Trese and about e “other” bazed on the frame have made, we selzct o script o guide
expecietions ars based on pasi we build and the cues we percene. us thraugh 1he siustion
expEriances ang o whal we (hink we = O ettibubons are inflencas by cur = The soript we salect ‘s chosen from a
know about the situstion. sell-Hdentity: our ethnicity, religion, social repertcire deweloped through past
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Figure 2.2 Cultural Sensemaking M odel (Bird & Odland, 2005-2006, p. 125)

This model activates Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory. According to Weick and
his colleagues (2005), identity construction and plausibility are the two basic
properties which make sensemaking different from basic cognitive psychology.
The first two stages of the cultural sensemaking model explain why a person’s
interpretation may be plausible rather than accurate: because it involves personal
experience and subjective attitudes. “Because we all have a unique background
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and set of experiences, meaning is relative and therefore sense making is relative.
The same behaviour can be given different meanings by different people, and
sometimes we may attribute a wrong meaning to the behaviour we have observed”
(Mughan & O'Shea, 2010, p. 113). In addition, identity construction is manifested
through the actors interpretation and reactions. The actors respond to the other’s
unexpected behaviour based on their plausible interpretation, and in doing this
they construct their identities.

In intercultural encounters, Vaara (2000) contends that the actor’s identity is most
likely to be constructed by distinguishing him/herself from another group by
noting and emphasizing the cultural differences that appear important. Concerning
this point, Tajfel and John Turner’s (1979) social identity theory provides a useful
starting point for understanding this process of identity construction and possible
bias in the course of intercultural interpretation. This theory makes two
assumptions. that an individual differentiates self and others in their social
interactions (through social categorization and social comparison); and that an
individual always seeks to enhance his or her self-image (Tajfel, 1981). Both
social categorization and social comparison are also central concepts of social
identity theory, which offers a psychological explanation for ethnocentrism,
in-group favouritism, intergroup discrimination and out-group derogation.

Social categorization, in Ting-Toomey’s (1999, p. 149) words, is a “fundamental
quality of cognition” which “offers a way to manage our chaotic environment in a
predictable and efficient fashion” on the basis of the distinction between “us”
(inrgroup) and “them” (out-group). People categorize others (including
themselves) in order to understand and identify them (themselves). The
consequences of this process frame our certain expectation states of how others
should or should not behave in a certain way. Furthermore, once people have
categorized and identified themselves as part of a group, they then tend to
compare that group with other groups. However, in making such a comparison,
social identity theory posits that people tend to favourably evaluate the in-group
and negatively evaluate the out-group in order to maintain or achieve their

self-image (Ting-Toomey, 1999).
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Accordingly, people tend to exaggerate the differences between membership
categories and minimize the differences within each of these categories
(Ting-Toomey, 1999). As a result, Guo (2007) concludes that individuals
perceptions about out-groups or their members could be superficial and biased in
intergroup interaction. For example, members of an out-group tend to be seen as
similar to each other and have what are perceived as salient common
characteristics of the group, which could be both lacking in depth and even
distorted. This characteristic of social categorization also offers an explanation for
stereotyping in intergroup encounters. Stereotyping refers to “an exaggerated set
of expectations and beliefs about the attributes of a group membership category”
(Ting-Toomey, 1999, p. 161), while generalizing signifies “making general
assumptions about other groups” (Glaser, et a., 2007, p. 31). Thus, a stereotype is
an overgeneralization. In intercultural encounters, there is a large potential for
misunderstanding brought about by gaps between the expected and the
experienced (Bird & Osland, 2005-2006).

In addition to identity construction and plausibility, Osland and Bird’s cultural
sensemaking model does not deny the function of the bipolar models of national
cultural values and communication styles, which they label sophisticated
stereotyping (Osland & Bird, 2000). The co-authors acknowledge that these
cultural stereotypes are useful in understanding people's behaviour but know their
limitations in understanding wide variations of behaviour in interpersonal
communication. They further point out that cultural stereotypes are used to
interpret cultural others behaviour when the actors are not familiar with each
other, but are gradually replaced by refined understanding. They suggest that in
intercultural encounters attention should be paid to individuals' personality, since
cross-cultural collaboration efforts only ask people to work with a few people
rather than with an entire culture (Bird & Osland, 2005-2006). In other words, in
constructing cultural differences, the interlocutor’s personality may play a similar
role to the culture in which the person is socialized. Thus, attributions about others
"must take into consideration more information than what culture they belong to"
(Bird & Osland, 2005-2006, p. 128).
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This approach towards interpretations of cultural differences resonates with some
scholars of diversity studies and is evidenced by some empirical studies. For
example, these researchers have noticed that in the workplace individuals make
sense of cultural differences in multiple ways. For instance, in a qualitative
investigation about how members socially construct differences in international
settings, Behhoste and Monin (2013) identify that cultural differences are
interpreted from three perspectives: national distance (nationality), social status
(position in the company), and functional distinction (role in the company). The
focus of attention is on values (moral, or intellectual position on a specific topic),
attitudes and behaviours, and knowledge and expertise. The common feature of
this kind of social constructionist research is to attempt to move away from the
assumption that national cultural differences are necessarily more salient and
relevant than other kinds of differences. Instead, the focus is on individual
encounters and the process of discovery of differences in international settings
(Belhoste & Monin, 2013). This is exactly what | attempt to do in the current
research.

Accordingly, compared with Vaara’s (2000) and Dao’s (2011) work, Bird and
Osland's (2005-2006) model focuses more on the roles of individuals in the
processes of sensemaking. It emphasizes that the actor's ability and the
interlocutors personality are also important in sensemaking, in association with
cultural values and communication styles. In addition, it also stresses the interplay
between interpretation and action: the first two stages of their model are about
interpretation, while the third one is about reaction. In doing this, people socially
congtruct their reality of the world. As such, Osland and Bird’s cultural
sensemaking model provides an analytic framework for understanding how my
participants socially construct their reality at UNNC.

However, like Dao's (2011) work, Osland and Bird’s (2005-2006; 2000) model
also does not address the influence of emotion in the process of sensemaking. In
effect, responses to cultural differences could be different if the others’
unexpected behaviour invokes positive or negative emotions. In this regard, Storti

(1990) identifies a process to explain what is likely to occur when people
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encounter unexpected behaviour from cultural others. It starts with the expectation
that others will behave like us and the discovery that they do not. Therefore, a
cultural incident occurs, which provokes an emotional reaction such as fear or
anger. At this point, people either withdraw from the other culture to keep their
normal ways of dealing with the cultural other's unexpected behaviour, or make an
effort to put aside their emotional reaction and think about the incident cognitively
— “What’s going on here?’ In so doing, they become aware of their emotional
reaction and look for its cause. Thus, cultural sensemaking is triggered. This
model highlights the importance of emotional reactions in an intercultural

encounter.

Nevertheless, Storti (1990) does not go further to discuss the case of people
withdrawing from a cultural response. In response to Storti’s (1990) model,
Osland, Bird and Gundersen (2007) identify how people react to these unexpected
events in an intercultural encounter. They contend that there are three types of
reactions: fight-flight, acceptance, or cultural sensemaking. The former two are
negative responses while the latter one is a positive response to the unexpected
events.

The concept of fight-flight response is a physiological term which is used to
describe the human reaction to intense threats and stress by either fighting or
fleeing danger in order to survive (Cannon, 1932). The authors borrow this
concept to describe two types of negative responses to an unexpected event in the
intercultural context. The fight response “takes the form of imposing one’s own
meaning on the situation and refusing to consider another perspective”, while the
flight response refers to “a withdrawal from the other culture — isolating oneself
from contact” (Odland, et a., 2007, p. 22). The latter also tends to be accompanied
by misattributions about the other culture or negative judgments towards cultural
differences. The fight-or-flight responses represent an ethnocentric point of view
towards cultural differences. The acceptance response implies passive adaptation
to the expectations of another culture, neither rejecting nor attempting to
understand cultural differences. The third response, cultural sensemaking, is

perceived as the most transformational and positive reaction to an unexpected
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event, and can have numerous cognitive, emotional, and behavioural

consequences, as it seeks cultural understanding (Osland, et al., 2007).

Nevertheless, Osland, Bird and Gundersen’s (2007) classifications of the ways in
which people respond to cultural differences is based on literature and pilot
interviews with intercultural experts who had rich intercultural experiences and
understanding, but many more empirical investigations are needed. Moreover,
they do not explore the factors causing the responses of fight-flight and

acceptance.

Lastly, Osland and Bird’s cultural sensemaking model does not further explore the
kinds of ability people need in the processes of sensemaking, and the kinds of
personality that might facilitate or hamper the actor's sensemaking. In addition,
this cultural sensemaking model appears to overlook the role of communication in
the processes of sensemaking.

In summary, Bird and Osland's (2005-2006; 2000) cultural sensemaking model, as
an analytical framework, provides a useful heuristic for understanding and
responding to cultural differences between organisational members, despite its
l[imitations. In association with the above-mentioned studies, the framework offers

more detailed insights which shed light on the current study in various ways.

So far, | have identified Bird and Osland's (2005-2006; 2000) cultural
sensemaking model as the analytical framework for this study. Furthermore, |
discussed the possible influence of social context, power and Chinese cultural
values on Chinese communicative behaviour in intercultural encounters in section
2.2. Next, | discuss individual factors which might influence the process of

sensemaking.

2.4 Theinfluence of individual factors on sensemaking

Bird and Osland's (2005-2006; 2000) cultural sensemaking model highlights the
importance of personality and individual ability in the process of sensemaking,
but fails to explore these aspects in detail. Therefore, this section looks at what is

known about these two issuesin the literature.
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2.4.1 Personality

In intercultural interaction, cultural differences are usually made apparent by the
cultural other’s communication and behaviour, which is related to attitudes and
cultural values (Varner & Beamer, 2011). Personality refers to “the part of a
person that makes them behave in a particular way in socia situations’
(Macmillan online dictionary). Research on personality psychology is also
dominated by essentialists (Burr, 2003). They believe that human beings have a
unique set of personality traits which can be broken into components, as they have

done with culture.

Under this assumption, personality researchers make effortsto find universal traits
in human beings. Many western researchers in personality psychology suggest
that human personality can be grouped into five broad domains or dimensions.
This was eventually labelled the “Big Five” model (or FFM) (Caspi, Roberts, &
Shiner, 2005; Costa & McCrae, 1985, 1987, 1997; cited inDi Blas & Forzi, 1998;
McCrae & Costa, 1997). The Big Five domains are openness to experience,
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism. Meanwhile, the
five personality traits each fall on a continuum and each dimension is associated
with an opposite character, and can be summarised as follows (Hilgard et a., 2000,
p. 437):

Openness to experience: (inventive/curious vs. consistent/cautious). Openness
reflects the extent to which a person is imaginative or independent, and depicts a

personal preference for avariety of activities over a strict routine.

Conscientiousness. (efficient/organised vs. easy-going/careless). A tendency to
show self-discipline, act dutifully, and aim for achievement; planned rather than
spontaneous behaviour; organised, and dependable.

Extraver sion: (outgoing/energetic vs. solitary/reserved). Energy, positive emotions,
surgency, assertiveness, sociability and the tendency to seek stimulation in the

company of others, and talkativeness.

Agreeableness: (friendly/compassionate vs. cold/unkind). A tendency to be

compassi onate and cooperative rather than suspicious and antagonistic towards others.
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Neuroticism: (sensitive/nervous vs. secure/confident). The tendency to experience
unpleasant emotions easily, such as anger, anxiety, depression, or vulnerability.

Neuroticism also refers to the degree of emotional stability and impulse contral.

In the past two decades, there has been a growing consensus that FFM can be used
to broadly describe the higher-order structure of the adult personality (Caspi, €t al.,
2005). Based on a survey of 7134 people from different countries, McCrae and
Costa (1997) find five similar personality structures in German, Portuguese,
Hebrew, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese participants. Hence, they further conclude
that the personality trait structure is universal, in that the samples studied
represent highly diverse cultures with languages from five distinct language
families.

Nevertheless, some personality researchers challenge this point of view and
contend that human personality is influenced by culture and thus personality traits
are different from culture to culture. For example, Wang, Cui and Zhou (2005) list
a number of separate studies (from Japan, the Philippines and China — including
Hong Kong and Taiwan — and Kored) that find that the “Open to experience”
factor (O factor) in FFM is not confirmed in their participants. These studies
further point out that the O factor rarely exists in eastern cultures. This claim is
also demonstrated by their own empirical investigation (Wang, et a., 2005). In the
context of China, Yang and Wang (1999) establish a Chinese personality structure
(the Big Seven), which was later confirmed by Wand and Cui (2003). Just like
FFM, each dimension of the Big Seven structure also includes subdimensions
(Yang & Wang, 1999). More specifically, these are:

Extraversion — active, gregarious, and optimistic
Kindness — altruistic, honest and affectionate

Behaviour styles— rigorous, self-constrained and composed
Talents — Decisive, persistent and alert and resourceful
Emotionality — patient and candid

Human relations — generous and warm
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Ways of life — assertiveness and not seeking fame and wealth

In a comparative investigation about the responses of 2671 Chinese college
students to FFM and the Big Seven inventory, Wang and his colleagues (2005)
demonstrate that the Big Seven model of Chinese personality is stable, while the
Big Five personality structure is not found.

However, the two above-mentioned models also attempt to essentialise human
personality traits into limited dimensions, either as universal ones (e.g. FFM), or
nation-based (e.g. the Big Seven). These models do not account for the diversity
of ethnicity, culture, religion, history, regional differences, etc. implicit in any
individual’s experience. From a social constructionist view, one's personality is
not internal and fixed but is constructed in relation to others (Stead, 2004).
However, this does not mean that the above-mentioned essentialist personality
theories are of no use. Rather, these theories could be used to explain human
behaviour in social interactions with others (Burr, 2003) as national cultural
values. Accordingly, research on personality traits possibly offers a useful
heuristic for understanding HCS's making sense of their non-Chinese expatriate

counterparts.
2.4.2 Inter cultural competence

Communication is central to organisational sensemaking. It “involves turning
circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and that
serves as a springboard into action” (Weick, et al., 2005, p. 409). Therefore,
competence in communication is important in the process of sensemaking.
Similarly, intercultural competence in intercultural communication is important to
cultural sensemaking in intercultural contexts. Intercultural competence refers to
“the appropriate and effective management of interaction between people who, to
some degree or another, represent different or divergent affective, cognitive, and
behavioural orientations to the world” (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009, p. 7). It can
be seen from the definition of intercultural competence that obtaining intercultural
competence is the target of cultural sensemaking, so cultural sensemaking

provides an approach to develop intercultural competence. This subsection thus



attempts to illustrate the components which constitute intercultural competence

and their possible influence on cultural sensemaking.

In the field of intercultural communication, several categories of models of
intercultural competence have been developed (as summarized by Spitzberg and
Changnon (2009)). However, | select a transformational model for my study
because, despite having been developed for professional mobility (Glaser, et al.,
2007), the model depicts intercultural communication in intercultural workplaces.
This model (see Figure 2.3 below) lists seven components of intercultural
competence people are expected to have in order to interact effectively in
intercultural professional contexts when encountering cultural differences. The
development of these components involves learning or unlearning certain
knowledge and values and entails attitudinal and behavioural change.

Intercutiural Competance
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Figure 23 The Development of Intercultural Competence: A
Transformational Moddl (Glaser, et a., 2007, p. 17)

These seven components are awareness of the self and the other, communicating
across cultures or inter-cultures, acquiring cultural knowledge (similar to the
knowledge (savoir) in Byram’s (1997) model), sense-making, perspective-taking,
relationship building, and social responsibility. More specifically, awareness of
the self and the other refers “to getting to know oneself, reflecting upon one’s

culture-bound upbringing and standpoint and analysing in depth one’s norms,
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values, beliefs and behaviours”, which is perceived as “a starting point towards
accepting, understanding and enjoying otherness” (Glaser, et al., 2007, p. 30).
Cultural sensemaking is triggered by an unexpected event brought about by
culturally different people. In interpreting culturally different behaviour, one is
aware of the self and the other. From a personal perspective, the awareness of self
means that “one’s perspective is rooted and therefore limited”, and knowing the
self acts as a starting point to accept, understand, and enjoy otherness (Glaser, et
a., 2007, p. 27). From the perspective of the other, finding out about the other
calls for showing interest, curiosity and perseverance to truly understand the other,

which is the foundation for the intercultural encounter (Glaser, et a., 2007).

Communicating across culture consists of non-verbal communication, verbal
communication and language awareness. In the process of cultural sensemaking,
the actor makes full use of the resource of language to make sense of the unknown.
Thus, the competence of verbal communication is essential. In addition, the
appropriate use of non-verbal communication such as eye contact and body
language is also helpful for others to understand what people want to express.
Furthermore, language awareness refers to “the awareness of how speaking one or
more languages or a particular language such as English is related to
social/professional status”’ (Glaser, et a., 2007, p. 33). In multicultural contexts,
people’s native language (e.g. Chinese) may influence the manner in which they
learn another language (e.g. English) and the degree of competence they attain.
The native or proficient speaker of the selected language may also convey power
over non-native speakers of this language (Glaser, et a., 2007).

As for acquisition of cultural knowledge, it includes the acquisition of
culture-general  knowledge (possessing knowledge of the world) and
culture-specific knowledge (possessing some culture-specific knowledge of the
interlocutor) (Glaser, et a., 2007). Culture-general knowledge here is equivalent
to savoir (knowledge) in Byram’s (1997) model of intercultural communicative
competence: knowledge of social groups and their products and practices in one’s
own and in one’s interlocutor’s country, and of the general processes of societal
and individual interaction (p. 51). Rasmussen, Sieck, and Osland (2011) state that
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culture-specific knowledge refers to that which enables a person to explain
successfully and predict the behaviour of culturally different people in specific
situations and enables the person to make sense of cultural behaviours that appear
to be paradoxical. The latter is exactly what is needed in the process of cultural
sensemaking. As stated previously, cultural sensemaking involves both the actor’s
interpretation of an unexpected event and hig/her subsequent reaction, and through
it his’her cultural knowledge can be updated and skills can be practised.

Perspective taking is defined as the capacity to look at reality from different
viewpoints. It involves at least five qualities: empathy, flexibility, decentering,
open-mindedness and coping with ambiguity (Glaser, et al., 2007). Sensemaking,
as a component of intercultural competence, is included in this model. It involves
savoir comprendre (skills of interpreting and relating), and savoir apprendre/ faire
(skills of discovering and interaction) in Byram’s (1997) model (Glaser, et al.,
2007). In addition, it entails “identifying/perceiving and understanding prevalent
values, beliefs and normsin a situation” (Glaser, et al., 2007, p. 35).

Although the model regards relationship building and social responsibility as the
components of intercultural competence, these two concepts somehow are not
discussed. Therefore, | plan to look at these in my study. Relationship building in
the process of sensemaking is identified in Dao’s (2011) empirical research. It is
possible to egtablish relationships in interpersonal interaction, especially in the
Chinese context in which interpersonal relationships play a large role in socia life.
In addition, cultural sensemaking is triggered by individual awareness of the self
and the other, and requires the sensemaker to make sense of the differences from
the other’s perspective by recognising the cultural knowledge the actor holds and
then reacting by using his or her communicative skills. In doing so, the
relationship between the actor and the other may be established. However, the
extent to which the relationship is established is subject to many factors, which |
plan to explore in the current research.

To conclude, in this subsection | have explored the components of intercultural
competence that could affect the process of cultural sensemaking by drawing on

Glaser et a.’s (2007) model. In addition to this, the model connects sensemaking
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with intercultural competence, although the authors appear to put more weight on
the skill capability entailed in sensemaking and ignore other components involved,
such as knowledge and attitudes. However, the above model does not reveal the
relationships between sensemaking and other components of intercultural
competence. Moreover, in the field of intercultural communication, this model
serves mainly as a training tool to enable students or employees to improve
intercultural competence (e.g. Mughan & O'Shea, 2010; Rasmussen, et al., 2011).
Therefore, it is worth exploring how these components impact the process of
cultural sensemaking and conversely how cultural sensemaking facilitates
individuals’ development of intercultural competence in a rea multicultural
workplace.

So far, | have discussed social constructionism as the theoretical framework,
cultural sensemaking as the analytical framework, and potential factors which
could influence this process. Next, | turn to briefly look a some empirical studies

of intercultural communication in organisations in China.

2.5 Some empirical research relevant to the study

Having reviewed the literature, this section briefly discusses some empirical
studies relevant to the current study in the fields of cross-culture management and
intercultural communication. Studies in the field of cross-cultural management in
China mainly use the framework of national culture, within which there are two
main themes. one focuses on the adjustment and performance of expatriates in
Chinese culture and the other attempts to examine the effects of Chinese culture
on Chinese communication in multinational management settings (Liu & Dong,
2010).

Pertaining to the first strand, most research is conducted using the frameworks of
Hofstede's (2005) cultural values and Hall's (1976) high-low context
communication. Among these dimensions, Chinese collectivism, higher power
distance, concern for interpersonal guan xi, and high context communication
styles can exert a key influence on the adjustment and performance of expatriates
in China. For example, through a single case study of "Email Gate" in China,
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Zhang and Huang (2013) analyse why a serious conflict occurred between a
foreign supervisor and a Chinese subordinate in a Chinese foreign-invested
enterprise. They clarify that the conflict derived from differences in
individualism/collectivism and high/low context communication between the two
parties. The study indicates that some Chinese cultural values still play a role in

the Chinese but ignores the individual agency in intercultural interaction.

Nevertheless, transitions in Chinese values, especially among the younger
generation, are also evidenced in some empirical studies. For example, in
exploring how the expatriate managers in the Suzhou Industrial Park, south of
Shanghai, adjust to the Chinese cultural environment, Goodall, Li, and Warner
(2006) show that the younger Chinese generation appears to have individualistic
tendencies and be sensitive to the fairness of the companies, while they also retain
some values such as high power distance and concern for interpersonal guan xi,
from the perspective of the expatriates. Although Goodall et al.'s study challenges
Chinese collectivism, it still employs the framework of cultural values and lacks

consideration of individual factorsin intercultural communication.

Among the latter strand, some studies focus on the influence of Chinese
traditional culture on Chinese communication, while other studies examine how
Chinese cultural differences affect Chinese behaviour in multicultural settings. For
example, Jiang (2009) explores the impact of cultura differences on
communication in the context of Sino-US companies from the perspective of
Hofstede and Hall’s dimensions and the different roots of Chinese and American
culture. This study suggests that group members should be aware of cultural
differences, recognize and respect cultural differences, use different perspectives,
and enhance adaptability and flexibility to achieve effective communication in the
course of group work. Similarly, Chen (2006) conducts her qualitative research in
a Sino-German self-organised project team, aiming to explore the impact of
cultural differences on the communication of individuals. Her research shows that
there exist differences between Chinese and Germans from the perspectives of
attitudes towards leaders’ decisions, approaches to task, conflicts in daily working

processes and conflict resolution. However, these empirical studies stress the
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influence of national cultural differences on Chinese intercultural communication
and downplay other factors such as individual agency and the context in which
intercultural communication occurs. Therefore, these studies are unable to
overcome the limitations which | have discussed in section 2.2.2.

In terms of the research setting and research field, Dong’s (2010) work is most
similar to the present study. His research explores cross-cultural communication
management applied in joint Chinese-foreign programmes in universities. It
focuses on how to use effective communication strategies in the programme
studied to deal with cultural conflict and thereby achieve good reactions and
results. However, the focus of his research is on the strategies of the Chinese
participants in intercultural encounters at the organisational level. It fails to seek
the reasons why these participants adopted these strategies, and what the role of
individual agency is in intercultural communication. Furthermore, the
above-mentioned studies treat culture as static and context-free, and thus ignore
its dynamic and contextual features, which contrast with social constructionist

perspectives.

Wang (2010b) focuses on international contact among students at Fudan
University from the perspective of host Chinese students, and is the most relevant
to the present research in terms of research content and methodology so far.
Wang’s research, drawing on in-depth interviews, concerns the host Chinese
students’ perceptions of culture and cultural differences, their attitude towards
intercultural contact on campus, and finally, their actual responses to these cultural
differences. Her research finds that the Chinese students construct their cultural
differences with foreign students in terms of two aspects, lifestyle and mentality.
Their motivation for intercultural communication included curiosity and
instrumental motivation, such as improving language competence and broadening
academic horizons. In facing communication difficulties, these Chinese students
also adopt diverse strategies to cope, which are summarized in table 2.1 below.
Therefore, Wang’s work is methodologically similar to my study. It indicates that
the perception of cultural differences is different from person to person, depending

on the perceiver’s individual factors such as experience and social status.
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Nevertheless, compared with students, communication between staff might be
different in terms of the purposes, the mentality of students and mature staff might
differ, and the extent of their intercultural experience and contact is also likely to
be different.

Table 2.1 Examples of Coping Strategies Identified by Host Chinese Sudents

Rarriers Coping Siralegy

Unable to understand each other Weiting down the words: Re-explain in plain
due to languags incompetence lanpuage; Seck help from a third peraon
Cultural Misunderstending Explain the situatonal or sacial norma

widerneath certain praztice that may seem

mnacceptahle to 15

15 appearing uninterested and distant Positive Interpretation highlighting

[8" particular cultural dentte

15 having hobbizs that are unaceeptable w HUS | Respect differencs and

emphasize comman interest

*|S: international students

In summary, this brief review of intercultura studies in China highlights a lack of
empirical studies, also noted by Hu (2010) and Hu and Fan (2011). Furthermore, |
have been unable to identify any studies that specifically focus on HCS’s
intercultural communication in the context of Sino-foreign joint university
programmes. Accordingly, the current study aims to respond to the urgent need for
such empirical research.

2.6 Conclusions and formulation of resear ch questions

Grounded in a social constructionist perspective in association with Chinese
philosophy, | have illustrated in this chapter the necessity for the current study.
The section first presents conclusions about the extant literature relevant to the
current study and gaps in current understanding. After that, |1 put forward the
research questions for this study.

Intercultural studies have been dominated by positivist paradigms for along time.
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Among these paradigms, Hall’s (1976) high-low context culture and Hosftede’s
(1980, 1991) value dimensions have been widely applied. So far, the majority of
intercultural studies, especially in organisational contexts, have been done using
these frameworks. These studies provide a general understanding about the
influence of Chinese values on intercultural communication styles, e.g.
Ting-Toomey (1999), Gao and Ting-Toomey (1998), and so forth. The concepts
that emerge from these models, and in particular those pertaining to Chinese
(intercultural) communication are helpful in partly understanding HCS’s
behaviour in intercultural encounters. However, these approaches have also
received increasing criticism in the face of the advancement of globalization and
increasing human mobility. The main limitations of these positivist studies are the
lack of recognition given to important concepts such as context, power and
individual agency, and thus complex cultural phenomena are reduced to a

shorthand description, labelled essentialism.

In order to overcome the limitations of positivist intercultural research, a research
stream named social constructionism emerged in the 1980s (Piller, 2011). Instead
of the essentialists’ trestment of culture as stable and static, social constructionists
see culture as dynamic, changeable and constructed in interpersonal interaction.
Therefore, in undertaking social constructionist research, attention has been paid
to the interaction between people, power, relationships, and context in the process
of constructing knowledge. In line with this stream, Weick’s (1995) sensemaking
theory has received increasing attention in intercultural studies. It offers an
analytical framework to understand organisational issues such as crisis, merger
and change at both organisational and individual levels. While my own study is
not specifically focused on such momentous organisational shifts, it is concerned
with the intercultural communication and behaviour accompanying similar and
other aspects of organisational complexity, and thus, Weick's model provides a
sound theoretical basis to guide my study.

At the organisational level, researchers (e.g. Clark & Soulsby, 2009; Dao, 2011;
Vaara, 2000) have explored how cultural differences are socially constructed in

the process of interpersonal interaction in multicultural organisations. Culture is
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embedded in the processes of learning, power bargaining, and relationship
building, which involve the social context and the emotion of the actor. The focus
of these studies is on the construction of cultural differences. Their limitation is a
downplaying of individuals’ reactions in facing cultural differences. In that sense,
Osland and Bird’s (2005-2006; 2000) cultural sensemaking model fills the gap by
focusing on a single sensemaking process. They explain how people interpret and
react to an unexpected cultural event in the process of sensemaking, and how
people deal with an unexpected event. Accordingly, the two strands of research
complement each other and guide me to focus on the process of interpreting and
reacting to cultural differences in HCS’s interaction with their expatriate
counterparts, in the context of China. However, the processes of individual
interaction with cultural others are complex. Other research, e.g. Storti (1990) and
Osland et a. (2007), indicates that cultural sensemaking does not necessarily take
place when people encounter an unexpected cultural event. In other words, people
might insist on their own methods of dealing with an unexpected cultura event.
Thus, these studies demonstrate a need to explore the reasons behind these
phenomena.

In addition, inspired by Bird and Osland’s (2005-2006) suggestion, | have also
briefly discussed two factors, personality traits and intercultural competence, and
how they might influence the process of sensemaking. Furthermore, sensemaking,
as an important component of intercultural competence, is included in Glaser, et
al.’s (2007) transformational model for professional mobility. Nevertheless, they
do not further explore the relationships between sensemaking and other
components of intercultural competence. If cultural sensemaking is regarded as a
positive response to cultural differences, my research interest is concerned with
how the process of cultural sensemaking could facilitate the individual’s
development of intercultural competence, and second with the components of
intercultural competence that are involved in the process. So far, extant literature
related to the above issues cannot be found (at least, literature published in
English and Chinese), and it is thus worth exploring them in my study.

Lastly, in the context of intercultural studies in China there is a lack of empirical
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research. In particular, no research focuses on HCS’s intercultural experiences in

Sino-foreign joint universities.

Accordingly, inspired by extant literature and bearing its limitations in mind, my
research focus emerges. | aim to explore HCS’s intercultural experiences from a
sensemaking perspective. Specifically, 1 seek to address the following research

questions in this study:

RQ1: How do HCS perceive cultural differences in their daily communication
with the expatriate staff at UNNC?

RQ2: How do HCS respond (in terms of their intercultural communication)
to these differences at UNNC?

RQ3: What (intercultural) communication and behavioural factors can
impede the process of (inter)cultural sensemaking from the perspective of HCS?

RQ4: How does (inter)cultural sensemaking facilitate the development of

intercultural competence?

Question one attempts to explore how HCS make sense of the cultural other’s
(here the expatriates) culturally different behaviour in their intercultural
encounters. From the perspective of sensemaking, people tend to seek plausible
explanations for a subsequent reaction when facing an uncertain situation, using
their frame of reference and past experiences. In question two, | am to explore
how HCS make sense of their own actions and communication in response to the
other's culturally unexpected behaviour. Furthermore, | intend to identify the
behavioural patterns of HCS’s responses. Cultural sensemaking is regarded as a
positive response to cultural differences (Osland, Bird, & Gundersen, 2007). If
cultural sensemaking does not occur, then question three tries to address the
factors hindering the process of sensemaking. If it occurs, | will explore how
sensemaking facilitates the development of intercultural communicative

competence in question four.



Chapter summary

In this chapter, | have provided important background for the current study. In the
first section, | identified my research position as taking the perspective of social
constructionism, in association with some key concepts derived from traditional
Chinese philosophy. Social constructionists believe that knowledge is socially
constructed in the course of interpersonal interaction through language. Under this
epistemology, the focus of research transfers from the nature of the phenomenon
to the relationships, the process and their meaning-making in interaction. This
epistemology partly overlaps with the principles of traditional Chinese philosophy
such as relationality. In addition, harmony, guan xi, mian z, and power are key
concepts in Chinese communication. All these constitute the backdrop for the

current study.

Nevertheless, the mainstream approaches to intercultural studies are dill
dominated by positivist research so far and | thus reviewed some influential
studies relevant to Chinese communication in section 2.2. From the essentialist
points of view, Chinese are subsumed in a high context communication
framework, e.g. mutual-face concern, indirect syle, listener-oriented style, etc.
(Ting-Toomey, 1999). In comparison with Americans, Chinese culture involves
han xu, ting hua, ke qi, insider-outsider differentiation, and face-direction (Gao &
Ting-Toomey, 1998). These essentialist studies outline a general picture of
Chinese people but fail to consider the complexity and diversity of individual
Chinese, the context, and time. Therefore, this approach does not fit with the focus

of my study.

Having located my social constructionist approach to intercultural communication,
in association with my research interest, | chose cultural sensemaking, in
association with other research mentioned previously, as an analytical framework
for this study. In section 2.3, | illustrated the concept of Weick’s (1995)
sensemaking and its application in intercultural management. Specifically, the

sensemaking theory can explain how culture is embedded in the process of
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interpersonal interaction in the context of international joint ventures and
international business collaboration. Researchers in the former strand seek to
understand how conceptions of cultural differences are socially constructed in the
process of sensemaking. Their work highlights the complexity of (intercultural)
interactions and the importance of sensemaking to managers in multicultural
organisations. In contrast, researchers in the latter strand focus on the micro
process of cultural sensemaking, which is more closely related to my own study.
Osland and Bird's (2005-2006; 2000) model offers a useful heuristic for
understanding HCS-expatriate interactions in the multicultural UNNC, and how
personal factors such as cultural backgrounds and personal experiences could

influence individuals' actions and communication in intercultural encounters.

Nevertheless, these two strands of research are not without their limitations. First,
both of them fail to address emotional influences on sensemaking. Negative
emotions such as anger and fear might hamper the actor's willingness to engage in
the processes of cultural sensemaking. | discussed the ways in which individuals
respond to cultural differences by drawing on Osland et al.’s (2007) work:
fight-flight, acceptance, and cultural sensemaking. These authors suggest that only
cultural sensemaking is involved in cultural understanding of the other’s
behaviour and thus is a positive response to cultural differences. Nevertheless,
further empirical research is required. Second, both strands downplay the role of
communication in the processes of cultural sensemaking. Indeed, Mughan and
O'Shea (2010) argue that the theory of sensemaking and intercultural
communication overlap in some areas, such as the role of communication,
generalization, ambiguity, and reflection, which influence individuals’ actions.
Third, although Bird and Osland (2005-2006) contend that individuals' abilities
and personalities might affect the processes of cultural sensemaking, they do not

further explore how these individual factorswork in the process of sensemaking.

Accordingly, in section 2.4, | discussed individual factors (personality and
intercultural competence) which might influence the process of intercultural
interaction. In intercultural interaction, cultural differences are most likely to be
manifested through individual personality. Thus, in section 2.4.1 | illustrated two
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personality models (FFM and the big Seven). Nevertheless, from the social
constructionist perspective, personality is not inherited but constructed in relation
to others. Thus, | plan to examine personality traits that are more suitable for
HCS’s sensemaking. In addition, | explored the possible impact of intercultural
competence on cultural sensemaking by drawing on Glaser et a.’s (2007) model.

Section 2.5 listed some empirical studies related to the current study, including the
research area, subjects, and settings. Generally, research into intercultural studies
in China lacks empirical studies and no studies focus on HCS’s intercultural

experiences at the individual level from the perspective of sensemaking.
Lastly, four research questions were put forward based on the above discussion.

Having reviewed the relevant literature and presented the research questions, in
the next chapter | turn to the methodological approach used in this study.
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Chapter 3 Methodology

Given the theoretical and contextual background in the previous two chapters, this
chapter details the methodological approach of this study. It comprises seven
sections, each focusing on a distinct concern. The first section focuses on the
choice of qualitative research strategy. Section 3.2 highlights the methods of data
collection. Section 3.3 details the procedures of the fieldwork. Section 3.4 outlines
the strategy and process of data analysis to facilitate understanding of the
subsequent chapters on the research findings. In section 3.5 and 3.6, ethical issues
and questions of validity and reliability respectively are considered. Lastly, in
section 3.7 | discuss my own reflexivity in doing this research.

3.1 Qualitative resear ch strategy

The importance of the social meaning of accounts and face-to-face interaction in a
social constructionist enquiry has guided this study to adopt a qualitative research
framework. Qualitative research uses an interpretive and naturalistic approach to
make sense of the social world in natural settings. This kind of research focuses
on the socially constructed nature of reality, the close relationship between the
researcher and the researched, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Qualitative researchers seek to provide answers to
guestions based on created social experiences and the meanings people ascribe to
these experiences. In terms of the current study, three factors lead to locating the
study in a qualitative research framework.

First, the nature of the research questions points towards a qualitative approach.
Cook, Meade, and Perry (2001) state that qualitative research questions “tend to
inquire less about ‘whether’ or ‘how much’, but more about ‘what’, ‘how’, and
‘why’”’(p.469), which matches the four research questions formulated in this
study:

RQ1: How do HCS perceive cultural differences in their daly
communication with the expatriate staff at UNNC?
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RQ2: How do HCS respond (in terms of their intercultural communication)
to these differences at UNNC?

RQ3: What (intercultural) communication and behavioural factors can
impede the process of (inter)cultural sensemaking from the perspective of HCS?

RQ4: How does (inter)cultural sensemaking facilitate the development of
intercultural competence?

Second, the current study attempts to explore the lived experiences of HCS in a
specific setting. Qualitative research enables the researcher to capture subjects’
perspectives and embed the findings in lived experiences.

Last, the aim of this study is to understand how HCS experience intercultural
interactions. According to Ritchie, Lewis, and Elam (2003), the aim of qualitative
research is to “gain an understanding of the nature and form of phenomena, to
unpack meanings, to develop explanations or to generate ideas, concepts and
theories” (p.82). Therefore, for al these reasons, a qualitative approach is
appropriate for the focus of this study.

3.2 Methods of data collection

The methods of data collection in qualitative research are various in order to
achieve a deep understanding of the phenomenon under research. Thus, the
original aim had been to employ interviews, observations and document analysis,
but eventually interviews were adopted as the main method of data collection for
several reasons. First, observation in qualitative research means to provide a direct
method to record human behaviour and events as they occur—by watching, for
qualitative researchers (Drew, Hardman, & Hosp, 2008). One of the advantages
concerning this method of data collection is to provide information on the
environment and behaviour of those who cannot, or do not, speak for themselves
(Opie, 2004). Thus, it would have been helpful to observe how HCS
communicated with expatriatesin real situations, thereby obtaining first-hand data
to complement understanding of the participants’ own interpretations of their
intercultural experiences. Nevertheless, this method was eventually discarded
because it gave rise to some issues. On the one hand, if my research involved the
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expatriates at UNNC, | was told that | had to get the permission from the
Academic Committee of UNNC, which would take a long time and would most
likely be rejected. Furthermore, as a formal organisation, UNNC would not allow
an outsider to join their working events. On the other hand, it might create
difficulty in recruiting participants since people tend to feel embarrassed when

they know that their behaviour is being observed.

Documentary material was used to provide the background to this study: official
documents deriving from the state (issued by the Chinese government at different
levels) and private documents (the organisation: UNNC). The former provided a
macro background for the current study. The latter provided information on the
development of UNNC and issues encountered in the process of development.
Furthermore, various sources of information relevant to UNNC from a variety of
channels were consulted, such as journal articles about UNNC, its annual reports,
mission statements, newsletters and online information from its websites. These
materials provided rich information, enabling an understanding of the context in
which the study was located, and thereby part of the participants’ behaviour.
Documentary material mainly offered background to both the internationalization
of Chinese higher education and the research setting (UNNC), which has been
provided in Chapter 1.

Interviewing was adopted as the main method of data collection. Interviews are
the most widely employed method in qualitative inquiry (Bryman, 2012). The
purpose of a qualitative interview is “to gather descriptions of the life-world of the
interviewee with respect to interpretation of the meaning of the described
phenomena” (Kvale, 1983, p. 174). An interview (an inter-view) is “an
interchange of views between two or more people on a topic of mutual interest,
sees the centrality of human interaction for knowledge production, and
emphasizes the social situatedness of research data” (Kvale,1996; p. 14; cited in
Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007, p. 349). As such, knowledge is co-constructed
through interaction and interpretation between the interviewer and interviewee,
which is in line with a social constructionist perspective. In this study in-depth
interviews were used with “an interest in understanding the lived experience of

other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2006, p. 9).
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As such, the primary purpose of the interviews in this study is to enable the
interviewees to reconstruct their intercultural experiences via their own language
and stories. Furthermore, Rubin and Rubin (2012) refer to in-depth interviewing
as responsive interviewing because this kind of interview asks researchers to
respond to questions and then ask further questions about what they hear from the
interviewees. It places an emphasis on “the importance of working with
interviewees as partners rather than treating them as objects of research” (p. xv). It
aso emphasizes “searching for context and richness while accepting the
complexity and ambiguity of life” (p. 38). This method is similar to Bryman’s
(2012) open-ended semi-structured interviews, which allow the researcher to have
alist of questions or fairly specific topics to be covered, but the interviewee still
has the opportunity to choose how to reply and engage in topics interesting to
her/him.

The core of responsive interviewing involves three kinds of question: main
guestions, probes, and follow-up questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The main
guestions deal with the overall research problem; probes are used to €licit details;
and follow-up questions explore and test ideas emerging during the interviews.
For instance, once the initial question or problem has been proposed, the
researcher uses follow-up questions to explore what the interviewee has said so
far in the interview; these questions are not formed from the interviewer’s
predetermined ideas. It is desirable that interviewees should have sufficient
flexibility to describe their experiences as they wish and in their own way, while it
is also the researcher's responsibility to ensure that the themes of discussion do
not deviate far from the topics being researched.

Preparation of an interview guide

Having formulated the research questions and decided to adopt the responsive
interview, An interview guide was then prepared to assist the interviewing process.
The initial guide was constructed from existing empirical research, my personal
perspective, and preliminary discussion with my supervisors. As Rapley (2004, p.
17; original italics) states, questions in an interview guide are “initially generated
in negotiation with the relevant academic and non-academic literature, alongside
your thoughts and hunches about what areas might be important to cover in the
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interview”. Regarding the current study, the main focus is on exploring how HCS
interpret and respond to cultural differences in communicating with expatriates.
Thus, the main questions should address HCS’s perceptions of cultural differences
and the strategies they adopt to deal with these differences. It was assumed that it
would be comparatively easy to get answers about cultural differences by directly
asking about differences between HCS and expatriates. However it might be less
easy to get answers about their strategies regarding them. The Critical Incident
Technique (CIT) (Chell, 1998) was therefore adopted for the interviews. CIT is
defined as
A qualitative interview procedure which facilitates the investigation of significant
occurrences (events, incidents, processes or issues) identified by the respondent, the
way they are managed, and the outcomes in terms of perceived effects. The objective is
to gain an understanding of the incident from the perspective of the individual, taking
into account cognitive, affective and behavioural elements. (Chell, 1998, p. 56; cited in
Dao, 2011, p. 40)
Dao (2011) concludes that there are three advantages of CIT. First, adopting CIT
enables the researcher to uncover processes in the form of a sequence of events or
issues. Second, CIT is also helpful in eliciting the interviewee’s frames of
reference, feelings, attitudes and perspectives in the specific context. Third, CIT
enables the researcher to identify contextual conditions which are most likely to
affect the issues under investigation. Therefore, in order to probe the interviewees'
strategies with regard to cultural differences, it was decided to ask the participants
to give two examples of their understanding of an intercultural communication
event or occasion with expatriates. one perceived as successful and the other

perceived as unsuccessful or troubling.

Taking the above factors into consideration, an interview guide was prepared,
consisting of eight main questions and it was employed in two pilot interviews in
April 2011. The main questions sought answers to the four research questions,
including perceptions of cultural differences, personal and environmental factors
influencing intercultural communications, and the dstrategies the participants
adopted in intercultural encounters. (See appendix 1 for details).

I nterview language
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There was a dilemma in choosing an interview language in this study.
Theoretically, | could use either English, Mandarin Chinese, or mix the two
languages to do the interviews. All of these had advantages and disadvantages.
After making a comparison of the advantages and disadvantages of the three ways,
| chose the second one (Mandarin Chinese) as my interview language for the

following reasons.

Practically, English would have been the best choice as data-translation could be
avoided and thus there would have been no trouble about code-switching at the
data analysis and writing-up stages. While my participants communicated in
English with their expatriate colleagues, | knew (from my previous experience of
working there with them and from their different linguistic experiences in life and
work) that their English proficiency varied. Coupled with this, my own experience
and reading about linguistic issues in intercultural encounters made me worry
about the extent to which my participants would be able to interpret,
sophisticatedly and precisely, their understanding of their intercultural experiences,
and how |, as researcher, would be able to grasp subtle meanings using a second
language. Both of these aspects are essential to this study. From a social
constructionist perspective, language is at the heart of individuals’ constructions
of their everyday reality (Burr, 2003). Obviously, no language could be better than
Chinese for interpreting the reality of Chinese daily life in the context of China, as
Chinese was the language used predominately among Chinese employees at
UNNC. Therefore, | rejected the idea of using English as my interview language.

In contradt, there were several advantages to using Mandarin Chinese. First, the
purpose of this study was to explore the participants’ own experiences, including
their perceptions, feelings and thoughts about intercultural communication,
through their own words. Therefore, the quality of the study primarily depended
on their verbal expression. | believed that the participants could express
themselves better in their mother tongue, especially in the context of China and
with a local Chinese researcher. Second, it could reduce the potential for the
participants to answer the research questions in a superficial way because of their
lack of appropriate words. Last, using Chinese helped me to establish trust and
rapport with the participants, which will be discussed in section 3.3.3. | believed
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that it would be more relaxed and comfortable for two native Chinese to tak in

Mandarin Chinese in the context of China.

Nevertheless, the disadvantages of this choice involved issues relevant to
translation, which will be dealt with in section 3.4.4. Consequently, | translated
the English interview guide into Chinese (Appendix 2). | did not, however,
translate the participant consent form (Appendix 3), bio-data form (Appendix 4),
and information sheet (Appendix 5) presented to the participants prior to the
interviews Chinese because | believed that the participants would not have
difficulty in understanding their contents.

3.3 Thefieldwork

Having explained the methods of data collection, | now describe the three stages
of the field work. The first stage took place in July and August 2010 when the
focus of the study was changed from expatriates to HCS (discussed in Chapter 1).
The task of the second stage, during April 2011, was to pilot the proposed data
collection method and instrument. In the third stage, the main data collection was
conducted in October and November 2011. The latter two stages were important
in the development of the study. Therefore, | elaborate on them in the following
sequence: access to the field (3.3.1), the pilot study (3.3.2), establishing rapport
and trugt (3.3.3), sampling strategy (3.3.4), participant recruitment and profiles
(3.3.5), and formal interview procedures (3.3.6).

3.3.1 Accesstothefield

Having established the research questions and methodological approach, gaining
access to participants was crucial to the research. First of all, permission from
UNNC was needed to facilitate the recruitment of participants. Given that | was
very familiar with the overall environment, it was easy for me to know who the
gatekeepers were. At the beginning of the second stage of the field work |
contacted one key gatekeeper who was a a key decision-making level at UNNC.
After listening to an explanation of the project he agreed to support it since my
research would be meaningful and | had previously contributed to UNNC.

Subsequently, he recommended two potential participants for the pilot study and



also went to the office of one of the two participants with me to show that he
supported my project. His presence in this first meeting with one of the
participants validated my study to the participants. His support aso gave me
confidence that doing this research was valuable and timely.

3.3.2 Thepilot study

The pilot study was conducted in April 2011, after drafting the literature review
and methodology chapter (including the initial version of the interview guide). |
therefore aready had knowledge of relevant theories and research skills. Two
participants (one female and one male) accepted my invitation. The first interview
lasted 120 minutes and the second 70 minutes. Subsequently, the data were
transcribed verbatim. Analysis of the two interviews showed that the data could
basically answer the research questions, and some themes had emerged through
thematic analysis, albeit insufficiently. Therefore, the pilot study to some extent
shed light on the main study and it was possible to trial and evaluate all my
chosen research procedures. Furthermore, the pilot study also identified four key
issues of concern for the main study.

First, the selection of participants is significant to the research. In the pilot study, |
felt that one interview was less successful. Although | had prepared the interview
guide, the interviewee tended to talk about other things rather than intercultural
communication. As a result, some of the data were not relevant to my research
although | spent almost twice as much time (120 minutes) on this interview
compared with the other one (70 minutes). The probable reason might be that we
were very familiar with each other and could share similar experiences. Therefore,
the conversation was much more like chatter between old friends rather than a
formal interview. As aresult, afriend who checked the translation for me told me
that she could not understand some sections of the conversation even in Chinese,
let alone English, because the conversation omitted background information that
the interviewee and | took for granted. Obviously, it was not ideal to interview
someone too familiar and thus a better sampling strategy was needed for my main
study. For example, | needed to approach potential participants through various
channels, rather than just choosing acquaintances for the sake of convenience.
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Second, the selection of the interview site is also important. Originally, | selected
the coffee lounge located on the ground floor of the administrative block of the
campus. However, the interview was frequently interrupted by the interviewee’s
colleagues entering the lounge and the interviewee saying hello to them. Moreover,
the noise made by the coffee machine affected the quality of the recording. | told
my second interviewee about my concern and changed the location of the
interview to his office on his strong recommendation. However, we were at times
interrupted by phone calls. Therefore, | decided to find a quiet place, eg. a
meeting room or daff lounge as my main interview site for the main data

collection.

Third, | modified and refined the interview questions after the pilot sudy so that
the questions in the guide focused exclusively on my research questions. As
discussed in section 3.2.1, eight main questions had initially been used. After the
pilot study, two main questions which probed into the participants’ conflict and
relationships with the expatriates were discarded since | found that those two
themes could be explored more generally in their stories. In addition to this, |
added one main question which asked about their perceptions of cultural
differences. | also modified some questions and tried to avoid leading questions so
as to make the questions easier to answer. Consequently, the main questions were
reduced from eight in the pilot study to seven in the main study (see Appendix 6
in English and Appendix 7 in Chinese).

Last, useful experience was also gained from the data analysis. The data were
transcribed verbatim and then translated into English shortly after the interviews.
Initially, | tried to immerse myself in the translated version to search for the initial
codes, but later found that | became lost in the English versions as my thinking
was frequently interrupted by searching for the correspondence between the
meaning in English and the original Chinese conversation. After listening to the
interview audios many times, transcribing and reading the transcriptions, | became
very familiar with the Chinese dialogues, associated with the Chinese context, and
Chinese participants. It proved easier to pick out useful information in the original
Chinese transcriptions. Eventually, | adopted the original Chinese version to

search for the emergent themes.
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Later, between the pilot study and the main data collection, | consulted a variety
of literature on this issue, and found that it was a concern not only for me but also
for many other international PhD students in the UK. For example, Robinson-Pant
(2005) exemplifies many kinds of cross-cultural challenges, based on the real-life
experiences of international students. In addition, the ways in which PhD students
from a Chinese background at Durham University have treated these issues gave
me inspiration. For instance, Chen (2009) explained how translation happened in
the stage of writing-up in her thesis, and presented data in both Chinese and
English on the grounds that there was no equivalent translation between the
languages, and readers had the right to opt for the original language of the data
along with the translated language. In terms of her approach to data presentation,
Wang (2010a, p. 125) acknowledges that “focusing on the words the participants
used and analysing the meanings they were attaching to them was one of the
important analytical tools”. Thus, she analysed her interview data in the original
language (Chinese) and only the data presented in the data analysis was translated
into English. She then put the original Chinese version of the parts of the data
presented into the appendix for readers to examine, thereby allowing for possible

alternative interpretations.

Compared with Wang (2010a), Yang’s (2011) solution coincided with mine, which
gave me confidence. She employed both English and Chinese in the process of
coding her interview data. For example, she used the original Chinese words or
phrases derived from the participants for coding, but refined and categorized them
in English due to the fact that the majority of the literature was in English and the
thesis was to be written in English. Like Chen (2009) and Wang (2010a), only the
data presented in her thesis has been translated from Chinese. After discussion
with my supervisor, | decided to employ Yang’s (2011) method to analyse and

present my data

In summary, the pilot study played an important role in this study. It enabled me to
orient myself in the research environment, hone my research skills, become
familiar with the research process, and ensure that | had the correct focus for
research.
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3.3.3 Establishing rapport and trust

Social constructionists acknowledge the importance of an equal engagement
between the researcher and researched and value their co-creation of a shared
reality (Niekerk, 2005). Thus, establishing appropriate rapport and trust with the
participants was crucial. Rapport means “getting along with each other, a harmony
with, a conformity to, an affinity for one another”, and too much and too little
rapport is not appropriate (Seidman, 2006, p. 96). Trust is also important in this
study because the degree to which the participants shared their personal
experiences with me depends to a large extent on the degree to which they trust
me. Therefore, | made efforts to establish rapport and trust with my participants
but bore in mind the need to not become too close to them.

First, | gained the trust of the organisation through my contact with the UNNC
gatekeeper, showing him the purposes and processes of the research. This
guaranteed my study could to alarge extent continue smoothly (see section 3.3.1).
Second, | also tried to establish an appropriate rapport with my participants by
showing respect in several ways. For example, | emailed my previous colleagues
at UNNC before | went back to China and asked for their help. After | arrived in
China, | made an appointment with them to introduce my project and ask for their
help, again in person. In the course of interviewing, | tried to be empathetic and
patient. Subsequently, after each interview, | sent a copy of the interview
transcripts to each participant partly so she/he could check the content and partly
to show respect. Academically, this process is called member-checking (Seidman,
2006). It includes the participants checking the content and findings of the
interviews for the purpose of creating trust and establishing the credibility of the
study. However, Seidman also lists other issues relevant to this point. She
preferred to end the process of member-checking with the participants checking
the accuracy of the interview transcript and that they were comfortable with it, but
preserved the right to do her own research in the data analysis stage. It was
eventually decided to adopt this suggestion.

In addition to establishing rapport with my participants, | also made efforts to
build trust with them. Rubin and Rubin (2012) mention that both sharing a
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common background with the participants and having someone vouch for the
researcher are important ways to build trust, both of which were applied in the
present study. First, | conducted a short informal chat at the outset of each
interview by discussing (superficially) some shared topics. For instance, if the
participant had had an experience of study oversess, then we were able to share
our respective experiences. Second, | had to ask my colleagues at UNNC to
recruit participants for me. This was because when | tried to contact five potential
participants by myself with the permission of UNNC only one reluctantly
accepted my invitation. Chinese people tend not to involve themselves in this kind
of activity in order not to cause themselves unnecessary trouble. Using my
colleagues as a method of introduction was a practical way to establish contact

with subsequent participants.
3.3.4 Sampling strategy

The selection of participants for this study needed to meet at least two criteria: the
participants were expected to have intercultural experiences a2 UNNC, and they
had to be selected to “maximise the potential variation” (Ashwin, 2006, p. 654) in
their experiences rather than provide a representative sample of HCS. With
respect to the first criterion, it is natural since the main purpose of this study is to
explore the participants’ first-hand intercultural experiences. Thus, in the course of
sampling, those who had had little contact with the expatriates were excluded to
ensure that the subjects selected had had rich intercultural experiences which they
would be able to draw on in the course of an interview. For instance, some
positions, such as PE teachers and student tutors, were deliberately omitted since
they mainly dealt with the students rather than with expatriates.

As for the second point, the aim was to “allow the widest possibility for readers of
the study to connect to what they are reading” (Seidman, 2006, p. 52). As a resullt,
job position and prior intercultural experience were the two priority factors in
selecting participants. Additionally, care was taken to collect data from both male
and female HCS and in a variety of age brackets in order to “maximise the
potential variation” (Ashwin, 2006, p. 654). Conseguently, a combination of
snowball and purposive sampling strategies was adopted to collect data for this
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study.

Given that | had participated in the establishment of UNNC, as mentioned in
Chapter One, | am acquainted with some HCS there. Furthermore, | am very
familiar with the overall environment, owing to my involvement with UNNC over
several years. Therefore, at the beginning of the data collection, | intended to ask
one of my previous colleagues to recruit potential participants for me according to
the above requirements. In addition to this, | also tried to ask my participants to
recruit participants. Lastly, | asked UNNC to introduce some potential participants

according to my requirements.
3.3.5 Participant recruitment and profiles

Following the above approaches, 22 HCS were initially invited to take part in the
study but two of them withdrew (one honestly told me that he had little
intercultural experience at UNNC, and the other told me that she did not want to
be involved after | had introduced the study). Two of my previous colleagues
helped me recruit eleven participants, including themselves, and | invited six
acquaintances. One participant was introduced by another participant. The other
two were introduced by UNNC.

Consequently, together with the two participants involved in the pilot study and
the twenty participants recruited for the main data collection, the total number of
interviewees in this study was 22 (see Appendix 8 for the schedule of interviews).
The average duration of the interviews was 69 minutes. 82% of the interviewees
had a Master or doctoral degree. Among them, 73% held overseas degrees. They
were distributed across the majority of the administrative departments, and their
positions ranged from assistant to directors. Their average age was approximately
31, coincidently the same as the overall average for HCS at UNNC according to
data for May 2011. Regarding gender, 9 interviewees were female and 13 were

male.
3.3.6 Formal interview procedures

The interviews took place over five weeks on UNNC campus, in a meeting room,

temporarily empty classrooms, and so on, for the sake of the interviewee’s
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convenience. During thistime | immersed myself in UNNC workplace in order to
build trust and rapport with my interviewees. The interview procedures consisted
of three stages.

Stagel

As a first dage, | introduced myself as a postgraduate student at Durham
University and explained the project before every formal interview. This was
followed by the written introduction (the information sheet for research
participants). After accepting my invitation, the interviewee was asked to read the
participant informed consent form and sign it. This process went smoothly and all
the participants who accepted my invitation signed the form without any
guestions.

Stage 2

The second stage was a formal interview. Seidman's (2006) three-interview series
structure for in-depth interviewing was adopted: interview one focuses on life
history; interview two explores the details of experiences; and interview three
plumbs the interviewees' understanding of their experiences. Seidman argues that
"people's behaviour becomes meaningful and understandable when placed in the
context of their lives and the lives of those around them" (pp. 16-17). While it was
difficult to ask the participants to do three interviews (due to their work
commitments), it was feasible to structure these three interview approaches into

one single interview.

First, | recorded each interviewee’s personal information, such as name, age,
gender, previous study and work experiences, position and length of time working
at UNNC. Second, | tried to warm up the atmosphere of the interview with casual
chat to build a relaxed environment and trust, thereby making the interview much
like a conversation. Hence, the initial questions in this stage were very general
and easy to answer. The content was relevant to the interviewee’s biography, and
any further dialogue involved sharing similar experiences between the researcher

(me) and the interviewee.

Third, |1 sought to probe the research questions. This part was absolutely central to
the interviewing. Each interview roughly followed the seven main questions
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refined in the pilot study, with each of these being explored by means of
introductory questions, follow-up questions and probing questions. For example,
every main question started with an introductory question, which was followed by
several follow-up questions or probing questions. The follow-up questions were
based on what the interviewee had said so far in the interview, such as “What do
you mean by that?’ “Could you explain further?’ “Is there anything else you
would like to say about this problem?’ Furthermore, all the participants were
asked to describe two situations — one they deemed a successful intercultural
experience and another they judged was a failure — to probe their strategiesto deal
with cultural differences and the factors influencing intercultural communication.
In each case, they were asked to describe the details: What happened? What did
the two sides say? How did the communication finish? What happened in the end?
Why do you think the communication was successful/troubling? Questioning
around these points was unstructured, accompanied by a series of prompts with
the purpose of elaborating or maintaining the focus of the interview.

Finally, | asked some open-ended questions, such as “What other things would
you like to tell me about your intercultural experiences at UNNC, and the ways
you have coped with them? Is there anything else you would like to share with
me?’ The purpose of this part was to probe as much as possible any potentially
important information which was not covered by the interview guide.

Stage 3

In stage three | took notes to record several aspects of the interviews. my general
impression of the whole interview, e.g. the interviewee’s attitudes toward the
interview; my own reflections on the interview, e.g. whether the interview place
was suitable; and whether the interview process was smooth, and why? This stage
helped me to quickly familiarise myself with the interview content before

analysing the data. It was also important for my reflexivity in the writing-up stage.

All the formal interview conversations were audio-recorded on an MP4 recorder,
except one in which the interviewee did not want me to. | presumed that she knew
of my experience at UNNC and thus did not want to take the risk of her thoughts
being spread among her colleagues. However, she agreed to an interview, possibly
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because we knew each other. In effect, the conversation went very well, and | got
valuable information from her experience. In thisinterview | took extensive notes,
which the interviewee agreed to.

3.4 Data analysis strategy and procedures

The data analysis started in the period of the fieldwork, during which the pilot
study and data transcription were completed, and continued informally during the
writing-up of my post-interview evaluations (stage 3 above). More systematic
analysis was dealt with afterwards. This section sets out the data analysis strategy
and procedures as follows: the principles of data transcription (3.4.1); the choice
of thematic data analysis (3.4.2); the data analysis procedures (3.4.3); and issues
relevant to bilingual presentation (3.4.4).

3.4.1 Transcription of the data

Transcribing interview data is a crucial step in which massive amounts of data
could be lost or distorted, and the complexity could be reduced (Cohen, et al.,
2007). In transcribing the interview data, | realized that code switching between
Chinese and English was quite common in the accounts of some interviewees, but
mainly at the word or phrase level, probably due to the fact that the official
language at UNNC was English, and hence they were used to talking and thinking
bilingually. 1 decided to transcribe the interviews verbatim in the original
language (that is, mainly in Chinese with some and occasional English words or
phrases, as the participants had originally uttered the words) (see Appendix 9 for a
sample transcript in which | deliberately omit some content for the sake of
confidentiality). One issue that | encountered in the course of transcribing the data
was that | had trouble in judging the gender of the person whom my interviewee
had talked about in the interview conversations since the pronunciation of the four
pronouns. “he”/ “she” and “him”/ “her” is the same in Chinese. In the course of
interviewing, | did not ask the interviewees to clarify gender in order to keep the
interview running smoothly. | therefore decided to use male pronouns “he” or
“him” to represent the expatriate mentioned in the conversations, unless | was

able to judge the person’s gender from the conversational context.

73



Subsequently, | sent these transcriptions back to the participants so they could
check the accuracy of the transcription. Two participants slightly modified their
conversation because they thought some of the content was too private to be
published. | responded to them that | would respect their requests.

3.4.2 The data analysis strategy

The strategies and procedures of data analysis followed a comprehensive and
systematic method of thematic analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2006),
thematic analysis refers to “a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting
patterns (themes) within data” (p.79). The main benefits of thematic analysis are
its accessibility and theoretical flexibility in analysing qualitative data. It can be
applied in a range of theoretical and epistemological approaches, such as
essentialism, realism and constructionism. Braun and Clarke also claim that the
theoretical flexibility of thematic analysis “provides a flexible and useful research
tool, which can potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of
data’ (p.78). For example, this method allows themes to emerge inductively from
data (data-driven), or to be driven deductively by the researcher’s theoretical or
analytic interest in the area (theory-driven), or to emerge from a hybrid of
inductive and deductive approaches (e.g. Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

For the purposes of this study, a hybrid approach to thematic analysis is more
suitable. First, | adopted Osland and Bird's (2005-2006; 2000) -cultural
sensemaking model as the analytical framework of the study. In this sense, the
study is deductive. This approach enabled me to group initial data extracts around
relevant research questions. In addition, after this initial grouping, an inductive
approach of going back and forth among the data and the literature started to play
a key role. If the data fitted with relevant literature, 1 could borrow suitable
concepts or classifications. The purpose of doing this was to make the link
between theory and my empirical work.

A second decision concerned the “level” at which themes were identified:
semantic or latent. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), in a semantic approach
themes are identified within the explicit or surface meanings of the data, and the

analysis is limited to what a participant has said or what has been written. In
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contragt, a thematic analysis at a latent level is intended to identify underlying
ideas, assumptions, and conceptualisations as shaping or informing the semantic
content of the data. This latter level was obviously appropriate to the analysis of
my data. From a social constructionist perspective, meaning and experience are
socially produced and reproduced. Hence, a thematic analysis within this
framework needs to "seek to theorize the sociocultural context, and structural
conditions that enable the individual accounts that are provided” (Braun & Clarke,
2006, p. 85).

3.4.3 Data analysis procedures

Having clarified some concepts relevant to thematic analysis, | followed Braun
and Clarke’s (2006) six thematic analysis phases to analyse my data (see Table
3.1).

Table 3.1: Phases of Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 87)

Phase Description of the process

1.Familiarizing Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data,

yourself with your data | noting down initial ideas.

2.Generating initial | Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion

codes across the entire data set, collating data relevant to each code.

) Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant
3.Searching for themes _
to each potential theme.

Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts
4. Reviewing themes (level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2); generating a thematic
‘map’ of the analysis.

o ) Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the
5.Defining and naming ) ) o
" overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and

emes
names for each theme.

The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling
) extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back
6. Producing the report _ _ _ _
of the analysis to the research question and literature, producing a

scholarly report of the analysis.
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The key point in phase 1 of data analysis is to “immerse yourself in the datato the
extent that you are familiar with the depth and breadth of the content” (Braun &
Clarke, 2006, p. 87) by transcribing data, reading and re-reading the data, noting
down initial ideas and so forth. After the data were transcribed and checked, |
printed out each transcription with a cover sheet that gave an overview of each
interview. The cover sheet consisted of three parts. Part one was the interviewee
profile including an identity code assigned by myself to protect confidentiality
and the bio-data. Part two was the interviewee’s answers to every gquestion in the
interview. Part three was my interview notes taken by myself in Chinese after
interviews if | felt necessary, recording my general impression of the interview
and my own reflections. My purpose in doing this was partly to facilitate a quick
matching of each transcription with the interviewee, and partly to familiarize
myself with the data.

Another way to immerse myself in the data was to read and reread the
conversations one by one on paper. Along with the reading, | started to underline
important words and phrases in pencil, and summarise these extracts in the margin
in either Chinese or English. Meanwhile, | sill listened to the audio data in the
evening when | wastoo tired to read and in the morning when | had just woken up.
In this way, | felt that |1 had become very familiar with these data. Although this
process was very time-consuming and at times challenging, it enabled me to
match in my mind the content with the interviewees’ personal experiences and
their context. In the later stages of data analysis it would be important for me to

understand how the interviewee’s reality was socially constructed.

Having familiarized myself with the whole data set, | started to code my data by
writing notes in the margins. At the beginning of stage 2, | attempted to treat each
data item equally and code as many potential themes as possible. | was trying to
treat the data as a whole unit and was looking for themes, but this turned out to be
inappropriate. In the course of initially coding the data, | found that it was very
rich and detailed. Such awide range of emerging ideas and categories seemed too
much for one project. In addition, because of the range and depth of the data, |
occasionally got lost init.

Thus, after the broad “bottom up” (data-driven) coding, I went back to my
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research questions to see if the data collected were rich enough to answer those
guestions, and then tried to seek answers corresponding to each research question
among the data items. This second “top down” (theory-driven) method enabled
me to focus on one question or theme at atime, and hence enabled me to relate the
coding process to the research aims and questions. For example, in Chapter 2, |
identified the first research question | needed to explore as concerning the
participants’ perceptions of cultural differences, according to Osland and Bird’s
(2005-2006) model. Therefore, | began by putting all the data extracts about the
participants’ understanding of and comments on cultural differences in aWord file.
This mixed coding approach helped keep the research open to new directions and
interpretations, while at the same time keeping the research aims in mind. As a
result, the initial codes derived from both bottom-up and top-down coding were
divided into two parts. Those relevant to the research questions were grouped
together and the others were temporarily put in an “others” group for further

analysis later.

After the initial codes had been constructed, | started to group these data extracts
and codes into an Excel file, but soon found that it was inappropriate. The process
of coding was iterative and full of un-coding, re-coding and un-grouping and
regrouping, which was very inconvenient to do in an Excel file. Thus, | was
advised to learn NVivo software and use it to assist my data analysis. Spending
time on learning this software was worthwhile since it shortened the process of
my data analysis. From then on, the process of data analysis was carried out using
NVivo 9. First, | copied all the transcriptions stored in Word files into my new
NVivo project as internal documents. Second, each initial code became a free
“node” in NVivo. In other words, each free node had one code as a heading
matching corresponding extracts from the text. For example, all extracts about the
participants’ perceptions of cultural differences were stored in the node
“perceptions of cultural differences”. In this stage, these free nodes were

unorganised nodes and only captured general themes.

In stage 3, | arted to establish a node structure based on the research questions.
For example, all the codes relevant to the first question (HCS’s perceptions of

cultural differences) were grouped and revised again and again. Meanwhile, |
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went back to the literature and attempted to seek differences and similarities. For
example, in searching for themes relevant to HCS’s perceptions of cultural
differences, | found that the participants constructed cultural differences of three
types. personality, communication styles, and cultural values. Research on
personality is in the field of psychology and so | had to read literature relevant to
personality. Once the subthemes had been established, | created three nodes under
the node “perceptions of cultural differences”. differences in personality,
differences in communication styles, and differences in cultural values. In the
same way, | created two nodes under the node “differences in personality”, two
nodes under the node "differences in communication styles’, and four nodes under
the node “differences in cultural values”. As| did this, the hierarchical structures
of the nodes were gradually created and their relationships became apparent. The
names of the nodes were gradually developed into the themes and subthemes of
this study (see Appendix 10 for a sample of node structure about the first
question).

Stages 4, 5 and 6 of the data analysis were intertwined with each other. In effect,
after collating all the codes into potential themes, | sarted to write up the data
findings chapter by chapter, discussing the preliminary findings with my
supervisor and then refining again and again. Meanwhile, | presented them at two
international conferences in November 2012 and April 2013. From these
presentations | received valuable suggestions about the theoretical framework, the
ways | analysed the data and the themes | had categorized. For example, in the
second conference, some experts questioned the framework | had adopted and
suggested that | should make the reasons why | adopted it clear.

The whole process of data analysis turned out to be complex. Because of my
scientific academic background (my first degree was applied mathematics and my
master’s degree was management science and engineering), | ignored the diversity
and complexity of the data, and tried to fit my data into existing categories from
the literature in the first stages of data analysis. Fortunately, the problem was
pointed out by my supervisor who pulled me back from a quantitative to a
gualitative approach to analysing my data. The process of data analysis was a

process of knowledge and research skill building. It happened gradually, but
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eventually the phenomena and the issues in question became clear through the
processes described above, which led to the development of the next two chapters

(findings and discussion) of thisthesis.
3.4.4 Bilingual data presentation

Because | had decided to translate only those text extracts to be presented in this
thesis into English, the issues relevant to translation were tackled at the end of the
data analysis, although some of them were already encountered in the pilot study.
First, according to Gao and Ting-Toomey (1998), Chinese tends to use the
pronoun we to express not only group views but also personal ones, in that it
emphasizes a “we” identity and an in-group affiliation. While translating the data
extracts, | did in fact find that my interviewees used pronouns such as “I”” or “we”,
and “they” or “he”/ “she” interchangeably, and thus | had to judge what the
pronouns represented, relying on the conversational context. | had to clarify them
in the English translation version so that readers could understand the whole
extract easily. As | extracted and translated, following Wang’s (2010a) method,
minor editing was done in order to render the interview excerpts more readable.
As aresult, conversational fillers such as “erm...” and “hum...” were deliberately
omitted and “al the sentences were rendered as grammatical and complete as
possible” (p.126).

What drove me to present bilingual data was that | found that it was often
impossible to literally translate word by word from Chinese to English. As
Berreman (2004, pp. 184-185; cited in Chen, 2009) concludes from his
ethnographical study,
People of different cultures and different languages categorize their experiences and the
world around them differently, and they verbalize them in different ways. Literal
trandation of words for objects, ideas, attitudes, and beliefsis often impossible.
In order to tackle thisissue, | asked afriend, a PhD Chinese student in translation,
to check my translation. | also asked a British friend, who was a teacher, to see
whether he could understand or not. Hence, the translations have been checked by
four people (two friends of mine, the proof-reader of the final thesis and myself).
Consequently, the data extracts (both Chinese and English versions) are presented
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together in the findings chapters of this thesis, following Berreman’s (2004) logic.

The purpose is also to give readers the option to choose their preferred language.

3.5 Ethical issues

Ethical issues are important, especially in human research. Qualitative research
tends to be more subject to ethical or political constraints, in the sense that
concern with ethics goes beyond the production of knowledge (Hammersley,
2008). Ethical issues may arise in each stage of social research (Cohen, et al.,
2007). The literature lists numerous ethical issues the researcher should consider
when doing social research, and it also admitsthat it is impossible to take all these
issues into consideration in one piece of research. In the present study, particular
attention was paid to respecting and protecting the participants’ dignity and
privacy, along with clarifying the research process as explicitly as possible. In
addition, | also cautioned myself to be aware of my potential biases, which | shall
elaborate on in section 3.7 (reflexivity).

With respect to potential participants, the protection of their privacy, anonymity
and non-traceability probably minimizes harm to them. These considerations are
very important to HCS a UNNC. According to Chinese traditional culture,
Chinese people generally do not like to give an open appraisal, especially where
their organisation is concerned. Neither do they wish to bring about any negative
impact on their relationships with their colleagues or on their careers; nor do they
like to see their personal experiences being spread widely among their colleagues
and the public. Accordingly, pseudonyms have been used and the data on
participant characteristics has been aggregated so that nobody can be identified or
traced.

In addition, the research was approved by the Ethics Advisory Committee at
Durham University. Participants were provided with a consent form, information
sheet and bio-data form prior to data collection. In the information sheet, the
nature, scope and purpose of the project were outlined, and it was also indicated
that al the data gathered would be treated confidentially and participants were
free to participate or not. At the same time, there was also a statement that each
participant retained the right to withdraw their consent and stop participating in
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the study at any time without prejudice. At the beginning of each interview, each
participant was asked to sign the “consent form” after reading the information
sheet.

3.6 Validity and reliability

Validity is “the extent to which an account accurately represents the phenomenato
which it refers” (Hammersley, 1998, p. 62). It is widely recognized that threats to
validity cannot be completely removed although they can be minimised (Basit,
2010). According to Hammersley (1992, p. 67), rdiability refers to “the degree of
consistency with which instances are assigned to the same category by different
observers or by the same observer on different occasions’. Validity and reliability
are important criteria for judging the scientific value of quantitative research, but
they do not have a common definition in terms of qualitative research (Bryman,
2012). For example, Lincoln and Guba (1985) use the term “trustworthiness”,
composed of the four criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability to replace the usual quantitative terms — internal validity, external
validity, reliability and objectivity. This section deals with the issues relevant to
validity and reliability in qualitative terms.

Credibility

Credibility refers to “the adequate representation of the constructions of the social
world under study” (Bradley, 1993, p. 436). Lincoln and Guba (1985) list an
extensive set of ways to improve the credibility of research while acknowledging

the impossibility of including all these methods in one project. Credibility has
been addressed in the present study as follows:

1. Through prolonged engagement and persistent observation. Although the
period of field work was not long (three stages over two months in total), my
involvement with UNNC had been since its establishment, as explained in
Chapter 1. During the research period, | kept in touch with my previous
colleagues, read UNNC newsletters, relevant journal articles and its online
websites. All these activities helped better understanding of the research context
and building trust with the participants.
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2. Triangulation. The term triangulation generally refers to the process of
checking data from a variety of sources, using different collection methods, and
possibly from different perspectives (Drew, et al., 2008). It is a quantitative
approach to check the validity of a phenomenon by comparing and contrasting its
manifestation across multiple sources, and so is not used here. However, Mathison
(1988, p. 17) argues that it is realistic that qualitative data from diverse channels
“occasionally converge, but frequently are inconsistent and even contradictory”.
Hence, she shifts the concept of triangulation from a technological solution to
ensure validity to the construction of plausible explanations about the phenomena
in question through a holistic understanding of the situation. In this study, an
attempt is made to interpret the data from multiple theoretical perspectives, such
as intercultural communication, cross-cultural management and psychological
theories. Furthermore, the context in which HCS’s intercultural experiences took

place is explained in detail.

3. Peer review or debriefing. This involves external checking of the research
process. In this study, feedback has been obtained from multiple channels. In the
first place, feedback on the research methods and the final interpretation was
sought from my supervisors, resulting in most useful suggestions. | also presented
my preliminary work to my researcher peers for feedback, as discussed in section
3.4.3.

4. Clarifying researcher bias. My past experience, potential biases and
orientations have been set out in the first chapter so that readers can understand
my position and any biases. Much effort was also made to maintain my reflexivity
while doing the research in terms of procedure (see section 3.7 for further
explanation).

5. Member checking. This process has been explained in Section 3.3.3.
Transferability

Transferability refers to the extent to which the results of qualitative research can
be applied to other contexts or settings. Although it is not a qualitative
researcher’s task to provide an index of transferability, | have attempted to provide
much detaill so that readers can determine whether the findings could be
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transferred to other settings. For instance, detailed description in terms of the
following aspects has been provided: the formulation of the research questions,
the selection of the subjects, interviewing the subjects, analyzing the resultant
transcriptions, and reporting the final categories of description.

First, the formulation of the research questions in this study aimed to explore
HCS’s intercultural experiences at UNNC from the perspective of sensemaking by
seeking to answer four interrelated research questions. Second, a set of specific
criteria — gender, age bracket, study background and type of experience — were
often used to ensure variation in the experiences of the participants selected for
the sample. In this study, a purposive sampling strategy was adopted to recruit
participants based on their gender, age bracket, position aa UNNC and whether
they had the experience of overseas study, in order to obtain as much variation in
intercultural experiences as possible.

Third, my interpretations of the interview data were controlled and checked in a
number of ways during the interview process. through the pilot study and the
evaluation of it, through a consistent approach in the interviews (informed by
Seidman’s three interview stages), and by employing a responsive interviewing
technique, which allowed the interviewees to focus on the aspects of their
intercultural experiences they believed were important rather than “fitting in” with

any preconceived theories.

Fourth, during the analysis my interpretations were controlled by means of a strict
adherence to the data, usually in the form of interview transcripts. The interview
data was read as a whole back and forth, to guarantee understanding of the
statements in context. In addition, inconsistencies between transcriptions during
the analysis process were clarified, and there was no attempt to constrain the data
to appear consistent. Furthermore, the categories were developed in an iterative
fashion, with inconsistent transcripts acting as prompts to view the description
categories in a different way.

Finally, a set of description themes was formed hierarchically. These descriptions
of the themes were reliant on the transcripts, and included illustrative quotes taken
from some of the transcripts in order to check the interpretations further.
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Dependability and confirmability

Dependability refers both to “the coherence of the internal process” and “the way
the researcher accounts for changing conditions in the phenomena’, while
confirmability refers to “the extent to which the characteristics of the data, as
posited by the researcher, can be confirmed by others who read or review the
research results” (Bradley, 1993, p. 437). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985),
dependability and confirmability can be established by enquiry auditors
examining the research processes and findings. Thick description and
documentation is thus provided to enable readers to track the analytical process.

3.7 Reflexivity

Reflexivity refersto “attending to the effects of researcher-participant interactions
on the construction of data” (Hall & Callery, 2001, p. 257). It requires the
researcher to be aware of his’her own contribution to the construction of meanings
throughout the research process, and to acknowledge the impossibility of
remaining “outside of” one's subject matter while conducting research
(Nightingale & Cromby, 1999). When doing qualitative research, Bryman (2004,
p. 471) emphasizes that “researchers should be reflective about the implications of
their methods, values, biases and decisions for the knowledge of the social world
they generate”. Similarly, Hammersley (2008, p. 38) also states that “qualitative
researchers need to become more reflective and open-minded, to recognise the
contradictory methodological arguments that now inform their work, and to

engage with the serious problems that remain unresolved”.

Methodologically, reflexivity has been applied to the research in the following
ways. First, and unfortunately, | was unable to obtain observational data to
understand the communicative behaviours of my participants in real occasions.
Because of this, | tried my best to be reflexive in doing interviews. | felt confident
in collecting interview data in Chinese and understanding the nuances of the
meaning attached to words and concepts due to my work experience at UNNC
and as a native Chinese speaker. In addition, in the interviews no participants
mentioned that they did not understand the English version of the consent form,
the interviewee bio-data form or the information sheet for research participants.



As stated in section 3.3.2, inviting acquaintances to participate could make the
topic of conversation depart from the research focus. Accordingly, | was very
cautious in recruiting my participants and made a balance between acquaintances
and strangers in order to minimize any potential biases.

In addition, given that this study employed interviews as the main method of data
collection, the advantages and disadvantages of this method must be taken into
consideration along with the nature of the study. On the one hand, distortions may
stem from the researcher. For example, Woods (1986) warns that researchers tend
to interpret the past through their current mental framework and their ulterior
motives. Furthermore a desire to please the researcher and be valued is likely to
impose possible influences on informants. Indeed, in the course of interviews, |
sometimes felt so familiar with the stories of the participants that some of them
might have escaped my conscious attention, despite my efforts to distance myself
and to make the familiar unfamiliar. In addition to this, Woods (1986) aso
cautions that researchers might select the data which coincides with their priority.
| tried to minimize this risk by immersing myself in the data. Furthermore, as
previously mentioned, | atempted to explore HCS’s experiences through their
own retrospective accounts. It is possible for the participants to embellish their
experiences and “develop new insights and understanding of their experiences”
during the interviewing process (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 98). Although I
strived to achieve subjective reality in the experiences of the participants during
the course of the interviews and tried to interpret their accounts explicitly, the
absence of observational data precluded an opportunity to further enrich my
understanding of the participants’ intercultural communication experiences with
expatriates, and therefore may have affected the reliability of the data.

The fieldwork gave me confidence that doing this kind of research made sense.
Doing the interviews, | could feel an attitudinal change in some participants that |
aready knew. One participant, introduced by a colleague of mine, was very
reluctant to agree to my interview. Her reluctance and unwillingness could easily
be seen on her face and heard in her voice, but in the end when | asked whether
she had some things to share with me, she talked a lot. In addition, the behaviour
of two other participants also impressed me. One agreed to be interviewed in her
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office in the evening. The other was interviewed twice, as the first time she had to
leave for a seminar but thought our conversation was not finished. She therefore
invited me to attend the seminar, which gave me a chance to observe her
conversion with some expatriates after the seminar. She also introduced some
colleagues who took part in my interviews. A possible reason is they were
interested in the topic. Another possible reason is related to my personality: my
respect and genuineness in interpersonal contact.

Finally, as stated in section 3.3.6, | made notes after interviewing if necessary.
These field notes reflected my personal feeling about the interviews, such as my
impression of the interviewees and any change in the interviewees’ attitudes
during the interview. All these details helped me to reflect on the ways | reacted to
the interviewees and the accounts | that refer to in thisthesis.
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Chapter summary

This chapter has presented the methodological orientation selected for this study.
Each decision taken has been explained and justified with reference to the
literature. First, the application of qualitative research strategy and responsive

interviewing to serve the needs of the research purposes has been discussed.

After deciding the method of data collection, the fieldwork was essential to the
quality of the research. Owing to the co-congtruction of the researcher and
researched in doing social constructionist research, every effort was made to
guarantee the quality of the research. For example, rapport and trust with the
participants was established in order to explore the participants intercultural
experiences in depth. In addition, a pilot study provided experience of the main
research procedures such as interviewing and data analysis, which made me
confident in sampling, recruiting the participants, and formal interviewing. It also
helped in the choice of strategies for the data analysis, such as using original
transcriptions and Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis. Furthermore, the
fieldnotes taken during the fieldwork aided reflexivity, which enabled me to
modify the research methods during the fieldwork.

Finally, this chapter has discussed the ethical issues, the validity and reliability,
and the reflexivity of the study. The ethical considerations have mainly focused on
the confidentiality of the participants personal information. Examination of the
validity and reliability of the study followed Lincoln and Guba's (1985) terms and
criteria for qualitative studies: credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability. Finally, 1 have reflexively explained how | overcame the
limitations of this study.

Having delineated the methodological considerations, the next two chapters turn
to presenting the findings, addressing how HCS constructed and responded to
cultural differences in their intercultural encounters and the possible factors

affecting these processes.
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Chapter 4 M aking sense of cultural differences

According to Weick et a. (2005, p. 409), sensemaking is “about the interplay of
interpretation and action”. This chapter, the first of two findings chapters, deals
with the participants’ interpretations of cultural differences as they communicate
daily with their expatriate colleagues. Specifically, the findings in this chapter
address the first research question of this study: How do HCS make sense of
cultural differences in their daily communication with their expatriate counterparts
a UNNC? The purpose of this chapter is to provide understanding of the
participants’ communicative behaviour in their intercultural encounters in order to

respond to these cultural differences, which will be the focus of the next chapter.

Following the process of thematic analysis discussed in Chapter 3, from the data |
identify three key themes relevant to the participants construction of cultural
differences between themselves and the expatriate staff: differences in personality
(section 4.1); differences in communication styles (section 4.2); and differences in
values (section 4.3).

4.1 Differencesin personality

As established in Chapter 2, how individuals perceive cultural differences in
intercultural encounters could be a result of individual personality. To understand
and interpret my participants’ perceptions of the differences in the expatriates’
personalities, | made a comparison between the Five Factor Model (FFM) and the
Big Seven, and found that FFM could explain the majority of the data. Therefore,
| drew on FFM as a starting point for interpreting the data. However, FFM,
derived from quantitative data, could not explain all the complexity of individual
personalities, especially in a multicultural context. Bearing this in mind, | first
discuss the participants’ perceptions of the expatriates’ personality traits as they fit
FFM in section 4.1.1. In section 4.1.2, | describe other personality traits emerging
from the data, but which were not strong enough to become themes. | then
conclude this section.
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4.1.1 Personality traits

As mentioned above, FFM acted as a starting point for analysing the participants’
perceptions about the expatriates’ personality traits. Hence, each dimension in
FFM is analysed and discussed below.

Conscientiousness

Conscientiousness consists of such elements as self-discipline, carefulness,
thoroughness, self-organisation, deliberation (the tendency to think carefully
before acting), and the need for achievement (Costa & McCrae, 1992). An
individual possessing this trait is responsible, orderly and dependable. Of the
factors in FFM, this trait was the one most noted by the participants. It was
manifested in this study by a concern on the part of the expatriates for planning
and details, which meant that the participants perceived the expatriates as being
thorough, deliberate and careful with regard to work. However, the reflections of
the participants regarding this trait were varied: some felt that the expatriates
worked dowly and less efficiently while some appreciated this attitude being
adopted by the expatriates.

A common perception of the participants was of an emphasis on planning and
details by the expatriates. For example:

T [E N LEREE AT A G #R Zplankf (1. (Lucy)
The British like to plan everything first before doing. (Lucy)

AbATT AT BESN BRI, ARATIET R AR BEE,  (EAAT AR O — e PR Y

] @, (Robert)

Foreigners may pay great attention to details, although they are concerned about the
final outcome as well. (Robert)

IR REXAATIRBLAE, PO AR 5E X A project, AT AREE 2. KDY ABATTIA L
fLh, BT NS T REOIRIA RIS R, Mt BRI e R ITIe—
Ko HBIBRIPATIME R, AERZADDPEZAN HER A FHC e A
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SR EARZ W, SR EAEMA R R, % 18K . (Robert)

Maybe, they believe that details are crucial for completing the project, i.e. every detail
may influence the achievement of the final result. In order to guarantee the expected
outcome, they will take every detail into consideration, no matter whether it would
impact the outcome or not. (Robert)

To some extent, the expatriates’ concern for and emphasis on planning and details
caused participants to regard the expatriates as rigorous and considerate in
working and thinking, which can be shown by the following extracts:

FERA K74 T8 2 A MRS RS, 2 DA A T e — i s
R A KRBT Ty A IR, AR R A S P 4
(Kelly)

After those contacts with them, | feel like they are very considerate and thorough
toward work. Thisistheir merit. (Kely)

FREAFATIARAT — AT RSN, AR EEE RSN, U Bt AT e R g
TEAFRS A BAR T B ™, SORART ™k XA A, Bl B —4 g
T EE R . (William)

| feel that they have something in common. Of course, I’m not talking about their

nationality, but their common attitude towards work, very scrupulous with strict

standards, i.e. believing in perfection. (William)

Nevertheless, the data suggest that there were two totally diverse viewpoints on
this characteristic feature. Some participants claimed that the working pace of the
expatriates was comparatively slower than that of the Chinese. Fred claimed:

AT EAMA I ZEAR R UL, Bl B B A R LB, BT LA AR (1Y
ZLLB I, IrCRAR R L R . (Fred)

Besides, the working paces of foreigners are comparatively slower. Ours are faster and

more efficient since the speed of development of our country israpid. (Fred)

In the eyes of some participants, plans tended not to keep up with changes, which
was, for example, stated by Tom. Hence, Chinese people tended to place a heavy
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emphasis on efficiency rather than planning in detail, which consumed much time.
This perception could be explained from the perspective of the new identity of
Chinese culture in the era of globalization, as discussed in section 2.2. In the last
three decades, huge changes have happened in China due to the rapid
development of the economy; underlying this phenomenon is the Chinese pursuit
of speed. The Chinese people generally think that they lost too much time during
the period of the “cultural revolution”, which happened in the 1960s and 1970s,
and they suffered from severe poverty. As a result, they were eager to get away
from poverty and catch up with the pace of development in the outside world. In
this kind of macro environment, speed is regarded as a priority. Therefore, the
view expressed in Tom’s account is prevalent in China. Having grown up in this
kind of social environment, it is not hard to understand that some participants did
not appreciate “the slower pace of the expatriates’, at least at the beginning of
their contact.

However, in contrag to the negative comment above, Jane had a different
reflection on this characterigtic:

(L JR A AT 138 218 JF AN R A AT TR A S A ANE, R 0 S AN %
FTRERABATT AR AR T FIA oy AT TR PR A2 DR Al AT Ay s S5 5 o) 4 —

But | think their inefficiency is not deliberate. If they delay and don't finish things, it is
because the task might be very big. | think their inefficiency might be caused by their
thorough thinking. (Jane)

In support of this viewpoint, Ted gave a detailed interpretation. He explained:

=L

G E NARATT S Phis = Xk plan.  fRATT#2 %f projectffiplan, scheduleisf g it ki ik
25, KRR A AL 4 effective, 5k # Uiefficient. (Ted)

British people prefer planning. They will discuss the plan and schedule of a project

again and again, which seems not so effective or efficient to us. (Ted)

He further explained that it seemed to make the whole process of a project slow
down, but it also had its benefits. He thought that the comparatively slow working
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pace based on thorough and comprehensive thinking was to some extent efficient

from a long-term point of view.

In summary, it is apparent that the expatriates were concerned with planning and
details and carefulness and thoroughness in work from the perspective of the
participants. Nonetheless, different participants gave different interpretations,

based on their own experiences.
Openness to experience

Openness to experience involves active imagination, aesthetic sensitivity,
attentiveness to inner feelings, preference for variety, and intellectual curiosity
(Coga & McCrae, 1992). The manifestation of this personality trait in this study
was in the expatriates’ curiosity about Chinese traditional culture and openness to

new ideas in the workplace. The former is exemplified by Joseph’s account:

BEAbAT 2 o B SCA LU B vy bt IR Pk i, BYARAE A 2 2810, flAT e
WAFEARX AU G, RAaF RN RIEAFEMITEELRRTE, ERAEL,
S BEAHRET AT, A T2xt i B STk SRR T IR b o) v [ 1 SCAR R S e
/D RAPRE . (Joseph)

I

%
C%

They are curious about Chinese culture such as Beijing opera and paper-cuts. They feel
how beautiful and interesting these are. | am also not sure whether these are realy
beautiful and interesting or curious to them. But foreigners here are practically
interested in Chinese culture, at least not disgusted. (Joseph)

This opinion was echoed by Robert. He believed that they were more interested in
Chinese culture and hence kept in touch with local Chinese people so as to
understand them more deeply and closely. This type of person, as Amelia
concluded, tended to be open-minded to new culture. These expatriates tended to
be interested in the way cultural others did things and tried to understand them
from the others’ perspectives. For example, John noticed that the expatriates who
were researching international relationships liked to be in contact with HCS. He
further presumed that they probably wanted to understand Chinese customs and

rituals and current news from the perspective of local Chinese speakers.
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In addition to curiosity about Chinese culture, the participants tended to use the
English word “open-minded” to describe the expatriates’ openness to others’ ideas.
A possible reason is that the participants have become used to expressing their
ideas in English when they cannot find a suitable Chinese word, while the Chinese
translation of the English word “open” tends to have negative connotations, often
being used to describe the openness of a woman with regard to sexual relations.
From the participants perspective, the expatriates seemed ready to accept new
ideas from others irrespective of their positions in the organisation and their
nationalities. For example, Tom said:

AT GRS, AT AR, PRABFERBMASRFRNE T . [Hi]
A RIS U AT AM0E, B Eafiraise, B FTE A committeefl /i Tt 252 «
WIEIXFE. (Tom)

In the meeting, foreigners express their ideas openly, saying whatever they want
without raising their hands or caring about the leader’s face. As a result of this,

sometimes, as soon as | have my own idea, | will raise my hand and voiceit. If theidea
is good, the committee will accept it immediately. That'sit. (Tom)

Here, Tom used a positive phrase “i% )%k 5™ (chang suo yu yan; express their
ideas openly) to describe the expatriates’ openness to new ideas. Nevertheless, he
subsequently explained this point by using “without caring for the leader’s face”.
His explanation seems to imply that he did not need to take hierarchy into
consideration in expressing his own ideas, which is against Confucian doctrine:
subordinates should obey their superiors. Hence, from this perspective, the
expatriates’ openness to new ideas to some extent is an external manifestation of
lower power distance.

However, the degree of openness varies. From the perspective of Veronica,

o BN LA LEBR PR o IS5 BN (R AR ELAS T 35 R Tl 4 BE IO I s

(Veronica)

The British are comparatively reserved while the Americans are relatively a bit more

open. (Veronica)
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Here, Veronica used “British” and “Americans’ to generalize her impression of
those with whom she was familiar. Obviously, she is stereotyping, and this pattern
of stereotyping was used by several others to explain differences. More similar
examples were found in the data. For instance,

H A ITARAT AR FEALAL A . (Ted)
Asfor the Japanese teachers, they pay more attention to courtesies. (Ted)
ERHM A 2, A L ZER . (Vivian)

The Italians do things hastily but they will apologise immediately when they do things
wrong. (Vivian)

PR R OAEAE AR AR R AR, AT H E 25 I, AT 5 23 7 deadline
AR VISR, AERAEAEAUE BRI BRI . (Valerie)

You will find that the Germans and Austrians are definitely punctual and they hand in
what they have to do exactly before the deadline, while the Italians tend to be more
flexible. (Valerie)

In addition, the participants were used to using “they”, “foreigners”, and “foreign
teachers” as catch-all phases to refer to the whole cluster of the expatriates at
UNNC. Indeed, these kinds of general words pervade the whole data set (as
evidenced in the previous and following data extracts). According to Tajfel’s
(1981) social identity theory, people tend to exaggerate the differences between
intergroups, drawing on stereotypes, and make general assumptions about other
groups (generalisations) when they know little about that group. | will further
discuss this point in the summary section of this chapter, because these kinds of

perceptions were quite common among my participants.

In summary, these accounts suggest that some expatriates at UNNC tended to be
curious about Chinese culture and open-minded to new ideas.

Extraversion

People possessing an extrovert personality tend to enjoy human interactions and
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to be enthusiastic, talkative, assertive, and gregarious (Costa & McCrae, 1992).
They enjoy being with people and are often perceived as being full of energy. In
groups, they like to talk, assert themselves, and draw attention to themselves. The
manifestations of extrovert character in this study mainly consisted of the
expatriates’ predilection for partying and assertiveness on public occasions.

The first manifestation of extraversion was demonstrated in perceptions of the
expatriates enjoying social occasions where they could be expressive and relaxed.
For example, Fred said,

TSN TR, 263 2o Th s S T ANIINAAR, A0 TFparty, HIXT
KA LB AITF . (Fred)

Some foreign teachers are very enthusiastic. They often invite Chinese staff to go out
for dinner, or to go to their houses for a party. This type of expatriate is comparatively
more welcome. (Fred)

Additionally, in the context of public occasions such as dinner parties, Jane
mentioned that the expatriates appeared to be enjoying themselves when chatting
with others, even while waiting for the beginning of the party, while her Chinese
colleagues at that time prefer to wait for the dinner, sitting on the chairs and just
chatting casually. Hence, in Jane’s eyes,

AR 5 X party 1 SCA AR EERRA A, JLSEAATTAT REXS A3 (R 4, X5 A
CR BT W AR AU, S OISR R 2 L AR 22 . (Jane)

They like the culture of parties and making friends. Actually, they are much more eager

to share their experiences with others than Chinese people. (Jane)

This feeling perceived by Jane was also echoed by Robert, who expressed a
similar opinion referring to differences in language learning between Chinese and
expatriates. If foreigners just learned some simple Chinese phrases, such as “fi¢
7> (hello) and “F 1L (goodbye), they like to use them when communicating with
Chinese people, while Chinese people prefer not to show their proficiency in
English.
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As mentioned in section 2.2.2, han xu (% &; implicit communication) is regarded
as one of the five characteristics of Chinese communication (Gao & Ting-Toomey,
1998). Chinese people traditionally believe giang da chu tou niao (f8F] 3k &;
shoot the bird which takes the lead; or, the nail that sticks up most gets hammered
down), huo cong kou chu (f# M H i ; misfortune comes from the mouth) and yan
duo bi shi (5 % 14 ’K; the one who talks errs much). Behind these Chinese sayings
are Confucian rules, such as concerning a desire to maintain harmony and
modesty. Hence, Chinese culture seems not to encourage people to be assertive,
especially on public occasions. These Confucian rules still seem popular, at least

among this cluster of the HCS according to the accounts of the above participants.
Agreeableness

Agreeable people are generally considerate, friendly, generous, helpful, and
willing to compromise their interests with others (Costa & McCrae, 1992). They
value getting along with others and believe that people are basically honest,
decent, and trusworthy (Costa & McCrag). With regard to this trait, the
expatriates manifested a concern for daily rituals on the one hand and being
helpful and friendly on the other. In terms of the former, the comments from the

participants varied. As for the latter, participants gave positive comments.

The data in this study show that the expatriates were generally polite, regardless
of whether they were senior managers or general staff, which was mentioned by
many participants (such as Joseph, Jennifer, William, and Mary). They tended to
be concerned with the rituals of daily life, such as greeting enthusiastically, as
Robert mentioned; the use of a polite tone and words, according to Herbert; and
sending postcards during a trip and bringing gifts back from travelling, as Valerie
recalled. In addition, they were “easily pleased”, as Ted commented, in that he
would be shown appreciation again and again even if he only did something little
for them. Even though they were the participants’ superiors, the expatriates
preferred to use polite expressions such as “Could you please...” and “Please...”
to ask their subordinates to do something relevant to work. As Jane remarked,
they did not actually need to be so polite because it was her role to do what her
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superior ordered. Some participants used positive adjectives such as “nice” and
“polite” to comment on the expatriates’ politeness and courtesy. As Jane
acknowledged,

AAT TR BEAFANE B A AEAT A FERI AL B, XL AR FEA I ALIAL 7. /AT
REMA T IXFE B TR, T LASE 4 AN AT (R S R ZT A, AT 19 2ok 5F < (Jane)

They treat these actions as the most basic politeness and courtesy, and they comply
with them no matter who they are and which positions they hold. Maybe, they were
taught to behave like this since they were children and thereby conditioned to behave
inthis way. (Jane)

Again, under the influence of Confucian rules such as attention to social order and
hierarchical respect, Chinese subordinates are used to taking doing things for their
superiors for granted, especially in the workplace. Hence, this type of reaction is
usually encountered only when one asks someone who is not close to do extra
things. In addition, Chinese people rarely use polite expressions such as “thank
you” and “excuse me” among in-group members (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998).
Indeed, in the course of the interviews some participants unconsciously repeated a
Chinese adjective “% "< (ke qi) to describe the expatriates’ politeness and
courtesy. This adjective is used to express Chinese people’s good impression of a
stranger or an acquaintance, rather than of a close friend. As Yu and Gu (1990;
cited in Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998) conclude, the ritual of ke gi can be perceived
and interpreted as insincere, distant, and removed when used in the context of a
close relationship, such as between husbands and wives and close friends. They
further explain that Chinese people can show inclusion to an out-group member
by not applying the ritual of ke qi. Likewise, Chinese people also show exclusion
to an in-group member by insisting on observing ke gi. Mary’s interpretation
echoed the above view. She felt that the expatriates’ politeness and courtesy to
some extent made her feel a sense of distance.

On the other hand, in comparison with their varying interpretations of the
expatriates’ concern for rituals, the participants generally acknowledged the
expatriates’ helpfulness, generosity and kindness, which were exemplified by both
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Mary and Valerie. As a new member of staff and technical supporter, Mary was
not familiar with relevant educational equipment at the very beginning of her
career at UNNC, so sometimes she could not provide a normal service to the
teachers. At that time, an expatriate teacher was very patient in waiting for her to
set up some equipment and give her some suggestions based on his rich
experience. On one occasion, Valerie encountered something that she did not
know how to deal with and tried to find a solution by ringing a Chinese and a
foreign colleague. Unfortunately, neither of them knew the solution. She told me
that the Chinese colleague was most likely just to tell her that he or she did not
know, and to suggest she report to her senior, while her foreign colleague tried to
find the solution for her. Hence, in Valerie’s eyes, the expatriate was more helpful.

In summary, the expatriates at UNNC were generally perceived as being
courteous and helpful, partly owing to their concern with rituals. Nevertheless,
concern for rituals could also bring about a sense of distance between
interlocutors from the perspective of the participants, although most of the
participants acknowledged the expatriates’ politeness and courtesy.

Emotional stability/ Neuroticism

People who have a neurotic personality seem to frequently experience negative
emotions, such as anger, anxiety, or depression (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The
opposite of neuroticism is emotional stability, with people tending to be calm and
even-tempered. From the participants perspective, the expatriates at UNNC are
emotionally stable under most circumstances, while a few of them are
occasionally neurotic. As stated previously, the expatriates were generally
perceived to be nice, polite, open and so on. They seemed less susceptible to the
environment around them, as Kelly observed:

AR, ZAMEAR EARGRIBEE), RIamtE v, AT EAGEON) MR
o R AR B QAR ST, BRI, FIr B,
Wr BifH R JBATEREAMD I E, (HRAT W ARSI AR AT, ARt 5iA
R, HEEAEEEAE, MAZX AU AUE— BORUAEA =TSRRI L.
(Kelly)
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One feature of foreigners is that they generally do not quarrd with you, and are
superficially kind. | have heard, although | have never experienced a quarrel with them,
that they generally express themselves more directly rather than quarrel with you, even
though they may fedl really angry. (Kelly)

Nevertheless, some participants felt that a very few expatriates sometimes seemed
less friendly and nice. For example, the attitude of some expatriates was not so
good when complaining about something to HCS. They would shout and not give
any chance for HCS to explain. Amelia once encountered such an outburst,
although she admitted that this case was very unusual:

bk T B AZE, —FFEZ Y, AR TR R A E IR B IRIEAE
GOEARE WA, ARG DGR, R X LSS B B A B ARG, X
FEvte MUl TARA T, SSRAE MREAT — sUR BRI, Bl ot vl ER AR i,
SRIG LA AT BT AR IR e, B AIT, AGRXHERNE, DL
RG] 2e, RIS AR TR Jae i AR Ot R A BRI, o i, R
TEABARE, WX dn s 3 skl & vk I r s 4 fak i 7 -k,
AR UL R ok, Wrkil, B A T — AN BENLS, HA
1Te BORTGAFAINET , i AR S5 — 52 Ui AR Aprofessional, 25 ——
MALSHEBAT, ARG S RUIE RIS, T HARSR 56 A — A 1 X il
complain. 5S¢ THIZ A, IERMAEM T . (Ameia)

Once, he came to my office, beginning the conversation with a loud voice. Obviously,
he was very angry, using extreme words, shouting for along time. | tried to explain to
him when he briefly paused, but he immediately interrupted me and did not give me
any chance to explain. And then, his voice became much louder and he eventually
shouted at me. | tried twice to persuade him to calm him down so as to have the chance
to explain to him. But | failed, both times. Ultimately, | had to ignore him because he

did not behave professionally on the one hand nor politely on the other. (Amelia)

In effect, Amelia’s encounter was not unique. Although it was unusual, some
participants also had similar encounters. Fred mentioned that not all the
expatriates had a gentle manner in the course of daily contact. Some expatriates,
occasionally at least, appeared not to be calm: some were very aggressive and

went shouting at HCS, as Valerie mentioned; or some kept talking without pausing
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and without giving a chance for HCS to explain, as Kelly found when something

did not go asthe expatriate hoped.

Traditionally, open emotional expressions, especially strong and negative ones
such as anger and depression, are not encouraged in Chinese society (Hsu, 1971).
Moderation in emotional expressions is regarded as essential to achieving internal
balance in the human body, while extreme emotions are often viewed as sources
of various health problems from the perspective of Chinese traditional medicine
(Bond, 1993). In addition, moderation in emotional expressions is viewed as
belonging to the highest realm of individual moral cultivation, and is one of the
notable features in Confucian moderation (Wang & Cui, 2005). Furthermore,
possessing a neurotic personality risks breaking interpersonal harmony and
causing others to lose face; such behaviours are discouraged in Chinese society.

Nevertheless, some participants attributed the expatriates occasional neuroticism
to their “ethnocentrism, prejudice and discrimination”. Ethnocentrism refers to
considering the views and standards of one’s own culture as much more important
than any other (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2005). Thomas (1996) asserts that those
within a dominant group are inclined to use their own cultural context as a
standard and expect its values to be taken for granted and aspired to by minority
groups. A consciousness of privilege can derive from ethnicity or nation. For
example, Thomas notes that people from developed countries such as the US and
the UK are likely to regard their thinking as superior, and therefore force others,
such as Chinese, to obey them, whether in the working environment or in family
life. Although such a view might be considered outdated in the age of
globalisation, and somewhat essentialist, it can be seen in the findings in this study.
For example, Yi Wang, John and Mike felt that some expatriates had a more or
less ethnocentric tendency.

A —FAME R A SRS, W A R M AR, RS L
(Barbara)

There exists another kind of foreigners, who are very proud of themselves, and always

see themsel ves as dominant, superior to other people. (Barbara)
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REA L AMERT A O E A, XA A2 A (John)
Probably some foreigners think they are a cut above the Chinese. (John)

B N AL AT IR AT A PR AP A, st A VAR AL B AT T il
FEFIE K K. (Mike)

Personally speaking, indeed, | think some foreign staff do have a sense of superiority,
that is, they look down upon us because we were born in China and made by China.
(Mike)

In addition to ethnocentrism, prejudice is another possible factor associated with
neuroticism. According to Ting-Toomey and Chung (2005), “prejudice is a sense
of antagonistic hogtility toward a group as a whole or toward an individual
because she or he is a member of that group” in the intercultural context. The data
suggests that most of the expatriates at UNNC were unable to speak Chinese.
Thus, the expatriates’ source of information about Chinese people was most likely
to be colleagues, or those who had intimate relationships with them such as
spouses or boyfriendg/girlfriends, along with the public media. This kind of
second-hand information has been filtered by others and is not always applicable
in different contexts. If this kind of information is combined with limited negative
experiences, then the expatriates may over-generalise this kind of mindset and
hence become prejudiced. For example, some expatriates tended to equate the
Chinese political system with the Chinese people, as Amelia mentioned, and some
would make generalizations based on negative comments which they had heard
about China, as John related. The following accounts reflect this impression:

B VR 2 GRS O BE, At A3 IR R XA RO B . B0 Al A
TS, RENERNI LA tricks, XML RILE AW, X PR AT i W, o
(Rebecca)

Maybe because they had met someone who was like that, they may suppose we are the
same too, or they are probably predisposed to believe that: “I know you might play
some tricks”. People like this, who are prejudiced towards us, indeed exist in our

university. (Rebecca)
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Furthermore, discrimination is probably another reason for HCS to encounter
hostile treatment from the expatriates. Obviously, the position of academic staff in
a university is much higher than that of the administrative staff. UNNC is no
exception. According to an observation from Valerie, some expatriates tended to
order administrators to do things for them without leaving any room for
discussion, while they were very nice to their academic colleagues. It seemed to
her that these expatriates supposed themselves to be superior to administrators.

This supposition was confirmed by an expatriate friend of hers:

AL, ERBCCAEAH ORI I L AN IR R A AT 1 O ARG, FRERABAT AL, Al AT
(1 2 A il &5 — HeacademicHt 1 C. 4 filisomething. w2t H O Y BUR EZE 1 (2,
ARG A DR adminga Ko, AR BE AR R, AR AT B RIS AR
(Valerie)

| once discussed discrimination with some foreign staff, my friends. They confirmed
my supposition: they are academic staff, so they consider themselves to be important

personages, which is like the discrimination of some doctors against nurses. (Valerie)

In summary, along with the perceptions of expatriates’ general emotional stability,
a few examples indicated that some expatriates did show neurotic traits to HCS.
From the perspective of the participants, ethnocentrism, prejudice and
discrimination were probably the potential factors giving rise to this negative

emotion.

So far, this section has applied FFM as a darting point for analysing the
participants’ perceptions of the differences in personality between expatriates and
HCS. In the analysis, this attempt has seemed effective as themes have emerged
and commonalities become apparent in that the vast mgjority of the data relevant
to personalities could be subsumed within FFM, although the degree and scope
varies from person to person. However, some of the data do not seem to belong to
any of the five dimensions, and thus | shall elaborate on them in the next

subsection.
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4.1.2 Other personality traits

In addition to FFM factors, some other personality traits are aso found in the data
set but not strongly enough to form themes. These traits were either mentioned by
few participants or had little bearing on the main research purpose. Thus, | adopt

the following labels to categorise and make sense of these data:

Humour and wit. This means that expatriates usually like to joke or make fun of
themselves. For example, Valerie mentioned that her Italian colleagues might
comfort themselves with some black humour sometimes when they were unlucky.
Fred also said that the expatriates could sometimes burst out with a joke and thus

a sense of humour was needed in communication with them.

Tolerance/intolerance. This means that some expatriates can tolerate their
colleagues’ faults and be cooperative, while a very few expatriates could not
tolerate anything different from their own countries. In terms of the former, Mary
gave an example of something that happened to herself. As a new technician, she
needed time to learn how to set up educational equipment. Therefore, small
mistakes did happen when she was cooperating with expatriates. However, some
of her expatriate colleagues were very tolerant which gave her a deep impression
of their tolerance. In terms of the intolerance, very few expatriates could not
tolerate anything different from their own countries. For example, Veronica
mentioned that one expatriate once asked for there to be drinkable water in the
public toilets at UNNC, which isimpossible in the context of China.

The above findings indicate that FFM cannot explain all the data relevant to
personality. Among the above findings, the traits of humour and wit coincide with
Paunonen and Jackson’s (2000) findings. In addition, their investigation also
uncovered some other dimensions of personality, such as religiosity,
manipulativeness, honesty, masculinity/femininity, snobbishness, and so forth.
Accordingly, personality traits have the same limitations as the dimensions of
cultural values. Nevertheless, the main purpose of this section is to understand
how HCS constructed cultural differences in terms of personality. In effect, there
was not much data going beyond FFM. In that sense, FFM framework offered a
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useful understanding of HCS's perspectives on the expatriates personalities in
their intercultural encounters, although it fails to explain all the data such as that
connected to humour and wit, and tolerance and intolerance.

4.1.3 Conclusions

This section has offered an understanding of the participants construction of
cultural differences in terms of how they make sense of expatriates’ personalities
asit is manifested primarily in the context of the workplace.

The majority of the data in this study concerning participants’ perceptions of
expatriates’ personality traits fall within the framework of FFM. Among the five
traits, conscientiousness received the most attention from the participants. The
participants were surprised by the expatriates’ concern for details and schedules.
In addition to conscientiousness, the expatriates tended to be open to experience
(curiosity about Chinese culture and openness to new ideas in the workplace). As
stated in section 2.4.1, several studies have demonstrated that the openness to
experience of FFM was not strong enough to be a dimension in Asian and Chinese
personality structure. The participants’ sensitiveness to the expatriates’ openness
to some extent implies a lack of this trait in general on the part of HCS. The third
trait, extraversion, presented itself in the context of both work and life. From the
perspective of the participants, for example, in the public context, the expatriates
tended to enjoy and be expressive in social occasions. In terms of agreeableness,
the expatriates were perceived as being polite, nice and helpful in general. Finally,
in terms of the neurotic trait being manifested in the workplace by the expatriates,
some participants admitted that this condition did exist occasionally, athough
most of the expatriates were emotionally stable. One possible explanation is that
neuroticism may have been due to ethnocentrism, prejudice and discrimination,
which the participants percelved as being manifest in some expatriates’

communication and behaviour.

As gtated in Chapter 2, FFM was derived from quantitative investigations based
on specific hypotheses and mono-cultural contexts. Despite this, FFM is useful to
explain most of the findings relevant to personality, at least as far as the
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participants’ perceptions of expatriates’ digpositions in intercultural
communication in this study are concerned. Nevertheless, FFM cannot explain all
the datarelated to personality. In addition to the five personality traits, a few other
personality traits such as humour and wit and tolerance/intolerance were also
mentioned by the participants, athough they were not strong enough to form
themes.

In section 2.4.1, | presented two models of personality traits; FFM and the Big
Seven. The data analysis here shows that FFM is able to explain most of the
findings relevant to personality, at least as far as the participants’ perceptions of
cultural differences in this study are concerned. In effect, when | began the data
analysis, | examined the two models to explore their fit with my data, that is,
which model might better enable me to make sense of the data. | found that FFM
is more suitable compared with the Big Seven. A possible explanation is that most
of the expatriates at UNNC are from English-speaking countries and thus FFM,
derived from English vocabulary, is more applicable in explaining their
dispositional behaviours than the Big Seven from Chinese vocabulary. Hence, the
findings in this study seem to support the claim that FFM is more suitable for
explaining English-speaking people’s personality (Shweder, 1991).

Meanwhile, in interpreting the cultural differences, the participants aso gave
various meanings based on their own frames of reference or past experiences, as
illustrated in the examples given by HCS. For example, some participants
acknowledged the expatriates’ concern for planning and details, while some
commented negatively on this. In addition, the macro context of contemporary
Chinese society, and conversely, traditional Chinese culture, manifested in
Confucian values, also exerted an influence on the participants’ perceptions. For
instance, the high-speed development of the Chinese economy made some HCS
emphasise efficiency and thus not appreciate expatriates’ concern for planning and
details. In addition, the participants’ perceptions also manifested their own
cultural values. They largely valued maintaining interpersonal harmony, a strong
Chinese cultural trait (Chen, 2008), and hence preferred not to acknowledge

neuroticism.
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Furthermore, in the process of interpretation, the participants also manifested
stereotyping or generalising to some extent. Some participants stereotyped the
expatriates just as they felt the expatriates also stereotyped the Chinese. However,
from the perspective of sensemaking (Weick, 1995; Weick, et al., 2005), this is
acceptable since the whole purpose of sensemaking is for the sensemaker to learn

either lessens or experience from the unknown through the interaction.

Given this analysis of the participants’ perceptions of the expatriates’ personality
traits, |1 next turn to elaborate on how the participants interpret the cultural
differences relevant to communication styles.

4.2 Differencesin communication styles

In addition to personality traits, cultural differences are also manifested through
the expatriates communicative disposition in the intercultural encounters from
HCS's perspective. The data analysis shows that the theme “directness” emerges
very strongly. Directness here means that the expatriates tended to express their
points of view or feelings clearly and forthrightly in public. In other words, they
preferred to convey their thoughts and ideas through explicit verbal messages. The
other theme is quite the opposite: indirectness, meaning not to explicitly express
the speakers’ ideas. My thematic analysis shows that the expatriates’ directness is
manifested in at least the following three ways: directness in thinking logically,
challenging authority, and promoting their performance, while their indirectness is

mainly expressed in the case of disagreement.
4.2.1 Directness

As stated above, directness could be manifested in three ways. In the first place, in
terms of thinking logically, some participants perceived that the expatriates’ logic
in their contact with others tended to involve linear thinking. They were inclined
to focus on the facts and evidence and go straightforwardly to the aims. As Robert

said,

bl T e, AHRPRUEEZE B LE s, PR AN, s HARAEIR R, FRAHIX
ANHEbRAE, HREATT RSB L1 1. (Robert)
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In terms of the way of thinking, they are more direct than Chinese, which means that
they go straightforward towards the point, while we probably will do it in a roundabout
way. (Robert)

Robert’s comment also indicated a contrast in ways to express points of view
between the expatriates and Chinese people. Chinese people tend to avoid saying
“no” directly in interpersonal communication. They usually indicate their
disagreement in a more circumlocutory manner. Fred explained:

PR E RS, ATSARIATEUIIN, halfes A LU, ALERE
IRAMEDE . Hepe— AN EAMAE, A AEH IR A 22X FE . i B i
bl @i ik, AR LT . (Fred)

Chinese know that some things can only be perceived rather than expressed. The
Chinese don’t have to put everything on the table because some things cannot be
explained with words. We won't ask for many details and will guess by ourselves.

However, a foreigner will keep on asking why until he’s satisfied with a clear answer.

(Fred)

So, from the perspective of the Chinese staff, the expatriates tend to state their
points of view clearly and explicitly. As Lucy mentioned, “they like to clarify: yes
isyes, no isno” (“flf 135K clarify, nJ LA 2l B, AT L& AT . 7). Thiskind
of directness is acceptable in saying “yes’ but not in saying “no”, since the latter
might risk the interlocutor losing face from the Chinese perspective. As aresult, if
the participants communicated with them in this Chinese way, the expatriates
would keep asking “why?’ until they got the point. As Ted observed,

MbATT AT (%l ost, /N BEget the pointe ZTI L A TR Z IR o Al AR IE 1
AFGEEA BB, TR PRI HSARAT IO 25 FE ) — L2 40U A
fbRFEHEZ B2, (Ted)

They sometimes will be lost, and cannot get the point. Really, it is true sometimes.
After understanding ultimately what we mean, they will be puzzled why we did not tell

them directly. To them, it makes no sense to communicate in such an indirect way.

(Ted)

Fred and Ted’s accounts indicate two layers of meaning. First, the expatriates
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preferred to express their thoughts or ideas in an explicit way. Second, they asked
the interlocutors to express their thoughts and ideas straightaway, which indicated
general differences in thinking logically between HCS and the expatriates. The
accounts of the above participants can also be explained using Ting-Toomey's
(1999) terms: linear logic in LCC vs. spiral logic in HCC. The examplesiillustrate
that the expatriates' logical thinking tended to be linear, while HCS's logic seemed

spiral.

Second, directness is also manifested in the expatriates’ challenging authorities.
Some participants noticed that expatriates who were lower in position also tended

to express their views on public occasions such as meetings. As Barbara observed,

REAETF 2 I SR . A RX A — AN R, A0 AR 03 T BN AR
VG FRAN AR, B FRIZXAN ARG A R o (E P [ A AR AR D A KRR L
BRIV A (R A1 R PR IR 1) F-AOX AN A S AR R [ 1Y) - (Barbara)

If there is something in a meeting with which one of the foreign staff doesn’t agree,
he/she will immediately express his/her disagreement or his’her own opinion. However,
Chinese staff seldom act in that way no matter how long they have stayed abroad. They
till find it difficult to challenge their deeply-rooted minds. (Barbara)

Chinese people are traditionally asked to listen to others such as elders and
teachers (Wrifi; ting hua) from the time that they are little children, and are not
encouraged to challenge elders' ideas and thoughts (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998).
Similarly, in organisational settings, Chinese people are used to listening to their
superiors rather than expressing their own ideas directly, as Barbara mentioned.
Furthermore, this kind of directness also appeared to challenge the organisation's
rules. The expatriates like to put everything on the table even to the extent of
disagreement with the organisation's rules. However, Chinese people rarely dare
to formally criticize the organisation's rules. In the two episodes below Fred
illustrated how different Chinese staff are from the expatriates in dealing with

similar phenomena:

BATARAE R MR R T, W AMEBUN I TR A8 — N, XN
AR T LR, A AN AU XA AR, R e
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TR T By A O — S R, A N AR IR . MR R
WEBRASTE A28 2250), AhJ7 5L TN Rt AN R, AT TR A AT ) deandié
W, RndeanfE TS, Lhie. fEa EXZAHEA AW Rsef A&k T AT
UL, Deanl ) IX 483 W —— %, BRI TR TS 5. Xy i A A
P, LA, AR A AR THCARKER, ERRKZHNATE
AEN . BRI B AR, htiadRiE, EMRERN T AUER R
[l Fik, ANEERROTE, BAEAFIXHADFN LERPUHR T, (Fred)

Once, we adjusted the salaries of the foreign staff and caused some dissatisfaction.
Similarly, we adjusted the accommodation of Chinese staff on campus once and caused
some dissatisfaction, too. However, the ways they deal with similar events are quite
different. The foreign staff presented their opinions to the Dean regarding their
dissatisfaction with the income adjustment. Then, the Dean held a meeting in which the
dissatisfied foreign staff expressed their opinions about the issue and the Dean
answered their questions one by one, explaining the background to this income
adjustment. In contrast, the Chinese staff, although they were not satisfied with the
adjustment of their accommodation, did not present their opinion to the head, apart
from one person. Rather, they complained among themselves instead of negotiating

with the schoal. As far as the two events are concerned, the diversity is apparent. (Fred)

Fred further explained:
AEXSFrh 7 Gk, A7 L O RIA, VIE . (Fred)

Compared with Chinese staff, self-expression and communication is deemed very
important by foreign staff. (Fred)

Directly expressing views, especially against authority or superiors, is not
encouraged in Chinese society since it tends to be considered offending authorities
and thereby putting the arguer into a disadvantageous position. The above
episodes exemplify two types of communication styles. the expatriates
person-oriented communication style and HCS's status-oriented one (Gao &
Ting-Toomey, 1998) .

The data show that this kind of directness manifested by the expatriates seemed
not to embarrass the participants. Rather, some participants claimed that they
appreciated and benefited from it. It usually made things simpler and also saved
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time since they did not need to guess the interlocutor’s real meaning, as Kelly
reflected. On public occasions, such as in meetings, subordinates were allowed to
freely express their opinions and even argue with senior staff. And when this
happened, the participants did not feel that the senior staff were uncomfortable.
Rather, as Kelly related, the atmosphere at the meeting was harmonious and any
comment was welcome. As far as this point is concerned, Robert also agreed with
Kelly. Furthermore, although most expatriates preferred to express their opinions
directly, the way they expressed them was polite in the eyes of Herbert and many
other participants, and hence is acceptable:

AR BRI 2 LU I, W iE L, TS R . (ER A AT
s S SR PR IR Akt 2 AT LR 1Y) A 7 3T AR ALS. (Herbert)

Foreigners, generally, are more polite in the use of tone and words. In other words,
their views or recommendations come out more directly, but the manner is polite.
(Herbert)

Nevertheless, not al the kinds of directness manifested by the expatriates are
appreciated by the participants. For example, compared with HCS, some
expatriates tended to unreservedly promote their performance and ideas in the
workplace, which made them more aggressive from the perspective of HCS. This
was exemplified by Jane. She mentioned that there were three colleagues in her
office: two HCS and an expatriate. She noticed that she and her HCS colleague
tended to take the foreign colleague’s feelings into consideration when they
reported to their common superior about work progress. For example, they
preferred not to show their results to their superior if they felt the achievement of
their foreign colleague at the same time was not as high as theirs. In other words,
they were afraid to make their foreign colleague lose face and suffer
embarrassment. However, they noticed that their expatriate colleague was keen to
promote her own achievements and the strong contribution she had made to the

university if she did the same things.

Jane felt that the expatriate's behaviour could have the effect of causing the others
to lose face and thereby destroy the harmonious atmosphere of the team. Hence,
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she admitted that she and her Chinese colleague did not behave like her expatriate
colleague in terms of reporting their performances, at least when other colleagues
were around. This episode indicates the differences between Jane and her Chinese
colleague and their expatriate counterpart in showing their efforts and
performance: the former tended to adopt a self-effacement style in HCC and the
latter seemed to show a self-enhancement style in LCC (Ting-Toomey, 1999).

4.2.2 Indirectness

Although the expatriates were generally direct from HCS's perspective, the
participants also noticed that not all expatriates tended to explicitly express their
real points of view, especially avoiding negative responses like "No", or "I
disagree with you", or "I cannot do it". Sometimes, they used a mild and
roundabout way to express their points. As Tom remarked,

PR S EILSEIMEE R MAEBRIRGE— SR II %, BRI AL,
AL HEU R, e E S TEABAR. . Rabuti XA SR AL T LUK 4
e ? 3 PhAR X R EL S politef ) )y 3o JSE B BEAF BRI 5 A1) — gl 1 24
TR KA, W R K LA A — i~ 24 i A7 —1>space. (Tom)

Chinese is implicit. Actually, so are foreigners. Similarly, a foreigner prefers not to
express his real views directly if he thinks you did not do something quite well. Rather,
he tends to say something good or unrelated first, then followed by “but, it might be
better if it was done in another way” to express his real meaning. This may be because
of the gentlemen tradition of Western people. That is, there exists a kind of face or

space for each other. (Tom)

Ted aso encountered a Canadian expatriate who would particularly take another’s
face into consideration when expressing his views, which was different from his
initial feeling about the expatriates. In addition, in an observation by Jane, the way
her foreign colleague would say “no” aso varied from occasion to occasion and
person to person. She mentioned that her colleague would say “no” directly to
colleagues on some occasions while making a negative response indirectly on
other occasions. But in comparison with the Chinese (for example herself), she
admitted that she did not know how to refuse in the latter case. Tom aso
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mentioned that although the expatriates sometimes used questions such as "how

about...?" instead of directly saying "no", the interlocutor can get the point easily.
4.2.3 Conclusions

This section has elaborated on the expatriates communicational dispositions from
HCS's perspective. The expatriates were generally perceived as being more direct
in expressing their ideas and thoughts compared with HCS. In the eyes of the
participants, the expatriates tended to verbally express their views in a manner
that was considerably straightforward and explicit. It seems that they preferred to
tackle issues explicitly and head on. Nevertheless, some expatriates also
manifested indirectness, for example, in being able to express negative responses

in an implicit way.

To conclude, the participants generally used the word “direct” to describe the
expatriates’ behaviour in intercultural communication. From the participants
perspective, the expatriates tended to express their points of view explicitly on
public occasions. In addition, the aspects of directness manifested by the
expatriates correspond to some characteristics of Ting-Toomey's (1999) LCC
framework, while HCS's communicative styles could be subsumed within her
HCC one. Nevertheless, the analysis also shows that some expatriates were able to
use an indirect way of expressing their views in order to save the interlocutor’s
face, depending on the occasion and the interlocutor. This implies that the indirect
communication style is not exclusive to one particular culture, such as China, as
assumed in Ting-Toomey’s (1999) model.

4.3 Differencesin values

The previous sections have discussed the participants’ perceptions of the
differences between themselves and the expatriates regarding personality traits
and communication styles. This section deals with the differences in cultural
values noticed and interpreted by the participants. The data analysis shows that the
participants’ perceptions of differences in cultural values encompass various
features. Specifically, | first discuss the different values regarding the life and
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work habits of the expatriates. Next, | illustrate the expatriates’ concern for
privacy in section 4.3.2. Section 4.3.3 focuses on the expatriates’ values in
communicating equally among members of the organisation. In section 4.3.4, |
look at the expatriates’ values in work-oriented relationships, and finally conclude
this section in section 4.3.5.

4.3.1 Valuesin life/lwor k habits and customs

This subsection discusses the differences in life/work habits and customs between
HCS and expatriates from the perspective of the participants. Three key themes
emerged. First, in daily life, the participants noticed that the expatriates liked
going to the pub in their spare time. Second, when going out socially the
expatriates usually paid for themselves, even when with friends. And third, in the
workplace, they tended to confirm things by email when they had already reached
aconsensus orally.

Liking going to the pub

In terms of differences in life habits between the expatriates and HCS, the
expatriates' liking for going to the pub emerged. Some male participants used a
well-known slang expression, "#4IIL" (pao ba), to describe it. “Dipping oneself in
some place” in Chinese means “spending much time or immersing oneself in a
certain place” (Wang, 2010a, p. 175). Hence, “dipping bar” (##/Il";; pao ba) means
spending much time in a bar. Some participants (such as Joseph, Kelly and Jane)
noticed that expatriates liked going to a bar in the evenings. For instance, Joseph
noted that the expatriates often went to “dipping bar” (J&I"; pao ba) at the end of
an event, whereas playing cards, doing Karaoke and having dinner parties are
much more popular in Chinese contemporary society. In terms of this diversity,
Herbert gave a representative conclusion. He thought that it was not so much fun
to spend the whole night in a club with only one bottle of beer, compared with
other recreational activities which many Chinese like:

AIREZE S S ), FRAEAF BA TR IUAR 2 AR ARV AN AT L dniid
AR RLOKIF, sl i e P A AT A DO A, IR AN Rk Bk . AR Atk
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TR R VIR Z BB R S LRI £ (EAN & BmmsE, REM A
WINE A A AR A LA — g — i b, A B RO A TR R A
FE.... A4S A social lifedt szl e . (Herbert)

Probably owing to different customs and habits, foreigners may not like many
recreational activities that Chinese love. For instance, they cannot understand why
Chinese like to sing Karaoke and play cards. However, many of the things they like are
fairly boring for us. When | was studying abroad, | really felt that it was not interesting
to spend time in the bar at night with one bottle of beer, and do nothing except chat
with each other...Their so-called social life is actually going to a bar. (Herbert)

Compared with “dipping bar”, playing cards, Karaoke and dinner parties are much
more collective. People in a bar can do whatever they like, such as drinking alone
or chatting with friends, while people playing cards, doing Karaoke and having
dinner parties need to look after each other since all these are collective activities.
Furthermore, according to Yum (1988), personal and public relationships often
overlap under the impact of Confucian principles. Hence, Chinese people tend to
maintain and develop interpersonal relationships through these types of

entertainment.
Paying for themselves on collective occasions

In addition to “dipping bar”, the participants also noticed that the expatriates
usually paid for themselves, even when “hanging out” with their friends, which
surprised the participants at the beginning. In the course of the interviews, some
participants used the English phrases “go Dutch” or “AA” to describe this

phenomenon. As Ellen mentioned,

[AhE VAR ZIZHR, AR AARIREE R, AU IRIZ IR (1) BATH R
W, IR RIZ O HBORAT PO E . (Ellen)

If [foreigner] invites you for a meal, he/she means AA rather than paying for you.
However, when we Chinese invite you for a meal, it indicates that we will pay for the
meal. (Ellen)

In terms of this custom of the expatriates, Barbara also mentioned that it was
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normal to “go Dutch” even with senior or superior staff at UNNC. In the eyes of
Lin, this was the biggest cultural diversity between Chinese and Western people.
The following conversation between Rebecca and myself shows Rebecca’s
attituderto it:

WERVIF: .. FAVEFRF A T BRAEATT R R AR AW L BRA DT
KA Party, Aiii#litgo Dutch’, HEFEAFAFMIGE, HbS A 7IXA. EANH
SEHELF o

Kid: W Rz,

PeRV#: RS ZE R KIS, IRBEAHRPE. o FE A KK
FWRIER

KU ST IR BATLE fE BOgiE 1%, — A2 go Dutch.
PeRVTE : R REZA T,

Rebecca: ...I cannot tolerate their ‘going Dutch” when going out for a dinner party.

Even the change is shared out equally between them. Actually it is quite good.
Interviewer: It isa cultural difference aswell.

Rebecca: It is one of the biggest cultural differences. It is strange to Chinese. Chinese

prefer to pay the bill in turn.
Interviewer: They usually go Dutch unless an agreement is reached beforehand.

Rebecca: | cannot tolerate this at all.

Similarly, Robert also felt that it was to some extent quite ruthless, especially
when socialising with friends. Following Chinese custom, he thought that

...... BB FRA T A, A RIFGEIRIZBEIE, AR BAR T —k A g bl
] B B UEX AT — A A I A R B — N 2 05 3

HZ AT BEANE KU HITE, st 242t A HBAA . BT BATTI ST R BRI TE, 5
TEBETCNG MAE — B R o AT A MR ATE 2, 7> — B ARG 22 2

(Robert)
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...If Iinvite you for a meal today as we are friends, obviously next time you will do the
same thing in return....It is an effective way to maintain friendship. But for foreigners,
they prefer to go Dutch for everything, which is to some extent quite ruthless from the
perspective of our culture. Why should we calculate so precisely, even one pence or

one coin? (Robert)

It can be seen from the above accounts that the expatriates seem to take “going
Dutch” for granted but this is not popular among HCS. Yum (1988) uses
Confucian principles to explain this difference. From the perspective of Confucian
long-term asymmetrical reciprocity in interpersonal relationships, people do not
calculate immediate giving or recelving. Rather, they pursue long-term
interdependence and reciprocity. Under the impact of this principle, Chinese
people are used to taking turns to pay for a meal and entertainment with friends
rather than “go Dutch". Chinese people rarely pay for themselves at collective
events. At most, the event organiser will ask the attendees to pay the average cost
before or after. According to Confucian principles, discussing money, especially
with friends on public occasions, tends to result in losing face and damaging a

harmonious atmosphere and hence is not encouraged.
Using email for confirmation

In addition to the above differences manifested in daily life, one habit in the
workplace was noticeable from the perspective of the participants. It was that the
expatriates usually confirmed the result via email after a discussion or meeting. As
Kelly remarked,

FER AT IR ML EAIE R 2t A T HEAE Ol T, FE X v et e A
AT ) — M oI B EE A BEIRER A A B A7 — A discussional & — b
meeting, A5 (1154 T confirmXU7 Z [ WL, AR IRAEAROR— A, Fdi )25 il
i email ] 3¢ Fconfirm k. (Kely)

According to my experience, foreigners are used to communicating by email...For
instance, if aforeign member of staff and | have a discussion or meeting on something,

then we confirm the viewpoints of both parties by email later. (Kelly)

This custom was also noticed by Veronica:
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AT S, Al EL B =W — N record B Ko il & WA T4 i, 2 —
PR AR, ABAT TR SC kil sk — R ARV ..confirm— T, RJGHREH
A et L2 5 nl .- (Veronica)

They pay more attention to the written form, in other words, they prefer to record
something after an event such as a meeting or sorting an issue out. It means that they
tend to make a record for later confirmation and future review after some years.
(Veronica)

Again, this can be explained by Confucian principles. Truthfulness is regarded as
one of the traditional Chinese virtues and basic social ethics. Under the constraints
of this virtue, Chinese embrace yan chu bi xing (& H 2417; so said, so do) and yi
yan jiu ding (— & JL4%; one word is as heavy as nine tripods). Hence, Chinese
traditional culture does not encourage people to speak a lot on public occasions
but you need to stand by your promise. Traditionally, Chinese people are not used
to asking for written confirmation in the workplace, unless in very formal
circumstances such as meetings. Even in some official circumstances, it is not
abnormal for official instructions to be verbally relayed by officials of a higher
level to those of alower level. Reflecting on this habit brought by the expatriates,
some participants acknowledged that it was beneficial to avoid misunderstanding
in interpersonal encounters. In addition, as Veronica mentioned, it was also

helpful for reviewing.

To sum up, “liking going to the pub” and “going Dutch” were common in daily
life among the expatriates from the perspective of HCS. Chinese people were not
used to these habits although one person admitted that she had been used to the
latter. In addition, the participants noticed that the expatriates used email to
confirm things which had been agreed upon.

4.3.2 Concern for personal space

The previous sub-section discussed differences between the expatriates and
Chinese in habits regarding life and work. This sub-section deals with the
expatriates’ concern for personal space, with particular reference to environmental
and psychological boundaries. The former relates to domestic issues while the
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latter emphasizes a concern for privacy.

Environmental boundaries are defined as “the claimed sense of space and
emotional attachment we share with others in our community” (Ting-Toomey &
Chung, 2005, p. 217). In the eyes of Ted, the expatriates regarded their homes as a
very private world. Thus, they were consequently very selective as to whom they
invited into their homes. Valerie mentioned that she usually did extra things for
the expatriates such as voluntarily accompanying them to a hospital in her time off,
booking flight tickets for them and so forth. Therefore, she had opportunities to be
invited to an expatriate’s home. According to her interpretation,

FCIA I IR R AFARAT, AREETE T 2 PR — PRI FR A XA,
AT TATRZARZ AT, ARJE A B e BARMI AR % AE SN AR U, B
HRAMMAIR L, WIS E TAREARE I, R HBORE RN RRA 28

N
H
i R. (Valerig)

-~

Actually, sometimes they invited me to their houses with gratitude as | did a lot of
favours for them. Normally, foreigners prefer not to invite people to their homes unless

they are very closeto them. (Valerie)

In Barbara’s eyes, the expatriates preferred not to contact colleagues in off-duty
time since she felt that the expatriates liked to have their own personal space.
Therefore, they tended to have lunch or afternoon tea with colleagues rather than
meeting them in their spare time such as after 5.00pm (off-work time) or

evenings.

Another concern relevant to personal space is psychological or intrapersonal space,
which can be defined as “the need for information privacy or psychological
silence between the self and others” (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2005, p. 218). In
mentioning the expatriates’ concern for intrapersonal space, the participants tend

to use the word “privacy”(F&fA; yin §i) to describe it. For instance,

AR ARFEE B S FAN . (Barbara)

They are greatly concerned with their privacy. (Barbara)

118



As far as this point is concerned, the participants’ common feeling was that the
expatriates were unwilling to discuss matters of family life with them, even
though they were close friends with each other and even on informal occasions.
Furthermore, the expatriates were not only concerned with their own privacy, but
also protected their students’ privacy. From the perspective of the expatriates,
Joseph further explained, every student’s privacy was absolutely inviolable, which
was exemplified through a small incident by Joseph:

AN KA TR A O T ) SR LS O, 4T LT B faculty
officelnfth, K& IS % /b, Faculty officeriii: “VAFAEARNMIZR, Ik
MIRARLARAAXA G 7 Fr LUBANZ A AR K, XI5 il e AN fE
%5 . (Joseph)

A student’s parent once called UNNC faculty office, enquiring for some information
about his son’s academic performance, such as his marks for his courses, (which is
normal and taken for granted in the context of China). But the faculty office told him
that without the student’s permission, the school had no right to disclose his
performance record to anyone, including his parents. Although this enraged the parent,
the faculty office did not make a concession. (Joseph)

Normally, Chinese people are perceived as lacking a sense of privacy, according
to Ting-Toomey and Chung (2005). These authors mention that the Chinese
phrase “privacy”(F&#4; yin si) usually has a negative connotation such as secrecy
and selfishness. It is not a taboo to talk about colleagues’ personal affairs or
family members on public occasions in Chinese society. Sometimes, it is away to
express concern between colleagues, especially from superiors to subordinates.
Nevertheless, in the course of the interviews, | did not feel that the participants
commented negatively on the expatriates’ concern for privacy. Rather, they
consciously avoided some topics relevant to personal affairs so as not to offend

the other’s privacy in an intercultural encounter.
4.3.3 Communicating equally between superiors and subordinates

In addition to differences in life/work habits and customs and concern for privacy,

the participants also noticed that the expatriates valued equality in interpersonal
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communication. A common perception amongst the participants was that the
expatriates had little sense of hierarchy. On the one hand, subordinates could
freely express their own views in front of their superiors whether in public or in
private. On the other hand, superiors tended to explain their standpoints if they
disagreed with the comments of their subordinates. From the perspective of the
participants, they had equal rights.

This perception was quite common among the participants. In the course of
interviewing, the participants tended to use expressions such as “equal”, “little
sense of hierarchy” and “patient” to describe their feeling when communicating
with senior expatriates. Generally, the participants felt equal in their interaction
with the expatriates even though they were seniors, as exemplified in the

following accounts:

HAn AR BA TR AIEE,  ERZotie, R LA R4 7R ¥line manager, o{#
R i¥director. {HECIE K F AR Z HILEARPAE I —DIRE . (Mary)

For example, at UNNC, communication between superiors and staff is equal. Superiors

arereferred to asto your line manager or your director in your work. (Mary)
PR ERGE [ X LA AHAL IS 2 5, RAE e AR 22 I i At A 2 MR A, 1R
PSR ML A R ER AR AZ I — 2L 7). (Jane)

If you have contacts with the British bosses, you'll find that in most cases they will

communi cate with you equally and friendlily. (Jane)

In the eyes of HCS, senior expatriates were more polite and patient in interaction
with subordinates, which made them feel very comfortable. Herbert commented,

A AT AT BT U — M AR 2R, i & — L8l 15t {E  toughtf)
IR LE i . ERAATIAC R, R A AT R DA N ARBLH R
ViU ARAT T AR B ARG, XA BT, HRARA T O e SUER 2R,
R4 AR 2 AN T RE ST AT IR 0 50 T, A s LU R i Fils . fArT R
TE, a0 . (Herbert)

As a leader, he never took a commanding way nor a tough attitude to ask us to do
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things. Usually, | can feel that they are very patient when | talk with them. And in my
impression, none of the bosses ever showed a kind of i mpatience because of being busy.
Aslong as they are in the office, they will communicate with you patiently if you drop
by. They understand that not all meetings can be arranged in advance — emergencies

happen. (Herbert)

In addition to politeness and patience, some senior expatriates were ready to listen
to their subordinates’ views, which made the participants very comfortable. Some
participants used a Chinese phrase ging ting (fiil77; listen attentively) to describe
their superiors listening to their viewpoints before making a decision. For instance,
Kelly mentioned that her superior was aways prepared to listen to his
subordinates’ opinions. He would adopt the best suggestion after discussion,
regardless of whether it was his own or from a subordinate. Similarly, Veronica
also recalled the process of her superior’s decision-making. First, he would ask
her a lot of questions. And then, he would discuss with her after sharing his
viewpoint. Finally the decision was taken. It seems that the senior expatriates
aways gave their subordinates an opportunity to express their opinions.
Furthermore, on public occasions such as at a meeting, subordinates were allowed
to express their opinions freely and even argue with senior staff. And when that
happened the participants did not feel that the senior staff felt uncomfortable.
Rather, as Kelly, Tom and Robert said, the amosphere at meetings was much

more harmonious and any comment was welcome.

Heavily influenced by Confucian doctrine, Chinese people of low status tend to
take obedience, respect, and submission to their superiors for granted. Hence,
when their superiors proposed listening to their subordinates’ viewpoints, they
were impressed and appreciative. What their superiors did challenged the
traditional cultural values of China: “ordering relationships by status and
observing this order (zun bei you xu; %94 7)” (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998, p.
18). From the participants' perspective, it was not easy for a superior to be ready
to listen to and accept subordinates’ views.

Furthermore, the above accounts show that, generally, the participants had
developed a sense of feeling equal in the course of their interaction with the
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expatriates, especially their superiors. More specifically, the senior expatriates
allowed their subordinates to freely express their opinions including arguing,
challenging and even contradicting their viewpoints both on public or private
occasions. Furthermore, they seldom ordered their subordinates to do something.
Along the dimension of Hofstede’s power distance (2005), the equality in
interaction between superiors and subordinates at UNNC probably provided the
best evidence of the expatriates subscribing to small power distance. Nevertheless,
this kind of organisational environment was “not real in the context of Chinese
society” as Barbara reflected. Tom also expressed a similar consideration. Their
reflections on the above phenomenon to alarge extent shows that power ill plays
an important role in Chinese contemporary society, at least in this study.

4.3.4 Work-oriented inter per sonal relationships

Along with equality in interactions, work-oriented relationships between
colleagues were another apparent difference from the perspective of the
participants. A work-oriented relationship here refers to the expatriates’ concern
for work per serather than interpersonal guan xi in the workplace.

The expatriates were inclined to focus on things rather than relationships, which
gave the participants an impression that their interpersonal relationships were
comparatively simple. Hence, in the participants’ eyes, they placed an emphasis
on responsibility rather than relationships and focused on things instead of
individuals in the workplace. For instance, they adopted the same standard to deal
with work no matter what the relationship between them and the others was. The
Chinese phrases “#it $i& 5 ”(jiu shi lun shi; matter of fact) and “%=3E A% A”
(dui shi bu dui ren; focusing on things rather than person) were used at least 10
times by participants in their accounts of the expatriates’ attitude to interpersonal
relationships. The accounts by William and Ted sum up how the expatriates dealt
with work and relationships:

FEESM AMBATR S, BRI R IR DT 5T [RABRCR],
AU VIR B 5 TR AR RS N, AR ARG AT REFRA T Z S 7 24,
PRI AZARFE Fefit. (William)
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In the view of foreigners, they mainly focus on duty and responsibility [not
relationship]: this means personal responsibility. They do not take the extent of

interpersonal acquaintance into consideration in awork situation. (William)

SR N RIME R ARG 101G, A FURAETE S B SEALS 8l R L Bt
2, (HOR L AN S UL IR AR A U AR AT AN R LU AR b ke At
B2 EARATIH S HL B AT XM doubl e standardfift @ 71 (Ted)

A friendship, i.e. a good relationship, between them does not mean there could be an
exception while encountering rules about dealing with work. It merely means the
communication between them is more friendly, and more casual. There is no sense of
double standard in their world. (Ted)

In addition, the expatriates tended not to combine issues with people. In other
words, even when complaining about something to someone, they sometimes
would claim that they were just not satisfied with the thing rather than with the

interlocutor.

By contrast, Chinese society is perceived as relation-oriented and Chinese people
place much more weight on maintaining relationships (Yum, 1988). Guan xi plays
a large role in the course of Chinese communication, according to some
researchers (Hofstede, et al., 2005). For instance, Ting-Toomey and Chung (2005)
state that maintaining relationships is regarded as the primary function of
communication, while Chen (2008) argues that the achievement of harmony and
competence in Chinese communication depends on knowing how to make a good
guan xi. The datain this study also show that HCS pay more attention to the role
relationships play in cooperation with the expatriates, which was different from
the expatriates. As John concluded,

...... RN N N RO E T 2 T RE AR I, A IR 7% 18 LA
ZHRENMNLZIRIR R SHEIRETRE A, AR LR T . HEE5
i, FACAGREA L Z MR EARE TR, R E . (John)

...Chinese people pay more attention to ren ging. Hence, they tend to take more care of
guan xi rather than solve the problem. Asfor the result of the issue, sometimesthisisin

secondary position. But foreigners usually put “problem solving” in first position.
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Therefore, their way of dealing with work is more direct. (John)

Here, John mentioned an important concept, ren qing (A f1#), in Chinese
interpersonal relations (guan xi). According to Gao and Ting-Toomey (1998), ren
ging implies three layers of meaning: 1) human feelings such as happiness, anger,
sorrow and joy; 2) interpersonal resources that can be used as gifts to others in
interpersonal transactions;, and 3) social norms regulating Chinese personal
relationships. For example, if | help someone who is in trouble, | give the person
ren ging, while the person owes me ren ging and hence is expected to repay ([71#;
hui bao) me in the future in asimilar way. Thus, interpersonal relationships (guan
xi) are maintained and developed through this kind of reciprocity. Likewise, a
person's social network (guan xi network) can be established and widened through
giving and taking ren qging.

The principles of guan xi are also applied in the workplace in the Chinese society.
The impact of guan xi on Chinese business has been discussed in cross-culture
research. For instance, Yum (1988) claims that personal and public relationships
appear to overlap under the impact of Confucian social reciprocity. In other words,
awarm personal relationship can help to develop and maintain a work relationship.
Jacobs, Belschak and Krug (2004) treat guan xi as social capital which can exert a
profound influence on business activities in the Chinese society. In his account,
John reflected that guan xi still played an important role in current Chinese society,
at least among the people he knew.

Nevertheless, the expatriates’s emphasis on things and de-emphasis on
interpersonal relationships did impress the participants who, mentioning guan xi,
appeared to be quite comfortable with a simple relationship with the expatriates.
For example:

A T2 LB TRT . T REAATT I OG 2R AR B4 — s, # [ PR DR AR IR I R % — we
(Joseph)

They tend to be simpler...maybe their relationships are much purer, while Chinese

guan xi is much more complicated. (Joseph)
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HE N LR R AR R E AR Z Mk B I L85 A, 2258i. IBAsE A
FEIX— s 2 R A TR — 28, A B AR = AR, AR AR AT AR - (Barbara)

Chinese people are more complicated... They tend to purposely look for friends and
keep in touch with them, while foreigners are simpler in terms of this perspective, that
is, if helikes you, he’ll try to make friends with you, while if he does not like you, he’ll
not make friends with you. (Barbara)

One exception to this view came from an observation by Barbara. She remarked,

MAENFE B IAAEEIR ZAE LS, IRAT URIAE IR XA A EE, A I fids
K FAFm I P [ B TR G . A AT NI R — & 411 communi cati onff 4 75 LE 3,
IEANEE 252, KA B b E ) Sc L T . (Barbara)

After having been living in China for many years, the foreigners here sometimes turn
out to be even better at building connections than Chinese people. They learn the
Chinese way of communication to build guan xi, understanding it even better than the

locals, because they have assimilated Chinese culture. (Barbara)

I ZR (gao guan xi; building connections) is a negative phrase in Chinese, and
is used to describe someone who is good at achieving his ends through
relationships rather than normal approaches. Therefore, finding that some
expatriates were good a making relationships, Barbara prefers to believe that
“they have assimilated Chinese culture”. Her account at least implied that
interpersonal relationships were ill significant in the Chinese society from the
other angle.

To conclude, the data analysis shows that the participants perceived the
expatriates as generally focused on work per se more than guan xi in the
workplace (with afew exceptions). In making such a comparison, the participants
also mentioned that guan xi still plays an important role in current Chinese society,
a least from the perspective of the participants in this study. Meanwhile, the
participants generally appreciated the simpler inter-personal relationships
prevalent amongst themselves and the expatriates in the workplace.
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4.3.5 Conclusions

This section has explored different values between the expatriates and HCS from
HCS's perspective. The participants make sense of these differences in terms of
various types of behaviour. In daily life, the expatriates are in favour of going to
the pub during their spare time and are used to “going Dutch” even when
socialising with friends. In the workplace, they are inclined to use email to
confirm things which have been agreed on. Furthermore, they are concerned with
privacy, treating home as a very private place, and seldom inviting acquaintances
to their homes.

In addition, almost all the participants acknowledged that they felt equal in
communicating with the expatriates. They were allowed to freely express their
points of view on public occasions and senior expatriates were also ready to listen
to their subordinates’ views. Furthermore, the participants also perceived that the
expatriates’ interpersonal relationships were generally much simpler compared to
those of Chinese. The expatriates tended to focus on work rather than on

relationships between colleagues, which made the participants very comfortable.

Meanwhile, in making sense of the expatriates’ differences in cultural values, the
participants made a comparison, consciously or unconsciously, with values taken
for granted in Chinese society. According to Tajfel’s (1981) identity theory, in
perceiving out-group members, individual social identity is activated. The
findings in this section suggests that Confucian principles such as guan xi and
social order ill influence the participants’ perceptions of cultural others.
However, as stated in Chapter 2, in making social comparison and categorization,
people tend to exaggerate the differences between intergroups (Ting-Toomey,
1999). Again, as discussed in section 4.1.3, the participants interpretations of
different values could be based on stereotyping and generalising. Additionally, the
findings in this study also show that the expatriates generally focused on work per
se rather than guan xi in the workplace, but exceptions also existed. Some
expatriates appeared to show concern for guan xi more than the ordinary Chinese
staff at UNNC.
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Chapter summary

This chapter has aimed to answer the first research question: how the participants
make sense of cultural differences within the specific context of UNNC. The data
analysis indicates that the participants constructed cultural differences from three
perspectives. differences in personality traits, communication styles, and cultural
values, and these have been presented in sections 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3, respectively.

In terms of personality traits, FFM can largely interpret the participants’
perceptions of the expatriates’ personality structure. Generally, it reveals the
expatriates’ attitudes towards new cultures and ideas (such as openness), work
(such as conscientiousness) and cultural others (such as extroversion,
agreeableness and emotional stability/neuroticism). Nevertheless, FFM cannot
explain all the data relevant to personality traits. In addition to perceptions of
personality traits, the participants also expressed their own feelings towards these
traits. For instance, they acknowledged the expatriates’ openness, agreeableness

and part of directness, but struggled to accept their neuroticism.

In terms of communication styles, the findings show that the two themes of
directness and indirectness can explain the expatriates communication styles.
They reveal the expatriates communicative attitudes from the perspective of HCS.

Apart from differences in personality traits, the participants also were aware of
differences in cultural values between themselves and the expatriates. They
noticed that the expatriates consciously or unconsciously manifested certain traits.
For example, they generally like to go to the pub in their spare time and “go
Dutch” on collective occasions in daily life, although most of the participants did
not like these customs. The expatriates are also used to confirming things via
email. They are concerned about privacy and seldom referred to themselves in
intercultural encounters. Furthermore, the expatriates appear to treat every

member of staff equally, and thus, in the view of all but one of the participants,
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their interrelationships are much simpler than those of their Chinese counterparts.
Simultaneously, the participants were impressed by the comparatively equal rights
and simple interpersonal relationships of the expatriates.

As stated in chapter 2, sensemaking istriggered by uncertainty and ambiguity, and
cultural differences are assumed to have the most potential to give rise to
uncertainty and ambiguity in intercultural encounters (Mughan & O'Shea, 2010).
When cultural differences are noticed, people make sense of these differences in
order to offer plausible speculations on the resulting reactions from the
perspective of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). These extracted differences are
regarded as a set of cues which serve as points of reference to evoke action, which
will be elaborated on in the next chapter.

Furthermore, encouraging the participants to articulate their personal perceptions
of cultural differences allows them to reflect on their own groups (here the
Chinese staff) personality traits, communication styles, attitudes, behaviours and
cultural values in general, which might in turn contribute to the overal
understanding of the process of sensemaking in the context of the Sino-foreign
cooperative higher education institution. Accordingly, this chapter has also
analysed how the participants’ own values and experiences impacted their
perceptions of the expatriates. The findings show that Confucian values tended to
play a significant role in the participants’ perceptions of the expatriates. In
addition, the social structure of Chinese contemporary society also influenced the
participants’ perceptions. Put together, the participants' interpretations of cultural
differences between them and the expatriates were subject to many factors, such
as their personal experiences, the social context and their cultural frames of
reference.

The findings in this chapter show that individuals’ constructions of cultural
differences in intercultural interaction are not only concerned with differences in
cultural values and communication styles, but aso with the interlocutors
personalities. The latter tend to be neglected in intercultural studies. As such, the
data analysis in this study lends support to Bird and Osland's (2005-2006)
suggestion that attention should also be paid to individual personality, in addition
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to cultural values.

In summary, this chapter has attempted to explore how the participants made
sense of cultural differences within the specific context of UNNC for two
purposes. First, | aimed to probe the kinds of cultural differences that were noticed
and extracted by the participants and then became frameworks for the participants
subsequent interaction with the expatriates at UNNC. Second, encouraging the
participants to make social categorizations and comparison between themselves
and cultural others also exposed their own cultural frames of reference in their
intercultural encounters. Both of these two points are important for understanding
how HCS interact with culturally different others. Given their perceptions and
sensemaking of the key cultural differences between the two groups, the next
chapter will focus on how the participants interact with the expatriates at UNNC.

129



Chapter 5 HCS’sresponsesto cultural differences

The preceding chapter examined how the participants constructed cultural

differences in their intercultural encounters with the expatriate staff at UNNC.

These perceptions provide understandings of or possible reasons why HCS adopt

certain  communication behaviours and styles when interacting with the

expatriates. With this in mind, this chapter is concerned with the following core

guestions. How do HCS respond to cultural differences in intercultural encounters?
What factors can impede the process of (inter)cultural sensemaking? How does

(inter)cultural sensemaking facilitate the development of intercultural competence?
In other words, this chapter deals with the action part of Bird and Osland's

(2005-2006) cultural sensemaking model.

As discussed in chapter 2, Odand, Bird and Gundersen (2007) identify three types
of responses when people encounter uncertain and ambiguous events in
intercultural situations. fight-or-flight, acceptance and intercultural sensemaking.
The authors further argue that the former two can be regarded as negative while
only the third one is a positive response. However, they also admit that the above
assumptions were mainly based on literature and pilot interviews, and hence do
not have empirical evidence to support their arguments. In addition, the authors
only present a theoretical model and do not discuss in depth the factors which
cause negative responses such as fight-or-flight and acceptance. In terms of the
positive response — intercultural sensemaking — neither do they explore the
processes involved in detail. Therefore, the analysis of the findings in this chapter
aims to explore the extent to which the emergent themes align with the three
concepts identified in Osland, et al.’s (2007) model, and the extent to which there
is any relationship between intercultural sensemaking and intercultural
competence. In addition, the factors that might influence the participants’
engagement in intercultural sensemaking are investigated.

The chapter garts by drawing on Odland, et a.’s (2007) model to analyse HCS’s
responses to cultural differences. It also attempts to explore the factors hindering
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cultural sensemaking and the processes of intercultural sensemaking in great
detail. After that, it examines how sensemaking facilitates the development of
intercultural competence by drawing on Glaser et al.’s (2007) model. Hence, the
chapter is divided into three sections. Section 5.1 explores negative responses to
cultural differences and possible causes. Section 5.2 identifies the processes of
intercultural sensemaking. Finally, section 5.3 explores the development of
intercultural competence in the course of intercultural sensemaking.

5.1 Negative responses towards cultural differences and their
causes

This section looks at the participants’ negative responses towards cultural
differences in section 5.1.1 and the possible causes of them in section 5.1.2. The
two types of negative responses — fight-or-flight and acceptance — identified by
Osland et a. (2007) can be identified in my data. According to Osland et al.
(2007), they are negative since the former represents an ethnocentric view of
cultural differences while the latter implies passive adaptation to the expectations
of people in another culture without seeking to understand cultural differences.
However, the authors do not explore the causes leading to these two types of
response. Five themes emerge from the data in the present study. They are lack of
language proficiency, lower self-esteem, lack of similarity, lack of availability, and
perceived communication difficulties with expatriates.

5.1.1 The negative responses

The data analysis shows two types of negative responses towards cultural
differences: fight-flight and acceptance, which are elaborated on in the following.

Fight-or-flight responses

According to Osland et a. (2007), the fight response is “imposing one’s own
meaning on the situation and refusing to consider another perspective”, while the
flight response means “a withdrawal from the other culture — isolating oneself
from contact” (p. 22). The manifestations of a fight response in this study came in
the form of some participants’ insistence on their own cultural frame of reference
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in intercultural encounters, despite admitting the existence of cultural differences.
For example, both Mary and Mike considered that they did not need to
accommodate themselves to the expatriates because they were in China — their
own country. Instead, the expatriates should adapt to them. And Jennifer reflected:

Bt et [, AR AT LR LENABATI . (Jennifer)
After al, | amin Chinaand hence do not need to adapt to them. (Jennifer)

The flight responses in this study were manifested in two ways. On the one hand,
anumber of the participants claimed that they generally did not take the initiative
in contacting the expatriates and their contact tended to be confined to the
demands of the workplace. On the other hand, many participants appeared to
show an unwillingness to socialize with the expatriates in daily life. In other
words, quite a number of the participants did not appear to be interested in the
expatriates’ experiences in daily life and were therefore unwilling to seek out or

take up opportunities to engage with them beyond work.
Acceptance

An acceptance response means a passive approach, neither reecting nor
attempting to understand cultural differences (Osland, et a., 2007). The
manifestation of the acceptance response in this study is a passive compliance
with the ways in which the expatriates thought and behaved, albeit reluctantly. For
example, some participants tended to “go Dutch” when socialising with the
expatriates despite the fact that they did not approve of this habit.

The data relevant to the participants’ negative responses can be subsumed into the
above two types. | do not find any other negative responses towards cultural
differences on the part of my participants in the data. Accordingly, the study
supports Osland et al.’s (2007) classification of people's responses to an unknown
event (cultural differences here) in intercultural encounters. It can be seen from
the above two types of response that there are a least two common factors
operating when people are in the above two situations. One is that their cultural
positions do not change, and the other is that they do not seek to understand the
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other’s perspectives. Furthermore, negative emotions and misattributions about
the other culture or negative judgments towards cultural differences usually
accompany these types of response. For example, Mike had a very strong negative
emotion toward intercultural contact. He confessed that he once made an active
effort to communicate with people from other cultures, but after a period of
enthusiasm, excitement and desire, he had given up because he felt that people
from diverse cultures were reluctant to integrate. As he said,

A B A X LA A B, RIS AF X e85 )y 2l 2 A
XA — NG R ATTRER . FILLTIEBGTIE, Hodm T4, &
AT IR ESEARAMERL 5 AE BRI, (Mike)

After a period of enthusiasm, excitement, having hope and making an effort, | draw the
conclusion that [intercultural communication] isimpossible. So | have given up entirely.
| despair because | fed that it is hard for [people from diverse cultures] to eventually
be integrated. (Mike)

In seeking the causes, Mike declared that cultural differences were the biggest
barrier. His experience offered evidence for some researchers’ findings that people
tended to atribute their unsuccessful intercultural experience to cultural
differences (e.g. Morosini, Shane, & Singh, 1998; Vaara, 2000).

In addition to the above emotional responses, some participants treated the
intercultural contact at UNNC as work-related and did not have the desire to
establish a social network as Chinese people usually did. Hence, they were not
interested in keeping in touch with the expatriates beyond work. For example,
Tom mentioned that he was still moving in Chinese circles after work.

In intercultural encounters, these types of subjective unwillingness are not
conducive to developing intercultura competence (Byram, 1997). Hence, it is
meaningful to explore the reasons behind these phenomena. The data show that
numerous factors could affect the participants’ unwillingness to engage with the
expatriates. They stem from three sources. the HCS themselves, the expatriates,
and the social contexts in which the communication happens. In the following
subsection, | will discuss these in detail.
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5.1.2 The hindrances

The data show that a number of factors complicated intercultural communication
from the perspective of HCS. They are lack of language proficiency, lower
self-esteem, lack of similarity, lack of availability, and perceived communication

difficulties.
Lack of language proficiency

Language is a considerable barrier to intercultural communication and building
interpersonal relationships, as has been demonstrated by numerous empirical
studies (e.g. Brewer, 1997; Chen, 1998; Gao & Prime, 2010). This claim is also
supported by this study. The data analysis shows that non-proficiency in English
emerges as a major factor complicating HCS’s intercultural encounters, despite
the fact that English proficiency was a basic requirement in UNNC'’s recruitment
of staff, including HCS. The participants’ language difficulties had two sources:
the participants themselves and the expatriates. In terms of the former, the
problem was that the participants could not accurately express their thoughts in
English in intercultural encounters. In terms of the latter, the expatriates’ rapid
speech, accents, dialects, and slang emerged as significant obstacles hindering
HCS’s understanding in intercultural encounters.

With respect to the linguistic issues stemming from HCS themselves, Mike made
acontrast between his conversations in Chinese and English.

AAFE T T AR KIS, BRI R R, (H2 I i aRIAIE
FEAR KRR . PR A7 SEIR AR L ik — AN I, S s A R BRE SR, R
UGN, BE XML b, BHERILABTT LLA 900, (I Lt oeifi &
& HAENTFI50%, filifgcatch (Kt AR A —xi, X —MEKIEER . (Mike)

Language is a great barrier, | suppose. Even if we could get what they said, however,
they could hardly catch what we Chinese staff wanted to express completely. After al,
English is not our native language, and maybe sometimes the English expressions we
use are not very proper. If | could express myself in my mother tongue, 90 per cent of

my ideas could be grasped and accepted, while if in English, only 50 per cent of what |
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say can be understood by the expatriates. Therefore, it is a huge barrier. (Mike)

Mike’s feeling is common among HCS. For example, Olivia, whose first degree
was in English, still felt that

AR —H RO, ME A AR D, HRE 2 B BRI A, A
AR T SEAT A AR AT, IR . (Olivia)

Although | have been learning English and practised oral English in business abroad,
when it comes to making friends, | still feel inadequate in everyday English. | still need

more practice. (Olivia)

The reasons behind this were diverse. First, some participants experienced
difficulty when encountering complicated technical vocabulary, as Mary
explained:

KA B R 24 v, TAE BA AT e S B 31— e R o) fE, 5l S 4N 1)
)i, AR A A SR TR SRS SR, R L R s S — R,
G ] B UL AR 41— SRV, AT RE AR XA T T A TR A R A
(Mary)

It is possible for some technical or more professional issues to be involved in
intercultural encounters. | feel that it is more difficult to explain these things in English

than Chinese as it involves some subtle vocabulary. (Mary)

Apart from the issue related to technical vocabulary, Mary also mentioned that the
lack of a corresponding link between different cultures towards a special
phenomenon is another problem. For example, ren ging, as explained in section
4.3.4, implies at least three layers of meaning, depending on the context. It is hard
to find a particular English word or phrase to match it.

As for the linguistic hindrances resulting from the expatriates, rapid speech,
accents, dialects and slang constituted obstacles for HCS in understanding their
interlocutors in the context of oral communication. For example, Jennifer
mentioned that she was totally confused when the expatriates spoke too quickly,
while Ted stated that accent was an obstacle in intercultural contact. In addition,
dialects and slang also made it difficult for HCS to understand what the
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expatriates wanted to express, especially in the context of daily life. Compared
with work-based communication, communication associated with daily life is
much more complicated. One reason is because it involves dialects and slang,
which are not easy for HCS to acquire without relevant daily life experiences,
even though they may be fluent in work-related communication. In other words,
their grasp of English is not sophisticated enough, a least in real life, to
communicate at a subtle level. Perhaps the expatriates also realized that and
therefore spoke differently among themselves and with HCS, which was noticed
by John.

KA W ETEKPIETT L, EJEAR 22902 IR T paper work sl 2 H R BA 7]
Al BATVBZULRET I, Bein)dl, BAHBRAR. RIBIXLEHGEWAZAIE ). {E AN
RALEIE TR, FEAH AT B AT N SMRAR LI, B ANZ TAIR i, A —
Feo RIS FEIRE RS, HRBBRE AR, B2 5. k. (John)

We are generally good at English but our level of English proficiency is limited to
paper work or a conversational level. However, living English is sometimes different
from working English. They do not explain themselves in the same way when talking
amongst themselves as they do when talking to us. In their own conversation, they
prefer dialects and slang. (John)

Overall, imperfect English proficiency, especialy in daily life, reduces HCS’s
willingness to communicate with the expatriates to a large extent, especially
outside work. Having analysed the impact of language on intercultural contact, it
is easily seen that a lack of language proficiency emerges as a great barrier in
intercultural encounters, a least from the perspective of HCS. This finding
supports Piller's (2011) claim that language can be regarded as a key concern in
the field of intercultural communication. Similarly, language proficiency can
create asymmetries or power differentials in intercultural encounters (Barrett,
Byram, Lazar, Mompoint-Gaillard, & Philippou, forthcoming). From the
perspective of the participants, their lack of English proficiency to some extent
undermined their self-confidence in intercultural encounters and thereby affected
their willingness to make contact with the expatriates. This point is related to the
next hindrance: lower self-esteem.
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Lower self-esteem

In addition to the linguistic issue, lower self-esteem is another barrier in
intercultural encounters from the participants' perspective. According to Tajfel’s
(1981, p. 254) socia identity theory, an individual always “strives to achieve a
satisfactory concept or image of himself” in social interaction. This kind of
satisfactory self-concept is labelled higher self-esteem. Thus, if individuals cannot
obtain higher self-esteem in intercultural interaction, they tend to avoid it in order
to protect their self-esteem. In the data analysis, HCS’s lower self-esteem
appeared to sgem from two sources. One was a lack of confidence which was
related to language proficiency, and the other was a perceived inferiority in the

working context.

As discussed above, to varying degrees the participants realized an inability to
understand precisely and express themselves accurately, especially in daily
intercultural encounters. This disadvantage to a large extent affected their
confidence in intercultural encounters. They did not dare take the first step when
experiencing such a big obstacle, as Jane mentioned. Robert also noticed this
phenomenon. He speculated:

AL IREAME, TR MBI ETE T 2 1 5 B 18 2 — € A
FE, PCBBARXA AR . FAERA AT O St B AR A i, S U A2 1t
FE—ERESE LR A IR A KREOIE I —2, T KERRTHNE, o3 BRAR
WL ARV, XU AL BT SN, B8 LEELE . (Robert)

It seems that some of our Chinese staff would rather not talk with the expatriates. The
point, | think, is that they are not so confident about their English speaking. | suppose
they would be eager to have more contact with the foreign staff, to find the opportunity
to say ‘hello’, or to have a talk about something if they could. They are just not

confident in English speaking, or because of their fears. (Robert)

The other factor contributing to lower self-esteem perhaps derives from a
perceived inferiority on the part of HCS in intercultural encounters. As discussed
in Chapter 1, the expatriates at UNNC generally have higher positions than HCS
personnel. Hence, HCS do not seem interested in seeking solutions when they
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encounter complaints and even shouting from the expatriates owing to their

positions. As Valerie mentioned,

A IS BE Al BB TR, Al 2 SRR FA Ishouting. TS T ] < At
AT LEBI, iy HCSEAR AT R S 2547 1 S0 AN R A AT T T A e, e DA
TR S IEH I, A SRR (0 ) 35 YR X A Fi % 2 ki RO BRATTH
AP AR ST (1, BAIAE R . PrELAT REt e TARPE KM, AN ERAt
IR Z Al I K. (Valerie)

Some foreign staff hold us in contempt and shout at us. In such a situation, our Chinese
colleagues are very calm and patient, and will tell them who they should turn to for
help in a nice manner if they themselves are not in charge of the issue. Our work isto
provide academic service, and we are not decision-makers. We avoid too much

disagreement with them, possibly owing to the influence of position. (Valerie)

Coupled with this, there are two salary systems at UNNC, as in the branches of
other multinational corporations in China. Some participants felt that this kind of
salary system is unfair to HCS. As a result of this, in Joseph’s account it might
hurt the Chinese staff’s personal dignity; in John’s perception it produced a sense
of inequality; and from Barbara’s viewpoint it gave rise to psychological
imbalance. Overall, this kind of inequality appeared to affect HCS’s self-esteem
and self-confidence.

IA G e 2 B AN AT K35, LEIniisi K AN 28, AT UK AR S Ui,
SURAAIRIL 2L, R RRA, R MEAT R, ... PR R S5
NG, FTUMRS WD B B2 B4 BN, B A A SR . (Mike)

The university itself has defects with regard to equality. For example, the big problem
is that people are not equally paid. The salary for administrative staff is far less than
that for teachers, and the disparity can be as much as several times... If | am part of the
administrative staff, | am given a much lower salary because | am just a staff member
who provides service, which could affect my self-confidence or make me have a sense

of inferiority. (Mike)

This status difference underpinned the perceived inferiority of HCS at UNNC. For
instance, Valerie perceived herself to be inferior in intercultural encounters, and
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hence was not interested in seeking solutions when a consensus was not reached.

This perception is supported by her words.

FCSEFRATIE S T AR LEB g9 35— A, it i RaE A AN A, B
A EABIRSE I UE T 250 UM R BT AN R ER, T BE sl 2= B A Ui
“OK, IEAPFAIRIEARZFEARAI N, IBFATAT L LR B K Letalk. " XFF A=A
Al A FERFATTIXAE T 250 (Valerie)

In fact, we are not the party who dominates things. If it becomesimpossibleto reach an
agreement with them, we won’t keep negotiating with them, because both parties have
their own superiors. Instead, we say, “OK, we could talk with the Dean if you think so”.
In thisway, they won’t keep talking to us. (Valerie)

The hindrance to intercultural contact caused by lower self-confidence is shown in
Dunne’s (2008) study as well. The author conducted research into host Irish
students’ intercultural contact with foreign students on campus. His findings
showed that lower self-confidence and a poor self-image gave rise to lower
self-esteem and thereby complicated intercultural contact. The findings in this
study support his results.

In summary, lower self-esteem hinders HCS’s willingness to have contact with the
expatriates at UNNC, and lower self-confidence and perceived inferiority can be
identified as two factors contributing to lower self-esteem from the perspective of
the participants.

Lack of smilarity

Apart from linguistic issues and lower self-esteem, the hindrance of lack of
similarity emerged very strongly from the data. This theme is closely related to an
organising concept: homophily. The concept of homophily is "the tendency of
people with similar traits (including physical, cultural, and attitudinal
characteristics) to interact with one another more than with people with dissimilar
traits' (Centola, Gonzalez-Avella, Eguiluz, & Miguel, 2007, pp. 905-906).
Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954), the originators of this concept, distinguished

between status and value homophily. Similarity of age, sex, race, ethnicity,
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religion, and education can be categorized under status homophily, while
similarity of values, attitudes and belief can be labelled value homophily.

Under the principle of homophily, people tend to associate with others similar to
themselves if the option is available (Dunne, 2008). Within the context of the
present study, this hypothesis predicts that HCS at UNNC would interact more
frequently with each other than with the expatriates. This principle finds strong
support in the data. Many participants noticed the phenomenon of the staff at
UNNC naturally splitting into two groups on collective occasions. the expatriates
and HCS. Furthermore, the participants also admitted that their main networks

were still Chinese.

Obviously, there are numerous dissimilarities between HCS and the expatriates, as
discussed in chapter 4. These dissimilarities reduce the possibilities for HCS to
engage with the expatriates. Nevertheless, it remains to be determined whether all
the perceived dissimilarities affected intercultural contact from HCS’s perspective.
Hence, it is necessary to explore their perspective on the dissimilarities reducing
intercultural contact within the context of UNNC. Understanding these
dissimilarities may provide deeper insights into the complexity of intercultural
contact. An analysis of the data identifies three dissimilarities: “lack of common
life habits”, “lack of conversational topics” and “lack of consensual values’, each
of which will be discussed in detail in the following paragraphs. These hindrances
are closely related to the participants’ perceptions of cultural differences, which
were discussed in chapter 4.

First, different life habits are apparent in discouraging HCS from keeping in touch
with the expatriates in their spare time. As established previously, the participants
appear not to be used to “dipping bar” or “going Dutch” with their friends, while
the expatriates seemed to be disinterested in some popular entertainment activities
of the Chinese, such as cards and Karaoke. From the perspective of HCS, as
discussed previously, spending the whole night in a pub was boring and “going
Dutch” with friends was usually unacceptable in the Chinese context. Hence, the
lack of commonalities in life habits to some extent hindered HCS’s intercultural

communication with the expatriates, at least in their spare time.
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Second, in addition to different life habits, a lack of common conversation topics
emerged very strongly as a big barrier in intercultural encounters from the
perspective of the participants. The data show that there are two factors
contributing to this hindrance: lack of common cultural background and the
expatriates’ concern for privacy. In the first place, the expatriates at UNNC were
from more than forty countries and had different life experiences, which might be
unfamiliar to HCS. Those who had had experience of overseas study were no
exception to this feeling. Fred attributed this issue to different cultural
backgrounds. He explained:

HARF TN GORZ B E AN 24, 3 EAMSCAR U A . (2 ARAT]
BESEAE R N AT 1L, A R S R SR AR R AR [ 1Y, XM AR L
Ao BT R IER 7 R AR, RS REANARAS, BUEAME R
B AT A 158 (Fred)

Most of our Chinese staff are familiar with foreign cultures since they have experiences
of being abroad. It is till hard for them to change the very traditional thought that is
rooted in their blood. After all, they were born and bred here and have lived here for
dozens of years. Sometimes | would rather stay with our Chinese colleagues, with
whom | feel much easier, whereas there seem to be no topics of conversation with the

foreigners. (Fred)

This kind of feeling was also echoed by Jennifer, who had even built friendships
with some expatriates and got on well with them. She admitted that the topics of
conversation at the parties organised by the expatriates were not familiar to her,
and hence she preferred to listen to their talk rather than join in. According to the
status homophily principle, people tend to interact with others who share similar
cultural backgrounds (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954). The above findings provide

evidence to validate this principle among the Chinese participants in this study.

The second factor inhibiting interlocutors having topics in common is the
participants’ care over handling the expatriates’ concern for privacy. Owing to this,
many participants tried to avoid topics relevant to family affairs so as not to
invade the others’ privacy, no matter how familiar they were with each other. As
Jennifer remarked,
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APk 2 TSRS S0 o S B AT — 2t 2 S AR 2 it
1, AN SEAR BRI St A2 5 A AN, B 2 MR R i R, S
FFRASIREIN L A SRR AR — 0, (H A il S B AA N 50
BAKEe ZHMT— LEARESFAN AR P Al AN S BRIR VIR . (Jennifer)

| have close friendships with some of our foreign staff, and we usually talk about
everything when we are together. In spite of this, | never touch on my very personal
affairs with them even if sometimes we have a deep conversation. And neither do the
expatriates. (Jennifer)

Third, a lack of consensual values also appears as a source of lack of similarity.
For example, under Confucian values, it is quite normal in Chinese society for
parents to take the responsibility of buying a property for their adult children,
while children need to be responsible for their parents in later life. Nevertheless,

this value is hard for some expatriates to accept, as Jennifer perceived:

DN A3 SCRER D A2 TR B At AT USSR TR RN o IRRTT, RIEXR
BEABAT I - R 95 2, BRI AR IRSS 4. IBIRWEAIR A O 2 LG G ARAT MR L.

(Jennifer)

He believes that it’s their parents that give them life, so parents have the obligation to
bring them up. When they are grown up, it is better if they can often visit them, but it’s
not their obligation to look after them, because parents have comprehensive pensions
and medical welfare. (Jennifer)

She further explained that it was always hard to understand each other completely
since there seemed to be no empathy between the expatriates and the Chinese,
unlike between Chinese. Here, Jennifer’s account refers to an important concept:
value homophily (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954). This means that people tend to
interact with others who share the same beliefs and values. Indeed, people feel
more comfortable if their opinions can be validated by their interlocutors (Dunne,
2008).

This analysis supports the conclusion that dissimilarities between the participants
and the expatriates hindered the participants’ willingness to interact with the

expatriates if the option was available. The dissimilarities encompass a lack of
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common life habits, conversational topics and consensual values.
Lack of availability

In addition to lack of similarity, lack of availability is another hindrance in
intercultural contact in daily life from the participants perspective. Lack of
availability here refers to the participants having no spare time to engage with the
expatriates in daily life. The data analysis suggests that both family commitments
and a fixed social circle are major factors which disincentivised the participants

from socializing with the expatriates during their spare time.

As stated in section 3.3.5, the average age of HCS at UNNC was about 31 in 2011.
Those who have children need to spend much time on their family duties as young
parents. Coupled with the one-child policy in urban regions of China, Chinese
families traditionally pay considerable attention to the education and nurture of
their children. Hence, it is understandable for some participants to devote their
gpare time to their family, even though they might love to socialize with the
expatriates. Fred’s experience exemplified such a situation:

R EER A, RDERAATICR, PUAKEFIHREZ . 2R Loz s
W, WOJLAEBIZIEZ N, ALZIb L A1, Abi1R BT party & 3815 &A1 )L
Ao (Fred)

We can’t be in close touch with them, because we are busy with household chores,
which prevent us from sparing more time and energy for frequent contact with them.
We often had dinners with some foreign staff before, and they were very kind to invite

us to the parties at their homes. (Fred)

An observation by Valerie confirmed that Fred’s experience was typical amongst
the cluster of HCS at UNNC. According to her, some Chinese colleagues had to
give up their efforts to socialize with the expatriates since they had no extra time

to do other things except look after their family members.

WREBATHIR I, R L [m] S FAE AT AR A EAS E XA
EE, MR BB X ARG . B T T IR IR N, sE B AR,
(Valerie)
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It depends on our spare time and energy. Some of our Chinese staff don’t keep in close
touch with the foreign staff, which does not mean they wouldn’t like to but they can’t.
For example, they need to look after their families after work or do something else.
(Valerie)

In addition to lack of time, a lack of need for affection is another reason for
married people not to keep in touch with the expatriates. Generally, relationships
between Chinese family members are very close. Maintaining these intimate
relationships not only takes up Chinese people’s spare time, but also meets their
affective needs. Hence, they may not be able to afford so much spare time and
energy to expand their social circle; or they may not even have the desire to do so,

as Ellen remarked:

HE AT, PRI S A KKHATFEE, R URA S 0T B SR E R
KW, BRAFR VAT AW, FRERAE AN BUI R LR 2, ARG ATRE
XA N SEAR Fonice, b KBS TARSMIIR R, PR AT e AR B
AR AMriends. (EUREEA ERIATHF BNRE, #HTEAERCHHNE L, )R
MEVATHE 2D [RIXFRATE AT L. (Ellen)

As far as my own experiences are concerned, we all have our own families, are busily
occupied in our own business, and also have our own old bosom friends, so we hardly
have deep conversations with foreign staff. Only if you stay with a foreign teacher,
who is a very nice guy, and you talk together beyond working topics, can you develop

friendship with aforeign guy. (Ellen)

Accordingly, focus on their family lives and their Chinese social circles appeared
to be abarrier to intercultural relations among HCS and this reduced their needs to
engage with the expatriates.

Perceived communication difficulties with the expatriates

Apart from the lack of similarity and availability, perceived difficulties of
communication also emerge as a major barrier in the intercultural encounters from
the participants perspective. This hindrance derives from the expatriates.
Evidence for this in the data encompasses negative personality traits and negative

attitudes on the part of the expatriates towards HCS in intercultural encounters.
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In terms of individual personality traits, the participants were willing to establish
contact with those who are open-minded and agreeable much more than with
those whose minds are closed, or who are introverted or even obstinate. For

instance, as Herbert mentioned,

A SR Al — EARFE AP, SRS AN B RSO TR, SE L EU A A Y
(Herbert)

If he is aways obstinate, and won’t make any compromise, it is hard to have an
effective talk with him. (Herbert)

In addition, those who tended to be extra troublesome to the participants were not
welcomed. As Jennifer remarked,

A N EOR B, A IS — 28R, LRI R RIS, ALt
WU SEAME XA TAT, P BRI EN G R 70 XA N5
BAESE, ARTIR, I AN S AR T . (Jennifer)

Sometimes you might meet some expatriates who make too many annoying demands.
For example, they keep pushing you for one thing, so that your impression of them
becomes formed: he/she is nasty, and | don’t want to talk with him/her any more.

(Jennifer)

Nevertheless, compared with personality traits, negative and prejudiced attitudes
among the expatriates played a large role in rendering the participants unwilling to
socialize with them. HCS tried to avoid interacting with those who they perceived
as prejudiced, self-important and rude towards the Chinese, as exemplified in the

following extracts:
U URAT i L, B R LR ANEE L I, AR ARAS IR T . (Rebecca)

I wouldn’t go on talking with someone who has a prejudice against me and wouldn’t

take any of my suggestions. (Rebecca)
A SR T AR rude, IRASABER— M+ . (Veronica)

If the guy you converse with is very rude, you will probably feel repulsion towards
hinvher. (Veronica)
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USRAB AR LEAL G, AN A R AR SRR 8 o sl ERAD P I — 22 r) AU AR
o YA LA H AR 2 ARV AR AR B, s AR TiRiE . (Herbert)

If he/she is self-important or has very subjective opinions, we won’t get on with
him/her. (Herbert)

F Ut 14 BELASH I A0 380 (1 4 b T REAS S AT — i L, AL AT 28 B A /S A AU
oM, REb AT Fhmindset, WA, FRATHEAEIZ MK, K5
WAL TP R LA e [F AT RESFINPEAN G, AT e 2> Hi gk
XA SIS PEALF . (Mike)

| mean barriers to our intercourse with foreign staff are that some foreigners have some
sort of prejudices against the Chinese. They have already established a sort of mindset
towards us, and always presume that we are definitely bound to confirm their
expectations. Accordingly, they might assume that |, an individual person, should
conform to what they expect of the Chinese. For example, some Chinese are not

always on time, and they may assume | should have the same problem as well. (Mike)

Positive attitudes to intercultural communication are considered a pre-condition
for successful intercultural interaction (Byram, 1997). Similarly, they are
emphasized as being a fundamental starting point in Deardorff’s (2006) Pyramid
and Process Models of Intercultural Competence. The data analysis shows that
negative attitudes of the expatriates manifested in intercultural encounters indeed
posed problems for HCS’s engagement in such encounters.

5.1.3 Conclusions

This section has explored HCS participants’ negative responses towards cultural
differences and the reasons underlying these responses. The data analysis shows
that the two types of negative responses identified by Osland et al. (2007) can be
found in the current study’s data. Nevertheless, the reasons behind these responses
are numerous. The analysis has identified lack of language proficiency, lower
self-esteem, lack of similarity, lack of availability and perceived communication
difficulties. As explained above, these various factors stem from the participants
themselves, the interlocutors and the organisation. Most of them, such as lack of

language and lack of similarity, are hard to overcome in a short period of time.
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The complexity of the factors producing negative responses to cultural differences

also indicates the difficulty of intercultural communication.

To conclude, this section has discussed the participants’ negative responses to
cultural differences and possible causes hampering their engagement with the
expatriates by drawing on Odand et al.’s (2007) model. The data analysis
confirms Osland et al.’s identifications of the patterns of individuals’ negative
responses to cultural differences. However, this study has extended their model by
exploring the potential causes behind these negative responses, i.e. the
participants’ lack of language proficiency, lower self-esteem, lack of similarity,

lack of availability, and perceived communication difficulties.

Having explained the negative responses towards cultural differences and the
factors underlying them, the next section will analyse how the expatriates try to
put aside negative emotional responses and engage in intercultural sensemaking

despite these perceived differences and difficulties.

5.2 Inter cultural sensemaking response

According to Osland et al. (2007), intercultural sensemaking is a positive response
to cultural differences as it involves seeking cultural understanding. Furthermore,
they draw on Osland and Bird’s (2005-2006; 2000) model of intercultural
sensemaking to explain how people respond to a trigger event from the
perspective of intercultural sensemaking. However, Osand and Bird’s (2005-2006;
2000) model does not highlight the ongoing aspect of sensemaking. In other
words, it does not explore what it means to those who engage in ongoing
intercultural sensemaking over a comparatively long period of time, which is the
focus of this study. Bearing this in mind, this section attempts to investigate the
ongoing processes of intercultural sensemaking in order to understand why it is
positive in intercultural encounters. This is a complex process, involving the
comprehensive application of a sensemaker’s cognition, knowledge and skillsin a
specific context.

Analysis of the data shows that there are three concurrent processes through
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which the participants confront cultural differences. First, intercultural
sensemaking includes a process of identity construction (section 5.2.1). Second, it
involves a process of learning (section 5.2.2). Third, it also includes a process of
relationship building (section 5.2.3). These three processes are intertwined and are
discussed separately here purely for expositional convenience. Finally,
conclusions to the section follow (section 5.2.4).

5.2.1 A process of identity construction

| dentity construction is essential in the processes of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). It
is situation-specific as the sensemaker’s identities are closely related to the
identities of others (Vaara, 2000). In other words, what others think we are and
how they treat us stabilizes or destabilizes our identity (Weick, et al., 2005). As
Blumer (1969) explains,

Human beings in interacting with one another have to take account of what each other is
doing or is about to do; they are forced to direct their own conduct or handle their situation
in terms of what they take into account. Thus, the activities of others enter as positive
factors in the formation of their own conduct; in the face of the actions of others one may
abandon an intention or purpose, revise it, check or suspend it, intensify it, or replace it.
(p.8)

The data show that the participants construct their identities in the processes of
sensemaking to varying degrees by drawing on their interpretations of some
aspects of culture differences between themselves and the expatriates such as
personality traits, communication styles and cultural values.

Alteration of work/life habits

As discussed in chapter 4 (section 4.3.1), the participants perceived that the
expatriates were used to confirming decisions by email after oral discussion so as
to avoid misunderstanding. This habit was adopted by many participants. As Kelly
mentioned,

DR 35O B A R B BLAE, A2 BB VT8 B4 (10— D51 ... BT AR A R Ah
LR LA, A48 DURAE S A LER 7 53 T3, A S ) AR DY ] e L 2
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2>, Hiniidiscussion J& & —>confirmationftemail, k£ 2:1i. (Kely)

Because | worked in a state-run enterprise before, 1 know the positive side of [the
expatriates] in communication... which now helps me better in my current work, which
includes my communication with our Chinese staff. For example, | will send them a

confirmation by email after discussion. (Kelly)

Apart from this, some participants also tended to act differently when socializing
with the staff a8 UNNC and their Chinese friends outside UNNC. John noticed
that it was quite normal for the staff, especially the young ones, at UNNC to pay
for themselves at collective events. Nevertheless, like Robert, he could accept
paying for himself when socialising with the expatriates but still complied with
Chinese tradition with his Chinese friends. As for Joseph, he learned a lesson from
his contact with the expatriates. Namely, he tried not to disturb the expatriates in

off-work time unless it was very urgent:

AT R T DY e, HER) T NER ] ) AR AT XA R TREA
BLEIE, B ASOE BA DR AR, —BA A, siiks ae 12
PN IE], TR R T A e R R T . (Joseph)

They do not like to do any more extra work after four o’clock in the afternoon, which |
never knew before. In order to deal better with this situation, | therefore have learned to
keep some spare time for unexpected events afterwards and consequently have solved

the problem. (Joseph)
Being courteous

Courtesy is fundamental in any contact with the expatriates owing to the
divergence of culture. Some formal observances such as polite words and making
an appointment are not necessary between acquaintances. The Chinese staff at
UNNC paid attention to courtesies in intercultural encounters. For example, the
participants tended to use courteous formulae and titles in the context of both
face-to-face and written interpersonal communication, as shown by the case of
Jane, who was cautious at the very beginning of intercultural conversation:

T3 I At af e A2 LEA[AL B, AR IR REA T o FT IR NI ACUR K3 5
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KREHEN. (Jane)

He/she also is very palite when he/she attempts to begin a talk with others, which isthe

basic and most important manner. (Jane)

Moreover, some participants mentioned that they would make an appointment
with expatriates if they needed a meeting since it was impolite to drop in
someone’s office without an appointment, as John confirmed. So, his first
sentence to the expatriate was “sorry to interrupt you without an appointment” if
there was an emergency. Furthermore, some participants also cared about protocol
in contact with the expatriates. For example, Ted would prepare coffee for a
meeting instead of tea since the expatriates tend to prefer coffee rather than China
tea

In addition to face-to-face etiquette, the participants also paid attention to written
etiquette. For instance, both Amelia and Jane were polite and courteous in email

communication:

N RZHIAN T RAEMAATR A L 2 . UG EAERIE AN, o Febt
3P0 R 2L, — ANt AR I polite, — Ml A2 IE Ifiprofessional . (Amelia)

We communicate by e-mail in most cases... | think there are two most important points
to be considered in communication, one is to be very palite, and the other oneis to be

very professional. (Amelia)
AT, SR IE R B ALY, T ATRE WA I 2 AR . (Jane)

| think they attach great importance to polite manners, so | aways try to word my
e-mails with politeness. (Jane)

Chinese tend to be courteous towards out-groups while they usually treat the
in-group informally (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998). In the context of UNNC, this
rule appeared to be stressed by HCS, and might indicate that HCS tried to adapt to
the ways the expatriates communicated with others. Alternatively, it might
indicate that their relationships with the expatriates were not close, as the
participants treated their expatriate colleagues as an out-group and thus

maintained politeness in communication with them.
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Being conscientious

Conscientiousness was one of the personality traits of the expatriates perceived by
the participants. In response, the participants tried to be conscientious in the
course of intercultural communication. For example, Amelia reiterated that she
tried her best to be thorough in order to be professional. She would take detail into
consideration, such as the use of polite language, comprehensive understanding of
issues, and so forth in intercultural encounters:

U030 5 8 4D s ) AP R SRR S 38— i, i B R AR B )y TR AR s AR
R RS UAE— A RAEE], R S KER XA B AT b, R HEE
VA B L ERARRE, e AR Eprofessional . (Amelia)

| normally try to be considerate of other people. In other words, | try to talk to themin

avery direct and professional way. (Amelia)

Similarly, both Tom and Ted prepared things carefully in advance. They tended to
prepare everything they considered necessary to deal with potential issues. As Ted
explained, he preferred to research in detail before the commencement of every
programme, which enabled him to be professional. Furthermore, Herbert tended
to provide accurate and comprehensive information for his expatriate colleagues
without any subjective judgement, which would be beneficial for effective

communication.
Showing concern for others’ privacy

In addition to behavioural adjustment, the participants also altered conversational
topics in contact with the expatriates. Having perceived that the expatriates
regarded their personal information as private and thereby would rather not talk
about it on public occasions, the participants were cautious about this and thus
inclined to avoid sensitive topics such as religion, family, taboos and so forth in
their intercultural encounters. As John suggested,

MZEAMTAZIE I s, FAHEBTE RIS, — BT, ARG VR, Ak
RN E D NS N 1 ESE 1L VAR SEE PP W O S S e =S ST VA
RE/D [0 2RI 2% 2. (John)
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| personally pay attention to this when | talk with foreigners. | usually do not inquire
about information relevant to their families unless they take the initiative to tell me...
Learn different countries’ cultures and customs, and in particular their taboos... Try

your best to avoid discussing religion with them. (John)
Adopting a more direct communication style

This emerges very strongly from the data. As discussed in section 4.2.1, the
expatriates were generally perceived to express their views in a direct way.
Consequently, the participants would, unconsciously or consciously,
accommodate their communication styles in order to make intercultural
communication smooth. There are numerous instances supporting this finding. For
instance, Robert tended to directly express his own views or standpoints in contact
with the expatriates, while maintaining contact with the Chinese in an indirect

way:

PREEAME RS, RRERIIE T AT RETE B AL A ARV . (HERTPE A,
AR () TAE— R Ut s, By [ SO G e — e R B2 S & N, f1—
SO e B E . (Robert)

The special skill is being more direct in contact with the foreigners, whileit is hard to
communicate directly sometimes with Chinese and Chinese staff because Chinese

culture isindirect to some degree. (Robert)

Kelly was used to talking in a direct way with the expatriates. She was inclined to
tell her expatriate colleagues the facts or results directly on the basis of
organisational imperatives. In terms of this point, the accounts of Rebecca and
Kelly are typical:

FAEAFIINE AATAE, AT SO R R IR DTS 4, 1A T B A B A%
WRAE AT I fkargue— T, VERUOEAIALE, (HR RIS IRE . A — m
MR VURF A HEL . (Rebecca)

| think their (foreign staff) cultureis: “make your points clearly”. You can express what
you think only if you think there’s some sense in it, or even argue with them, which is
acceptable, but be palite. It’s particularly important | think in such a conversation to
explain what you think thoroughly. (Rebecca)
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R SE A T IR I F B0 A I RR I R, U AT A, S U R R
I PR IEAR E, SEIZARRE R 2, XM LR, (Kely)

We should maintain our opinions and make the points clear when we need to
communicate with foreign staff. The point is to thoroughly explain what you have to

explain to them while you maintain your opinions, which is very important. (Kelly)

Furthermore, directly expressing their opinions sometimes requires individuals to
clearly state their standpoints, whether they are “yes” or “no”. The latter is usually
difficult for the Chinese. Thus, Jennifer initially tended to find an excuse, such as
“let me try again”, to avoid directly saying “no” to the expatriates, but soon found
that this kind of communication style did not work in intercultural encounters.
This is because she felt that the expatriates would be more disappointed when
they eventually discovered the truth later. So, she remarked:

WURE AT L AR VU B ERAA TR WA T AR AT, AMTHUR AT AR AT A
BN, JERAARUIE A I AR . PrUBEAREE HE s, RIE
e, AEEUEAE, WERIREE W, @4y B CHRRET. (Jennifer)

| think sometimes we should make our attitudes clear to them: agree or disagree.
Although sometimes it’s difficult for us to refuse others face to face, we think
afterwards that it would have been better to refuse straightway. So now | think we’d
better make an outright refusal to others if we can: yes or no, that’s it. An ambiguous

positionislikely to bring trouble to ourselves.  (Jennifer)

Numerous intercultural studies (e.g. Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; Holmes, 2008;
Wang, 2010a) show that Chinese are used to keeping quiet on public occasions
such as in the classroom and at meetings. However, it can be seen from the above
accounts that many participants tended to directly express their ideas in the
context of UNNC. Accordingly, the findings in this study show that the social
context, including who the interlocutors are, has significant influences on the way

people communicate.

This section has explored the participants’ identity constructions in their
daily/work habits, personality traits and communication styles in the context of
UNNC. They alter some of their habits, personality traits and even communication
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styles in communication with their expatriate colleagues to varying degrees. As
discussed in the above paragraphs, the participants manifest some of the
characteristics they perceive in the expatriates which seem contradictory with
those of Chinese in general. In the context of UNNC, the participants tended to
emphasise a concern for courtesy and privacy of the other, to pay for themselves
and express themselves in a direct way. In short, they construct their identities by
adjusting their daily/work habits, personality traits and communication styles in

communication with the expatriates.

The data analysis in chapter 4 showed that some essentialist theories about
Chinese culture (e.g. Hall’s (1976) high-low context theory, and Hofstede’s (2001)
national value dimensions), were to some extent useful in making sense of the
participants’ interpretations about cultural others, while these theories do not work
when interpreting the participants’ behaviour in specific situations. For example,
the above accounts suggest that, consciously or unconsciously, some participants
adopt a direct communication style at least in intercultural encounters, which
indicates that Hal’s (1976) low-context and high-context communication
framework cannot sufficiently explain HCS’s communication style in the context
of UNNC.

The reasons behind this are perhaps multiple. First, these "either-or" paradigms
ignore the paradoxical nature of cultural values (both-and) (Fang, 2005-2006).
From a paradoxical perspective, opposite cultures can co-exist in one person.
Consequently, an individual can be both individualistic and collectivistic, or direct
and indirect in communication style depending on the context. Indeed, the data
show that some participants, such as Robert, Rebecca and Ted, pay for themselves
when socializing with the expatriates but ill take turnsto pay when with Chinese.
In addition to this, many participants mentioned, as discussed previously, that they
tended to speak directly in their intercultural encounters, but indirectly with

Chinese colleagues.

Second, these bipolar paradigms tend to describe culture as stable and time- and
context-free, which is rather problematic in the era of globalization and

transnationalism since national boundaries are becoming increasingly blurred
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(Fang, 2010; Piller, 2011). As discussed in chapter 2 (section 2.2.3), China has
changed considerably over the last three decades and has engaged extensively
with people beyond its borders. As a result of this trend, personnel mobility has
become more and more frequent and normal. Along with the increasing number of
foreign people coming to China for work or travel, more and more Chinese people
are going abroad for various purposes. In the case of HCS at UNNC, about half of
them had already had experiences abroad for travel, study or work. They tended to
accept and adjust to new things easily and be influenced by people from other
cultural backgrounds, as can be seen in the above sections. Piller (2011)
emphasizes that “cultural and communicative styles and values have become
diluted and have acquired a mix-and-match flavour” in the context of
globalisation and transnationalism (p. 69). Indeed, as discussed previously, some
expatriates at UNNC appear indirect in communication style and care much about
Chinese guan xi. Likewise, many participants are inclined to express themselves
directly, at least in the context of UNNC, which is contrary to some theories of
Chinese national culture. For instance, when people adopt a direct communication
style they risk destroying a harmonious atmosphere; therefore, Chinese people
typically try to avoid this. Nevertheless, the Chinese at UNNC appear to be direct
in their contact with the expatriates. Thus, the above models are not sufficiently
sophisticated to explain the findings in this study.

Third, these essentialist paradigms downplay individual agency in intercultural
interaction. Dao (2011) presumes that the primary purpose of these paradigms is
to compare cultures rather than handle understanding of intercultural interaction.
Thus, they cannot explain the complexity of interpersonal interaction, especially
in intercultural encounters. This complexity is termed “cultural realism” by
Holliday (2010). It “not only acknowledges the influence of national structures
but also allows for the agency of the individual” (p. 259). His empirical study
finds that national cultural characteristics are still there and they play a role in
intercultural communication. Simultaneously, individual factors such as
personality, previous experiences and attitudes are also significant in interpersonal
communication. They interconnect with each other in a specific context and
co-shape the complexity of intercultural communication. Furthermore, Piller
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(2011) clearly points out that it is possible to gain an understanding of
intercultural communication by bearing in mind the question "who makes culture
relevant to whom in which context for which purposes?’ (p.73). Piller stresses the
impact of the interlocutor, the context and the purpose of intercultural
communication, and the findings in this study support that view. In the context of
UNNC, the participants have to some extent to alter their behaviour to succeed in
task-based communication with the expatriates.

Holliday’s and Piller's views about the understanding of intercultural
communication are similar to Weick's (1995) sensemaking theory. From the
perspective of sensemaking, who we are (a sensemaker's identity) is shaped by
and related to others (the expatriates here), and the social context (the
organisational environment) is crucial for a sensemaker to give a plausible
explanation for and make a subsequent response to an unexpected event.

To conclude, the processes of intercultural sensemaking suggest that the
congtruction of the sensemaker’s identities is related to the participants’
perceptions of cultural differences, the context in which sensemaking occur, and
the interlocutors. | next explore another concurrent process in intercultural

sensemaking: a learning process.
5.2.2 A process of learning

According to Weick (1995), sensemaking is retrospective, since people use
retrospect to make sense of current (communicative) puzzles, and test them
through subsequent action. Thus, the processes of sensemaking involve the
sensemaker’s perception and interpretation of discrepant expectations. Such
processes of perceiving and interpreting are identified as processes of intuiting
and interpreting at the individual level in organisational learning theories (Crossan,
Lane, & White, 1999). Similarly, the processes of intercultural sensemaking
include the interpretation and enactment of cultura differences, through which the
sensemaker’s existing cultural knowledge is examined and updated, intercultural
communicative skills are improved, and attitudes are developed. Hence, this
section looks a how these components are involved and developed in the
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processes of intercultural sensemaking. The data show that positive attitudes,
cultural knowledge, linguistic competence and intercultural communicative skills
can to some extent be developed, as the following discussion illustrates,

The development of positive attitudes

As stated previously, the process of intercultural sensemaking starts with an
awareness of discrepancies and goes on by putting aside negative emotions. This
kind of positive response towards cultural differences entails positive attitudes.
Analysis of the data in this study shows that a respectful attitude and genuineness
on the basis of respect emerge very strongly. Respect refers to having a positive
value towards cultural others (Byram, Barrett, |pgrave, Jackson, & Garcia, 2009).

Many participants believed that reciprocal respect was essential in intercultural
encounters no matter where the interlocutors were from, or what personal qualities
they possessed. For example, Joseph and Olivia commented,

A fe N TE I ) RS — s, 2 AR S A ffopen— 28, (HJE AR HAH B E (1Y
et b, BRI, (Joseph)

Chinese may tend to be more reserved, while foreign staff are more open. If only we

can respect each other, no problem should occur, | suppose. (Joseph)

WEREERA, AERIRERASR . BANE AR T H SR AL, R
AN, NFAKIEN, AT, ARGk, (Olivia)

No matter who we are going to talk with, showing respect to each other is very
important. One can see whether he/she is given due respect when talking with others.
(Clivia)

Furthermore, genuineness on the basis of respect is valued as leading to effective
intercultural communication. Conflict or disagreement are sometimes regarded as
inevitable in the context of multi-cultural workplaces. However, they can be
moderated by a genuine attitude. As Fred explained,

PEAR U ELI, ARG, Al IR AR, W XUT R AN, (H XA AT L
AATR SRR, MM AT o ARIE — o, IR R, BRI R 45 R . (Fred)
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For example, genuineness. Colleagues should always treat each other with genuineness.
Even if you have different opinions about an issue, you should sit down and discuss

them over time, and finally reach a satisfactory result by negotiation. (Fred)

In summary, the data in terms of the participants’ attitudinal factors show that the
participants place weight on respectful attitudes in the process of intercultural
sensemaking. Furthermore, genuineness on the basis of respect is also valued.

The development of cultural knowledge

Intercultural sensemaking, as discussed previously, is triggered by cultural
differences being noticed, which is followed by the interpretation of the
differences and a consequent response. In doing this, the self and the other are
realized and the cultural knowledge held by the sensemaker is updated and
enriched. The data show that the acquisition of cultural knowledge involves three
stages. awareness of the self and the other, awareness of stereotypes and prejudice,

and a grasp of context-specific knowledge.

First, intercultural stimuli raised the participants’ awareness of the self and the
other, particularly with respect to differences. As demonstrated in chapter 4, the
differences between HCS and the expatriates were apparent in several respects.
These differences to some extent influenced individual behaviour in different
ways in real intercultural encounters and thereby stimulated the participants’
awareness of their own “normal” reactions in similar situations. Such comparisons
and contrasts made some participants rethink and reflect on their own culture, as
exemplified by Amelia:

P TR e BRUAIRER T 3T, A5 A Tt A AN R R T7, SRR T
IR TR (Amelia)

| have learned reflection [on intercultural communication] since there are some
differences between contact with the Chinese and foreign staff, and this kind of

comparison accelerates my maturity. (Amelia)

Amelia’s account was echoed by Vivian and John. Vivian also admitted that such
an experience facilitated her rethinking of her own culture, while John claimed
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that he now spent considerable time thinking these things over.

Second, the discrepancies perceived stimulate one’s interpretation and subsequent
reaction, through which one’s knowledge is examined and updated. According to
Osland and Bird (2005-2006; 2000), people tend to use cultural stereotyping to
interpret and interact with cultural others at the very beginning of intercultural
communication. This validation of stereotyping knowledge needs to be examined
on rea occasions. The data analysis in chapter 4 showed that the participants’
interpretations of the expatriates to some extent unconsciously manifested their
stereotyping. Meanwhile, they perceived that the expatriates were also
stereotyping HCS sometimes. Nevertheless, the stereotyping could be realized and
overcome with more frequent intercultural contact and deeper intercultural
exchange. Jennifer, for instance, after understanding the expatriates better, tended
to treat them as being as normal as herself and hence became less nervous in
contact with them:

WITFR AL IE A Z AMRAGRIR DT & A R 007 B ZOR I, SRR AN i e
LIRFIESE . BUHERAT T, SRR SR, A IR, (Jennifer)

At the very beginning, | wondered if the foreigners were very powerful just like other
peopl e from Western countries, and they seemed much superior to me. But now when |

meet and get to know them, | just feel that they are ordinary people. (Jennifer)

Third, this kind of ongoing behaviour broadens horizons. Broadening horizons is
a synthetic perception after experiencing intercultural encounters. This ongoing
process involves the knowledge “that allows you to successfully explain and
predict the behaviour of people with different cultural backgrounds within specific
situations” (Rasmussen, et a., 2011, p. 69). This kind of situation-specific
knowledge is termed attributional knowledge by Bird and Osland (2005-2006), in
contragt to factual and conceptual knowledge. Factual knowledge consists of
general descriptions of behaviour and attitudes, while conceptual knowledge
encompasses a culture’s views and values related to central concerns. These two
kinds of general knowledge can be transferred to attributional knowledge through
the process of intercultural sensemaking. According to Glaser et a. (2007),
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intercultural contact on the basis of empathy, flexibility and decentering provides
excellent opportunities for individuals to revise their mental constructs, and open
up and enrich their perspectives. Indeed, some participants mentioned that
working a& UNNC could broaden international horizons because it created
opportunities for HCS to interact with cultural others and thereby gain first-hand

knowledge of cultural others. As Olivia concluded,

FAZE PR T HUTIRAE S A—FE, DA DAt o A5 At 5 il 2 B 2 (13X
AET AHRBUED i e N ER FR 0 # sl A B A s RIE A S5 b — 1 1K
A B A BERF R (Olivia)

| became international. It means my vision is different. Because | saw the world like
this before but now | find the world looks different after communicating with the

expatriates. | can only get this after communicating with them. (Olivia)

Overall, the participants’ engagement in intercultural contact and experience
provided them with opportunities to see how cultural others behave and think and
thereby enrich their perspectives. As a result, people started to emerge from the
stage of stereotyping and cultural generalizing.

I mprovement in linguistic competence

As stated in section 5.1.2, many participants realized that poor linguistic
competence is a large barrier in intercultural interaction. Hence, proper use of
English and improving it were treated as important motivating factors for the

participants’ engagement with the expatriates.

An awareness of the proper use of English is exemplified in Rebecca’s case. She
mentioned that there was no difference in Chinese if people “want” or ask for
something, while people usually use “would like to” or “would love to” to express
adesire politely in English. Asfar as this point is concerned, not only did Rebecca
herself learn idiomatic English from the expatriates, but she also suggested her

colleagues did so too.

JIT LA SR B ITAE TF 2 IR U8, BATTHE IR A I 25 4% — o 22 25 2% grammatical
usage. PRANBEIGIE I S HEAE i, you don’t know how to use it. 757527 >] N5
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I 95iE . (Rebecca)

So | told my colleagues in the meeting that we should learn grammatical usage in
school like this. You cannot just pile up English words together. You don’t know how to
use them. You should learn English in real life. (Rebecca)

Accordingly, their intercultural encounters provided good opportunities for HCS
to practise their English and thereby improve their linguistic competence.
Furthermore, improvement of linguistic competence also reduces the possibilities
of misunderstanding. As Robert highlighted,

TEIX A ) TAEX AN, EFXIjH L, @R B UFEIE 2.
FEVE TR m el b, ISR BEAR BE ) 2 AHDE R e — i, TR I 218 1g
(RRHE, BT LA — RS B 8 A2 N TR P ERE RS EOE ), A2 @At TR
. (Robert)

[I have] studied and worked here for so long. In terms of language, [| have] made some
improvement during these years. As a result of language improvement, my
comprehension will improve a bit and my communication skills will gradually improve.

S0, inasense, astime goes by, | will go up instead of going down. (Robert)

Overall, improvement of linguistic competence is an obvious priority from HCS’s
perspective.

I mprovement in intercultural communicative skills

The process of sensemaking is about the interplay between interpretation and
interaction (Mughan & O'Shea, 2010). Hence, sensemaking involves the ability to
interpret and explain uncertain events and subsequently respond to them. This is
very much related to Byram’s (1997) savoir comprendre (skills of interpreting and
relating) and savoir apprendre/ faire (skills of discovering and interaction) (Glaser,
et al., 2007). As result of engagement in intercultural sensemaking, the
participants’ capability in the above skills has developed. Indeed, the development
of the above skill emerged very strongly in the data. It encompasses empathy,
decentering, recentering, and mediating.

Empathy
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According to DiStefano and Maznevski (2000, pp. 51-52), “empathy is getting
inside another person’s skin, thinking as the other person thinks and feeling what
the other person feels”. The data in this study show that empathetic behaviour is
manifested by accommodating to the expatriates’ mentality, cultural backgrounds
and personality traits.

First, Fred remarked that he tried to communicate with the expatriates depending

on their mentality, which usually made the communication more harmonious:

AT R DAL O A FRAN AT R, A S WA RER A A JE R A, B T R A A
Jeis RV B ANE — 5. (Fred)

If we communicate with them according to their mentality, he will feel that we are
common up to a point with him. Hence, the communication will become more

harmonious. (Fred)

Second, some participants tried to think about things from the perspective of the
expatriates’ cultural backgrounds. As discussed previously, in facing the fact that
the expatriates focused more attention on plans, some participants (such as Jane
and Ted) tried to understand this phenomenon from the perspective of the
expatriates. Robert suggested that it would make intercultural communication

easier:

WERBAE RS, PR AT T DofE e, FRATEAATIX 4 — s 5, Bt
Bt AN, AREE AT LSRR AT TR SCAGBERABAT T3 Ry AR A5, it AR IR &
WA E—AAHE. (Robert)

| often hang out with them after work and | know their cultural backgrounds, so | have
nothing to fear. Just treat them in away that they have been shaped by their culture, and
so nothing is difficult. (Robert)

Third, some participants also tried to take the interlocutor’s personality traits into
consideration in their intercultural encounters. As Amelia remarked, she would
naturally adopt and unconsciously appropriate ways to communicate with
different people according to their different personalities in order to make the
communication smoother and more effective. She did the same in intercultural
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encounters.
Decentering

Decentering refers to suspending judgement and listening to others and
responding to them (DiStefano & Maznevski, 2000). Accordingly, decentering is
“a skill” and “empathy in practice” (DiStefano & Maznevski, 2000, p. 52).
Analysis of the data shows that the skill of decentering can also be used by some
expatriates. Amelia, for example, realized that Chinese people might,
unconsciously or consciously, have some stereotypical attitudes towards the
expatriates so the tactic she adopted wasto listen patiently to what the interlocutor
said before making a judgement. When asked to give suggestions to new staff at
UNNC, she suggested,

IR L 22— X, 2 T R SR, AT LERN
AIXALF BN, B B B Ui . .. REGEX T, Ea A Ol T
X7, BB, ABIUSEAAERI. .. URARECH) L85 X7 — MR P L2
LWPWT I, AR RES AR 2 N TR AR I PP A5 10 AR A 1, AR AR H R R
AR BL BT AIERAR T T ROGE, LS PHARBRIZ — RN 24Tt it A )
TR R IR T - (Amelia)

| feel that it is better to listen to them and understand their thought... don’t jump to
conclusions — good or bad, right or wrong... Give the other a chance to explain, and
give yoursdf an opportunity to understand him/her. This also means trying not to
simply believe what it seems to be... When you really give a chance to the other to
explain, you will probably prove that most of your impressions are wrong, and
whatever you thought is not his/her real motive. If you have a good knowledge of this
point, you might have more effective and successful communication with such people
afterwards. (Amelia)

Likewise, Herbert actively tackled unrealistic requirements proposed by the
expatriates instead of arguing. The purpose was to give the expatriates time and
opportunities to reflect on their plan.

A BRI gk i), AR BB HIOR, Bl argue plagainst
R, RN EE, h TR Mmission, A T 58— Mask, P IXFA T

163



WAt AbE BIURIXAESS Sy, R LD, A as A L IE RS ARV
E IR JE AR R RF . (Herbert)

We usually try to solve the problems they bring up first rather than argue against them,
which means we try to provide help for them to complete a mission, a task, whereby
they can see our efforts to coordinate the different departments and might not in the end

care so much about the results. (Herbert)
Recentering

DiStefano and Maznevski (2000) propose another more sophisticated skill in
intercultural encounters. recentering, meaning “finding or developing shared
ground upon which to build a new basis of interacting” (p.53). This skill requires
both sides to have a good working knowledge of each other and seek common
ground to span the bridge across cultural differences. In this regard, Barbara gave

agood explanation:

PRk B A N A S X 1, RIS FR R — A [ A i e Ay e flstyle, Ay
fbit)style, FATAEASUR K N A% 2 B2 15 compromise. I 4 BRAM B AR 2 —HE 11

b rT REA AR PRG35, BARMVET X, B TRNEID, ARE L.,
(ER A R A BEAF 750, bR & A BEAR 7 5K, BUOAIZHEA

42— e effective communication. (Barbara)

Communication is two ways. Even if communicating with a Chinese, | still have my
own style, and he/she has hig'hers, and thus we only ‘compromise’ in our discussion.
So when | talk with aforeigner (both of us have our own communication styles), wetry
to understand each other’s ways of thinking, which is effective communication.
(Barbara)

Similarly, Herbert also mentioned that his way of thinking and communicating
was gradually approaching the expatriates’ one, which is a subtle process:

X AT T I AEE . P E AT E AR . WA Al e KR I
TAHE, AOK— MUY, s RS RT U S I —Fh 5. X
e M EL IR . (Herbert)

Right, just try to approach their manner. ... my ways of thinking or communication
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tend to approach theirs probably since | have been working here for a long time and

been influenced by the environment. It is a subtle process. (Herbert)
Mediating

The ability to mediate between conflicting interpretations of phenomena is one of
the skills involved in intercultural competence (Barrett, et al., forthcoming; Byram,
1997). This reduces the pressure of real-time interaction and provides
opportunities for acquiring more knowledge (Byram, 1997). The datain this study
show that helping interlocutors to understand each other can make intercultural
communication smoother. For example, Lucy tried to provide support for the
expatriates in better understanding the context of the things discussed and thus
reducing their negative feelings.

MR Z Hh 5 53 TERVE J 53 TAZIR I A%, 45 B AHblamel?), &t /&you don’t understand,
you do not get this. {H 2 {Rfthelpthem, U1 RARABIEF A T I TG . FAGAFE 26
IREZL, R AfhA T AL, AT o (Lucy)

When many Chinese staff communi cate with the expatriates, they will blame each other:
you don’t understand, or you do not get this. But you should help them understand.
Otherwise, it will be much harder to tackle the problem once they have a sense of

resistance. (Lucy)

This sub-section has so far illustrated how some components of intercultural
competence are involved in the processes of intercultural sensemaking and how
these components are developed. From the perspective of sensemaking, “people
learn about situations by acting in them and then seeing what happens” (Ancona,
2012, p. 10). By “acting thinkingly”, people “interpret their knowledge with
trusted frameworks, yet mistrust those frameworks by testing new frameworks
and new interpretations” (Weick, et a., 2005, p. 412). As a result of this, the
sensemaker’s knowledge is updated. The data analysis shows that the participants
were aware of the self and the other, gradually overcame stereotyping and thereby
developed context-specific knowledge through making sense of the situation.

In addition, sensemaking is “about organising through communication” (Weick, et
al., 2005, p. 413). The authors further stress that sensemaking “takes place in
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interactive talk and draws on the resources of language in order to formulate and
exchange through talk”. Hence, linguistic application is central in sensemaking.
The findings in this study indicate that the participants generally developed their
linguistic competence to varying degrees. Furthermore, sensemaking is about
"action" (Weick, et al., 2005, p. 412). In order to respond to the situation properly,
people have to make full use of the skills they have to tackle the unknown. In fact,
the findings here show that the participants developed communicative skills such

as empathy, decentring, recentring and mediating.

Last, the development of intercultural competence was closely related to positive
atitudes towards unknown situations. The findings suggest that respect and
genuineness on the basis of respect are essential in intercultural encounters.
Nevertheless, the participants did not emphasize tolerant and open attitudes
towards the unknown, as are highlighted in the majority of intercultural
competence models (see Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). Perhaps, the participants,
when engaging in the processes of intercultural sensemaking might have taken for
granted their openness and willingness to tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty, and

hence did not mention them.

To conclude, this subsection has explained how the participants learned from the
processes of intercultural sensemaking through their engagement, their knowledge
and the sKkills they possessed. As a result of this, these competences developed.
There will be further discussion of the development of these competences in
section 5.3. The findings in this sub-section show that cultural differences can
provide an opportunity for the participants to improve their intercultural
competence. In that sense, this study supports the claim made by several
researchers (e.g. Gertsen & Sederberg, 2000; Hoecklin, 1995; Holden, 2002;
Morosini, 1998) that cultura differences can be opportunities for organisational

learning.

Given the above analysis, | now turn to discuss the third process of intercultural
sensemaking: relationship building.
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5.2.3 A process of relationship building

Sensemaking is social, as it is influenced by others who are part of the context
(Weick, 1995). Simultaneously, sensemaking is enactive of a sensible environment,
which means people create their own environment by their action (Weick, 1995).
Therefore, harmonious interpersonal relationships become significant in the
processes of sensemaking, and especially intercultural sensemaking, since the
context in which it takes place is much more complex than among groups of
people who share cultural commonalities. Relationship is defined as “the way in
which two or more people or groups behave towards and are involved with each
other” by the Macmillan online dictionary (2013). It can be seen from this
definition that relationships can be viewed at an individual and organisational
level. At the organisational level, the quality of the relationship encompasses a
number of relational phenomena such as trust, commitment, attachment, working
rapport, consensus and conflict (Clark & Soulsby, 2009). Nevertheless, when
employing the term “relationship” in this study | focus on the individual level;
hence, relationship building here refers to the participants establishing reciprocal
interpersonal bonds with the expatriates in daily interaction. The data show that
the participants established relationships with the expatriates to different degrees
and their relational bonds could be formed in the workplace or outside working

hours.

In the workplace, the forms of the participants’ socialisation with the expatriates
were various. For instance, Barbara sometimes had lunch together with the
expatriates at work. Jane shared some family issues related to her baby with her
expatriate acquaintances during small conversations on campus. Some
participants, such as Rebecca, Robert and Valerie, aso provided support for the
expatriates in terms of their private affairs, such as by booking aeroplane tickets
or providing local travel information, since in general the expatriates did not know
Chinese. The above instances show that the participants built relationships with
the expatriates apart from the necessary work-based contact, although many of
them mentioned that their interpersonal relationships with the expatriates were

comparatively simple and that it was not necessary to deliberately build and
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maintain relationships with them, as illustrated previously. The contact that took
place could be considered as responding to normal human needs in interpersonal
contact.

Furthermore, to varying degrees some participants also established friendships
with the expatriates on the basis of daily life contact. In addition to socialization at
the workplace, the participants also made connections outside work hours. Some
participants such as Joseph, Robert, Olivia and Lucy often socialised with their
expatriate friends for parties or shopping. Some who had common hobbies could
easily bond together. For example, Ted usually went cycling with expatriates, and
Lucy liked to go out for dinner with some vegetarian expatriates. As for Valerie,
she kept in touch with those expatriates who were able to dance the Salsa (a kind
of Latin dance) with her. She felt that it was rather easy to keep in touch with
them if they had something in common in life. It can be seen from the above
instances that the reason for these participants to bond with the expatriates was
mainly common hobbies. In terms of this point, Ted further pointed out why
common hobbies were important in interpersonal (intercultural and intra-cultural)
interaction. He believed that a common hobby was “an entry point” for the

participants to engage in interpersonal contact.

REA R Z U BT BER, AT RIHT P BERIE T, AR
KRFSARIR. TTRER T — IR i fRsximpressfil, Al T UCRAR— ik
PRSI, AR TER R UIERIZ R . AP Z 4 — NI R, A
FEER AT ERAN T M AZR I VIA L. (Ted)

If we have common hobbies such as playing badminton with the expatriates, we may
discuss the skills of playing badminton with them. So we have the content for chat.
After that, we probably impress them so that they would like to talk with and even play
badminton with us later. | think that common hobbies are an icebreaker for

communication either with Chinese or the expatriates. (Ted)

Ted’s account implies two layers of meaning: common hobbies create common
topics for people from different cultures, and through communication people
understand each other and thereby kept constant contact. Hence, his account and
the above participants experiences also support the principle of homophily
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(Centola, et a., 2007).

In addition to seeking common hobbies, showing concern and offering favours to
the expatriates are another way to keep in touch with them in daily life. For
example, Jennifer would go to hospital to see expatriates outside work if they
were ill. After doing that, she felt that their guan xi seemed closer. Besides,
offering favours is another way for the participants to get along with the
expatriates who need help. From the perspective of Valerie, it was “exchanging
favours”: expatriates could provide favours for her if she needed them later.

IR EREF MATR AT, B RA B S — SRR AR, AR
SEMF AT RBBARBIIUWRIR, IRSEIRIGXFET . (Valerie)

If | provide support for the expatriates in life, they will love to help me when |
encounter some trouble in life. Of course, | do not deliberately say that they have to

help me asareward. (Valerie)

The above accounts show that Jennifer and Valerie applied, consciously or
unconsciously, the principles of Chinese ren ging and hui bao in interaction with
the expatriates, although they initially did not expect repayment. Nevertheless,
they did feel that the expatriates “hui bao” (repay) their “ren ging” (meaning
favour here) in various forms such as feeling closer and providing help. As such,
from the participants' perspective, they felt that their guan xi had developed by
exchanging favours with the expatriates. In the context of China, interpersonal
relationship is usually translated through the well-known Chinese notion of guan
xi, but the underlying meaning is slightly different. The latter underlines
interpersonal reciprocity, trust and interdependencies (Wong & Leung, 2001). In
that sense, interpersonal guan xi seems to not only exist between Chinese but also
among people from other cultures. Indeed, some participants such as Rebecca, Ted
and Valerie did mention that they would ask their expatriate acquaintances to
proofread their English writing. As a reward, they would of course reciprocate
according to their own capabilities.

Nevertheless, guan xi in the Chinese context is usually laden with powerful

implications (Wong & Leung, 2001). For example, “la guan xi” (7 < %&; literally
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to “pull” guan xi) means “to get on the good side of someone, to sore political
capital with them, and carries no negative overtones’ (Maclnnes, 1993, p. 346).
As mentioned previously, “the primary functions of communication in Chinese
culture are to maintain existing relationships among individuals, to reinforce role
and status differences, and preserve harmony within the group” (Gao &
Ting-Toomey, 1998, p. 6). In other words, harmonious status in interpersonal
communication can be attained by appropriate application of guan xi
(relationship), mian z (face) and power (Chen, 2008).

However, the accounts of the participants show that their guan xi with the
expatriates had less powerful implications. First, many participants’ bonds with
the expatriates were relatively superficial, as discussed in the above paragraphs.
Second, some got on with expatriates because they had hobbies in common. Third,
even those who had a sense of building guan xi with the expatriates, such as
Jennifer and Valerie, liked to do this for the purpose of work rather than getting
something extra from the expatriates. Indeed, the participants generally admitted
that their relationships with the expatriates were superficial and their closest
friends were still Chinese, although several participants pointed out that it was

possible to become close friends. As Ellen, Tom and Fred mentioned,

LR, BRARA X AZWAMERS, HIECRIET SRR HEi
KFZH I TIX—F. (Ellen)

To be honest, | have few close foreign friends among so many foreign colleagues,
which isto say that with them | only have a business relationship. (Ellen)

[TAERAAN FRie 2 A AE T R 1 5L (Tom)
| till livein Chinese society after work. (Tom)

b T LA SRR B LANSME BUM R LUALS (A, ERASRN LR, A
IR AR TR T (Fred)

| do keep friendship with some foreigners due to work, though the contacts between us

are occasional emails. (Fred)
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Coupled with the above accounts, the participants’ perceptions about simple
relationships with the expatriates, discussed in chapter 4 (section 4.3.4), aso
provide evidence for the above reflections from the participants.

Additionally, the above accounts from Jennifer and Valerie can also be linked with
an under-developed concept: intercultural responsibility, referring to “a conscious
and reciprocally respectful, both professional and personal, relationship among
the team/group members” (Guilherme, Keating, & Hoppe, 2010, p. 79). This
implies that every member realizes not only cultural differences and similarities,
but also develops full and reciprocally demanding professional relationships with
members from other cultures (2010). Thus, it goes beyond the notion of
intercultural competence, and adds a moral and ethical element (2010). However,
| argue that it should be included as a component of intercultura competence
because it emphasises the cooperative nature in multicultural professional
contexts, especially in the era of globalization. In this sense, intercultural
responsibility could be a higher level of interpersonal relationship in the
workplace.

To conclude, this sub-section has explained how the processes of intercultural
sensemaking entail a process of relationship building among the staff at UNNC,
ranging from socialization and friendships to intercultural responsibility.

5.2.4 Conclusions

This section has decoded the processes of intercultural sensemaking in great detail.
In the first three sub-sections, | discussed how intercultural sensemaking could be
identified as three concurrent processes through which the participants, to varying
degrees, constructed their own identity, obtained intercultural competence, and
built intercultural relationships in the context of UNNC.

First, in the process of identity construction, the participants constructed their
identities by actively responding to changed situations. According to Weick
(1995), sensemaking is “never solitary because what a person does internally is

contingent on others” (p.40). The findings in this study support this claim. The
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evidence shows that the construction of the participants’ identities was closely
related to and influenced by the interlocutors (in this study, the expatriates). The
expatriates were the main part of the environment in which the participants’
sensemaking took place. The findings also shows that some functionalist theories,
such as Hall’s (1976) high-low context communication and Hofstede’s (1980)
value dimensions, cannot adequately explain the participants’ behaviour in a
specific context. Thus, these findings call for a need to pay close attention to
individual agency in intercultural encounters when engaging in intercultural
communication research, as advocated by Holliday (2010) and Piller (2011).

Second, in a process of learning, the participants to some extent developed their
intercultural competence, which consisted of positive attitudes, cultural
knowledge and intercultural skills, including linguistic competence. The evidence
in this study shows that engagement in intercultural sensemaking is crucial in
developing these competences. In doing this, the participants realized their lack of
context-specific knowledge about cultural others, practised their communicative
skills and advanced their positive attitudes towards the unknown.

Last, in a process of relationship building, the participants also built positive
relationships with the expatriates in intercultural encounters to varying degrees.
The findings show that some participants socialized with the expatriates both in
the workplace and outside work and some even developed friendships with them.
Furthermore, some could have a sense of intercultural responsibility. The evidence
in this study shows that building intercultural responsibility can benefit

intercultural interaction in the multicultural organisation.

To conclude, this section has elaborated on the features of the processes of
intercultural sensemaking. By engaging in the processes of intercultural
sensemaking, the participants constructed their own identities to actively respond
to cultural differences between themselves and the expatriates. Meanwhile, their
intercultural competence improved to some extent, and their relationships with the
expatriates were also established to varying degrees. In that sense, this section
answers my question concerning Osland et al.’s (2007) model: why is intercultural

sensemaking positive? Furthermore, this section has also decoded the processes of
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intercultural sensemaking into three concurrent processes, which were not
explored in Osland et al.’s (2007) model. By doing this, | extend their model.

So far, this chapter has discussed the participants’ responses to cultural differences.
This study supports Osland et al.’s (2007) classifications about individuals’
responses to cultura differences. At the same time, | have explored the factors
impeding intercultural sensemaking. Also, the findings in this study acknowledge
that intercultural sensemaking is a positive response to cultural difference, and
engagement in intercultural sensemaking could facilitate the development of
intercultural competence to varying degrees. In the rest of this chapter, | explore
the relationships between intercultural sensemaking and intercultural competence
by making a comparison with Glaser et al.’s (2007) model.

5.3 The outcomes of intercultural sensemaking

In the above two sections, | have identified three types of response to cultural
differences, with only intercultural sensemaking being acknowledged as positive
and able to facilitate the development of intercultural competence in a
multicultural organisation. This section further discusses how intercultural
sensemaking contributes to the development of intercultural competence by
making a comparison with Glaser et a.’s (2007) model. Before further discussion,
| briefly review the concept of intercultural competence and Glaser et a.’s (2007)
model.

As discussed in chapter 2, intercultural competence refers to “the appropriate and
effective management of interaction between people who, to some degree or
another, represent different or divergent affective, cognitive, and behavioural
orientations to the world” (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009, p. 7). In their latest work,
Barrett and his colleagues (forthcoming) go further to point out that intercultural
competence is a combination of attitudes, knowledge, understanding and skills
applied in intercultural encountersin order for an intercultural communicator to:

understand and respect people who are perceived to have different cultural
affiliations from oneself;
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respond appropriately, effectively and respectfully when interacting and
communicating with such people;

establish positive and constructive relationships with such people;

understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultura affiliations through

encounters with cultural ‘difference’.

The above considerations answer the main purposes of intercultural interaction,
while this study provides an approach to achieving these purposes through
individuals’ engagement in intercultural sensemaking in a multicultural workplace.
Through intercultural sensemaking, the participants developed their intercultural

competence to various degrees.

Glaser et a.’s (2007) model is a transformational model, since it illustrates how
people develop their intercultural competence in coping with cultural differences
and their own dispositions, and this process of coping with challenge leads to
attitudinal and behavioural change, and thus enables them to interact effectively in
intercultural professional contexts. Intercultural competence development has
various aspects. awareness of the self and the other, various skills (communicating
across cultures, acquiring cultural knowledge, sense-making, perspective-taking,
relationship-building), and assuming social responsibility. Glaser et a.’s (2007)
model was developed mainly for the purposes of education and training. It has not
been applied in real workplaces to explain individuals’ daily interaction with
cultural others, and especially not in the context of China. Thus, | shall discuss the
degree to which these components of intercultura competence in their model fit
with the practical development of intercultural competence in the processes of

intercultural interaction from the perspective of intercultural sensemaking.

First, evidence of the participants’ awareness of the self and others and their
acquisition of cultural knowledge pervades the two findings chapters of this study.
In making sense of cultural differences, the sensemaker is aware of the self and

the other (see section 5.2.2).

Second, communicating across culture is the same concept as intercultural

174



communication, including verbal and non-verbal communication and language
awareness (Glaser, et a., 2007). Sensemaking takes place when the sensemaker
gives a meaning to a trigger event by drawing on recourse to language and then
responses to it. Thus, communication is central in sensemaking (Weick, et al.,
2005). To some extent, intercultural communication is more significant to
intercultural sensemaking than communication is to sensemaking, as the issue of
language becomes more apparent in intercultural encounters. My data analysis in
section 5.1.2 shows that poor English ability hindered the participants willingness
to communicate with the expatriates and reduced their self-confidence in their

intercultural encounters.

Third, in terms of the acquisition of culture-general and culture-specific
knowledge, | have discussed this in detail in section 5.2.2. By engaging in
intercultural sensemaking, the participants transfer their general cultural
knowledge to culture-specific knowledge. Meanwhile, they are likely to realize

their stereotyping and generalizing towards culturally different people.

Accordingly, the above three components of intercultural competence in Glaser et
al.’s (2007) model have been supported by the findings in this study. However, the
remaining four components of intercultural competence in Glaser et al.’s (2007)
model neither fit well with the findings in this study nor are explained in their
model, and thus remain open to argument or expansion.

First, sensemaking and perspective-taking are treated as the two components of
intercultural competence in Glaser et a.’s (2007) model. The central meaning of
the latter is taking others perspective into consideration in the course of
intercultural communication. Perspective-taking includes many elements of
intercultural competence such as empathy, flexibility, decentring,
open-mindedness and coping with ambiguity (Glaser, et a., 2007). However,
Rasmussen et al. (2011) argue that it is a component of sensemaking, since it is an
approach for people to explain cultural behaviour. Indeed, the processes of
sensemaking take place to cope with ambiguity (Weick, 1995; Weick, et a., 2005).
According to the findings in section 5.2.2, intercultural sensemaking entails a

series of skills such as empathy, decentering, recentering, and mediating to
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different degrees. In addition, flexibility can be manifested in the process of
identity construction analysed in section 5.2.1. As for open-mindedness, it is
usually subsumed into the attitudinal component of intercultural competence, asin
Byram’s (1997) intercultura communicative model and Deardorff’s (2006)
process model of intercultural competence. Therefore, perspective-taking in
Glaser et a.’s (2007) model seems a synthesis of the purposes, skills and attitudes
involved in sensemaking rather than a single component of intercultural
competence, and thus could conflate with sensemaking.

Second, relationship building, as a component of intercultural competence, is
listed in Glaser et al.’s (2007) model, but somehow there is no explanation of it at
al. The findings in section 5.2.3 show that the participants developed their
relationships with the expatriates, ranging from socialization, to friendship, and to
intercultural responsibility, in the processes of intercultural sensemaking. Thus,
intercultural responsibility could be regarded as a higher standard of relationship
building.

Third, the concept of social responsibility is also regarded as a component of
intercultural competence in Glaser et al.’s (2007) model, although the authors do
not explain this component. | presume that this model is proposed for the purposes
of education and training and thus calls for teachers or trainers to be aware of the
need to teach students and trainees to have social responsibility when starting or
entering in their work careers. Furthermore, individual social responsibility should
be expected in any context, and not just that of intercultural organisations. Thus, |

prefer not to regard it as a component of intercultural competence.

Last, Glaser et a.’s (2007) model does not mention the attitudinal development of
intercultural competence, in which both attitudinal and behavioural change are
treated as results of intercultural competence development. However, analysis of
the data in this study shows that positive attitudes are one of the prerequisites of
intercultural sensemaking. Specifically, my findings indicate that a respectful
atitude and genuineness on the basis of respect are crucial in intercultural
encounters. In effect, the attitudinal component of intercultural competence is also

stressed by many models relevant to intercultural competence (see Spitzberg &
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Changnon, 2009, for details). Accordingly, attitudinal development can be

considered to be one part of intercultural competence development.

To conclude, in this sub-section | have discussed how intercultural sensemaking
fosters the development of intercultural competence by drawing on Glaser et a.’s
(2007) model. Further analysis has shown that the processes of intercultural
sensemaking entail development of the above components of intercultural
competence. Specifically, they are awareness of the self and the other,
communicating across culture, acquiring cultural knowledge, intercultural
responsibility building, and attitudinal development. Along with sensemaking, the
former three components are parallel to ones in Glaser et a.’s (2007) model. In
addition, | have developed the relationship-building component into intercultural
responsibility, added one component (attitudinal development), and discarded the
components of perspective-taking and assuming social responsibility in their
model. In doing so, | have developed Glaser et a.’s model in a real professional
context, that is, UNNC.

Table 5.1 The Components of Intercultural Competence

In Glaser et al.’s (2007) model | In my findings

Awareness of the self and the other | Awareness of the self and the other

Communicating across culture Communicating across culture
Acquiring cultural knowledge Acquiring cultural knowledge
Sensemaking Sensemaking

Relationship building Intercultural responsibility
Perspective taking Positive attitudes

Social responsibility
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Chapter summary

This chapter has sought to answer the core questions: how do HCS respond to
cultural differences in intercultural encounters? What factors can impede the
process of intercultural sensemaking? What are the outcomes of intercultural

sensemaking related to intercultural competence?

The answer to the first question is that the participants adopted either
fight-or-flight, or acceptance, or intercultural sensemaking response to cope with
cultural difference, which fits with Osland et a.’s (2007) classifications.
Nevertheless, this study has expanded their model by exploring the factors behind
the former two responses and identifying the processes of intercultural
sensemaking in great detail. From HCS's perspective, intercultural sensemaking
consists of identity construction, learning, and relationship building. In terms of
identity construction, the participants constructed their identity based on the
cultural differences encountered in intercultural encounters ranging from ones of
daily/work habits, to personality, and to values. As for learning, the participants’
engagement in intercultural sensemaking entails the comprehensive application of
positive attitudes, cultural knowledge, various skills, and linguistic competence.
The findings in this study show that the participants’ identity constructions are
associated with their cultura backgrounds, their lived experiences, the
interlocutors, and the organisational environment. Finally, intercultural
sensemaking also contributed to relationship building and even intercultural
responsibility building between the participants and expatriates.

The answer to the second question is that the hindrances to intercultural
sensemaking are: lack of language proficiency, lower self-esteem, lack of
similarity, lack of availability, and perceived communication difficulties. First, a
lack of English proficiency as a significant barrier has emerged strongly from the
data. It not only impedes the participants’ socialization with the expatriates, but
reduces their self-confidence in intercultural encounters. Second, lower

self-esteem is another hindrance from the perspective of the participants. Apart
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from a lack of linguistic proficiency, the participants’ work positions a8 UNNC
and the organisational environment also impact on their level of self-confidencein
intercultural encounters. Third, a lack of similarity such as a lack of common
hobbies and different values also hinders their willingness to get on with the
expatriates, especially in daily life. Fourth, personal factors in the participants’
lives such as family affairs and their fixed social networks occupied their spare
time practically, and reduced their willingness to socialize with the expatriates.
Last, regarding the expatriates, some personality traits such as introversion and
negative attitudes towards Chinese, for example, ethnocentrism, prejudice and

discrimination, prevented the participants from keeping in touch with them.

Regarding the third question, intercultural sensemaking can facilitate the
development of cultural knowledge, skills and attitudes. More specifically, these
components are awareness of the self and the other, communicating across culture,
acquiring cultural knowledge, intercultural responsibility building, and attitudinal
development (such as respect and genuineness on the basis of respect). Thus,
through a comparison with the components of intercultural competence in Glaser
et al.’s (2007) transformational model, | have developed the components of

intercultural competence for the participants in this study.

In this and the preceding chapter | have presented the main findings concerning
how HCS participants at UNNC communicate with their expatriate counterparts
from the perspective of sensemaking. | now turn to the final chapter to conclude
and reflect on the contributions of the overall study.
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Chapter 6 Conclusions

This final chapter presents the conclusions to the study. First, | revisit the research
questions and summarize the main findings (section 6.1). Section 6.2 offers a
model of intercultural interaction based on these findings. Subsequently, |
highlight the theoretical, practical and methodological contributions and
implications of the study (section 6.3) and follow this with my personal
reflections on the research (section 6.4). Finally, the limitations of the study and

directions for further research are discussed in sections 6.5 and 6.6, respectively.

6.1 Summary of the study

The main focus of this study has been an exploration of how the Chinese staff
(HCS) experience intercultura interaction with their expatriate counterparts at the
University of Nottingham Ningbo, China (UNNC). The study originated from my
own intercultural work and study experience and was motivated by my long
concern with and engagement in Sino-foreign higher education cooperation.
Before collecting empirical data, a review of the existing literature narrowed the
focus of the study to an examination of HCS's intercultural experiences from the
perspective of sensemaking. Weick's (1995) sensemaking theory offered an
theoretical base and Osland and Bird's (2005-2006; 2000) model of cultural
sensemaking was employed as the analytical framework for this study. Thus, the

following four research questions were formulated:

RQ1: How do HCS perceive cultural differences in their daily
communication with the expatriate staff at UNNC?

RQ2: How do HCS respond (in terms of their intercultural communication)
to these differences at UNNC?

RQ3: What (intercultural) communication and behavioural factors can

impede the process of (inter)cultural sensemaking from the perspective of HCS?

RQ4: How does (inter)cultural sensemaking facilitate the development of
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intercultural competence?

A review of the relevant literature on research methodology led to the adoption of
a qualitative inquiry strategy from a social constructionist perspective with
responsive interviewing as the main method for data collection. A pilot study was
conducted before the main data collection. Eventually, 22 participants were
involved in the study, which provided rich data for athematic analysis (presented
in the two findings chapters — Chapters 4 and 5).

The key findings related to the research questions are summarised below.

Answer to RQ1l: How do HCS perceive cultural differences in ther daily

communication with the expatriate staff at UNNC?

The data analysis in Chapter 4 suggests that the participants socially construct
cultural differences between themselves and expatriates in three categories:
personality traits, communication styles, and cultural values. In terms of
personality traits, the vast majority of the data can be subsumed in the Five
Factors Model (FFM). More specifically, these five perceived personality traits
are conscientiousness (showing concern for planning and details); openness to
experience (curiosity about Chinese culture and openness to new ideas);
extroversion (predilection for partying and assertiveness on public occasions);
agreeableness (a concern for daily rituals and being helpful and friendly); and
emotional stability/neuroticism (a coexistence of emotional stability on the part of
most of the expatriates with the neuroticism of a minority). Nevertheless, the
findings also show that FFM cannot explain all the data relevant to personality.
Along with the five factors, some other personality traits, such as humour and wit,
and tolerance and intolerance, emerged from the perceptions of the participants,
although they do not emerge strongly enough to be treated as themes.

With respect to communication styles, the expatriates are generally perceived as
being direct in communication style, encompassing linear logic and a
person-oriented and self-enhancement dyle. Nevertheless, an  indirect

communication style can also be seen in some expatriates, especially in the case

181



of making negative responses.

As for cultural differences in values, the manifestations also vary. Specifically, in
terms of life habits, the participants notice that the expatriates tend to like to go to
the pub in their spare time and pay for themselves (“going Dutch”) when
socialising with their friends, and they prefer to use email to confirm things in the
workplace. In addition, the expatriates care about protecting their privacy.
Furthermore, the participants feel equal in communicating with the expatriates. In
the context of UNNC, subordinates can express their opinions directly and freely,
and senior expatriates are inclined to listen to and accept their subordinates’ points
of view. In addition, the expatriates are generally perceived to focus on matters
relating to work rather than on human (emotional) relationships in the workplace
(except for afew exceptions).

However, these perceptions are subject to many factors (e.g. the actor's identity,
past similar experience, and attitudes and beliefs about the expatriates), and thus
the same events can possibly be perceived and interpreted somewhat differently
by other Chinese staff in similar positions. For instance, with regard to the
expatriates’ concern for planning and details, some participants approve while
some regard this as a manifestation of a low level of efficiency by the expatriates.
Likewise, some participants appreciate the expatriates’ concern for courtesy while
some feel that it could give rise to interpersonal distance. This diversity of
personal perceptions thus suggests a complexity of the subsequent responses to
cultural differences.

To summarise, this question has produced answers regarding the kinds of cultural
differences noticed by the participants and how they interpret these differences.
The aim of exploring RQ1 was to provide understanding of the participants
subsequent behavioural responses in their intercultural encounters, which is in the
subject of RQ2.

Answer to RQ2: How do HCS respond (in terms of their intercultural
communication) to these differences at UNNC?
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The data analysis in Chapter 5 shows that the participants adopt three types of
response to cultural differences. fight-flight, acceptance, and intercultural
sensemaking, which supports Odand et al.’s (2007) classification of individual
reactions to unknown events in intercultural encounters. Osland and Bird's
(2005-2006; 2000) model of cultural sensemaking alone is unable to adequately
interpret the complexity of HCS’s interaction with the expatriates a8 UNNC. In
intercultural encounters, people do not always engage in cultural sensemaking.
For instance, some participants in this study tried to insist upon their own ways of
responding to a changed environment or to avoid intercultura contact (fight-flight
response). Alternatively, they just passively accepted the ways the expatriates
behave. The common feature of these responses is that an individual does not
change his’her own cultural frame of reference in intercultural encounters.
Meanwhile, both a fight-flight and an acceptance response are likely to
accompany negative emotions such as anger or fear. In contrast, an intercultural
sensemaking response takes the interlocutor’s cultural background into
consideration and tries to seek understanding of, and to respond to, cultural
differences from the perspective of cultural others. Therefore, intercultural
sensemaking is a positive response to an unanticipated intercultural event (Osland,
et a., 2007) .

Furthermore, the findings show that intercultural sensemaking can consist of three
concurrent and intertwined processes, which have been identified as (1) a process
of constructing identity, (2) learning, and (3) intercultural relationship building.
First, identity construction is essential in sensemaking (Weick, et al., 2005). It is
manifested in the processes of interaction with others. On the one hand, who we
are influences how we interpret others (Weick, et a., 2005). As discussed in
Chapter 4, the participants make use of their own frames of reference and similar
past experiences to make sense of expatriates' culturally different behaviour, in the
course of doing which their own identity, in terms of their habits, communication
styles and cultural values, is also exposed. On the other hand, who we are is
related to others (Weick, 1995). Chapter 5 interpreted the participants responses
to the expatriates culturally different behaviour in terms of their perceptions of
the expatriates. For example, on perceiving the expatriates’ directness in
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communication style, the participants generally adopt a direct communication
style themselves to communicate with their expatriate interlocutors. As such, they
come across as direct, at least in the context of UNNC. This process indicates that
the sensemaker’s identity constructions are related to real situations, e.g.
interlocutors and social contexts. Second, intercultural sensemaking entails
acquiring the necessary cultural knowledge about cultural others, linguistic
competence, intercultural communicative skills and positive attitudes to varying
degrees (this point will be further discussed under the heading of RQ4.). Last, in
the process of intercultural sensemaking, to varying degrees the participants also
build positive relationships, such as social ones and even friendships with the
expatriates beyond work.

The next research question seeks to explore the factors impeding intercultural

sensemaking.

Answer to RQ3: What (intercultural) communication and behavioural factors
can impede the process of (inter)cultural sensemaking from the perspective of
HCS?

The findings show that there are numerous factors impeding HCS’s intercultural
sensemaking from their perspective. These hindrances are  insufficient
proficiency in English, lower self-esteem, lack of similarities (i.e. common habits,
conversational topics, and consensual values), lack of availability (i.e. a lack of
gpare time and no affective needs), and perceived difficulties in communication
with expatriates. Each of these has been discussed in section 5.1.2 in detail.
Among these hindrances, some derive from the actors themselves (e.g. lack of
English language proficiency, lack of commonalities, and lack of availability);
some partly result from the organisation, i.e. the unequal salary system at UNNC;
and some stem from the interlocutor, i.e. negative attitudes towards the
participants, and ethnocentrism, prejudice and discrimination, which prevent the
participants from maintaining contact with the expatriates.

Answer to RQ4: How does (inter)cultural sensemaking facilitate the
development of intercultural competence?
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In identifying processes of intercultural sensemaking, | have tried to discover the
relationships between intercultural sensemaking and the development of
intercultural competence by drawing on Glaser et al.’s (2007) model. The findings
in this study show that engagement in intercultural sensemaking entails the
development of an awareness of the self and the other, communicating across
culture, acquiring cultural knowledge, and building intercultural responsibility and
positive attitudes (such as respect and genuineness on the basis of respect). These
can be identified as the components of intercultural competence for HCS at
UNNC.

Having answered the four research questions, it is useful to reflect on how these
relate to the overall phenomenon of HCS’s intercultural experiences on campus,
which is discussed in the next section.

6.2 A moddl of intercultural interaction

Drawing on these answers and the findings that led to them, | am able to develop
a conceptual model of the overall processes of HCS’s intercultural interaction
with the expatriates at UNNC (see Figure 6.1). The new model is derived from
Osland and Bird's (2005-2006; 2000) model (see Figure 2.2). It gtarts with an
actor’s noticing cultural differences (e.g. personality traits, communication styles,
and cultural values) (stage 1). The noticed difference triggers a need for the actor
to make an attribution by drawing on his’/her identity, past similar experience, and
attitudes and belief about the interlocutor (stage 2). Subsequently, an action is
chosen to respond to the perceived difference based on the attribution (stage 3).
The chosen activity is influenced by the actor’s emotional reaction to the noticed
differences and the ability to draw on the similarity between the current situation
and past similar experience. When negative emotion, such as anxiety and anger, is
dominant, the actor tends to adopt a fight-flight or acceptance response, while
when the negative emotion is put aside, intercultural sensemaking is most likely to
be triggered. Engaging in the processes of sensemaking can to some degree
facilitate the development of intercultural competence. The process of

intercultural interaction is an ongoing process. There is not a clear-cut start or end.
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C: the components of intercultural

competence
- Awareness of the self and the other
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- Acquiring cultural knowledge

* Sensemaking

* Building intercultural responsibility
* Positive attitudes

Figure 6.1 A Model of Intercultural | nteraction from the Per spective of Sensemaking

The following paragraphs provide commentary on the new model in association
with the findings of this study.
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Sage 1 Noticing cultural differences

Cultural sensemaking is triggered by noticing cultural differences. The findings in
Chapter 4 show that these noticed differences are of three types. personality traits,
communication styles, and cultural values (see the answers to RQ1 above). These
noticed differences lead to attributions by the participants.

Sage 2 Making attributions

The process of making attributions is complex and subject to the attributor’s
identity and previous life experience. It is also influenced by the attributor's
attitudes and beliefs about the other's identity. These three factors consist of
"input" to the process of the actor making attributions. The influence of the actor's
identity on attribution pervaded the whole of Chapter 4. In making sense of
cultural differences, the participants make a comparison with their own group's
general cultural values, personality traits, and communication styles. Meanwhile,
the participants different previous life experiences and attitudes and beliefs about
the expatriates contribute to diverse attributions of the same behaviour by the
expatriates. Examples of this were presented in section 4.1.1.

Sage 3 Responsesto cultural differences

This stage regards the actions selected by the actor in order to respond to cultural
differences. Chapter 5 identified three types of response (fight-flight, acceptance,
and intercultural sensemaking) chosen by the participants, which coincide with
Osland et a.'s (2007) classifications. According to these authors, a fight response
means the actor insists on her/his own cultural frame of reference, while a flight
response refers to withdrawing from contact with cultural others in intercultural
encounters. As for an acceptance response, it means that the participants passively
adopt the ways in which the cultural others think and behave. The findings in
chapter 5 show that emotion plays a role in the participants responses to cultural
differences. When negative emotions — such as anger and fear — dominate, people
tend to select passive strategies (fight-flight and acceptance) to react to cultural
differences. The possible hindrances leading to the selection of passive strategies
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are numerous, and they have been identified in section 5.1.2. From the perspective
of HCS, they are a lack of English language proficiency, lower self-esteem, lack
of commonalities, lack of availability, and perceived difficulties in communication
with the expatriates.

On the contrary, when people wish to put aside negative emotion and try to seek
cultural understanding, intercultural sensemaking is triggered. The findings in
section 5.2 suggest that intercultural sensemaking encompasses three concurrent
processes. of identity construction, learning, and relationship building. The
findings show that the participants manifest their personality traits (e.g. being
courteous, being conscientious), communication styles (e.g. directness), and
cultural values (e.g. concern for others’ privacy) through engagement in
intercultural sensemaking, and that these manifestations are related to their
perceptions of the expatriates. As for the processes of learning and relationship
building, these two processes will be discussed next in association with the
development of intercultural competence.

The components of intercultural competence

Intercultural sensemaking involves one's intercultural competence to some degree,
as intercultural communication plays an essential role throughout the whole
processes of intercultural sensemaking, and meanwhile engagement in
intercultural sensemaking can also facilitate the development of intercultural
competence. The two-way arrow in the new model indicates this double impact.
The participants' interpretations of cultural differences stimulate their awareness
of the self and the other. Through engagement in intercultural sensemaking, the
interlocutor's cultural knowledge is updated and thus stereotypes are gradually
overcome. In addition, intercultural sensemaking entails a series of skills
(empathy, decentering, recentering, and mediating) and linguistic competence, as
discussed in section 5.2.2. As for building intercultural responsibility, which refers
to “a conscious and reciprocally respectful, both professional and personal,
relationship among the teanvgroup members” (Guilherme, et a., 2010, p. 79), the
findings in section 5.2.3 suggest that some participants are aware of building

reciprocal guan xi with the expatriate counterparts for the purpose of work.
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Regarding attitudinal development, it includes respect and genuineness on the

basis of respect, asidentified in section 5.2.3.

This model can be used to make sense of how HCS communicate with the
expatriates a8 UNNC from the perspective of sensemaking. Compared with the
essentialiss models (eg. Hal’s (1976) high-low context communication,
Hofstede’s (1980) values dimensions, and Ting-Toomey’s (1999) high-low context
communication frameworks) discussed in chapter 2, the new model considers the
impact of both individual factors such as cultural values, personality, attitudes,
and emotion, and situational factors such as organisational environment on
interpersonal intercultural communication. As such, the new model offers a
framework to interpret the complexity and diversity of interpersonal
communication in intercultural encounters, particularly in the context of UNNC.

Furthermore, the new model extends Osland and Bird's (2005-2006; 2000) model
of cultural sensemaking as a result of deep analysis of the empirical data.
However, this new model goes further than Osland and Bird’s cultural
sensemaking model in three respects. In the first place, it stresses the importance
of emotion in the processes of sensemaking. Some negative emotions, such as
anger and fear, can lead to fight-flight or acceptance responses to cultural
differences, while intercultural sensemaking tends to result from positive emotion.
Simultaneously, the new model indicates that intercultural sensemaking can be
decoded as three concurrent processes:. identity construction, learning, and
relationship building. Finally, the new model also highlights the components of

intercultural competence involved in the processes of intercultural sensemaking.

In sum, the findings in this study show that it is fruitful to interpret HCS's
intercultural experiences from the perspective of sensemaking. The new model
illustrates the complexity of interpersonal interaction in a multicultural
organisation. It highlights the dynamic and procedural features of intercultural
interaction. Although the model is developed from the empirical findings of the
current study in the context of a Sino-foreign joint university, it might shed light
on other HCS’s intercultural experiences in multicultural organisationsin Chinain

general.
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6.3 Contributions and implications

This study is located in a new organisational form in China (Sino-foreign joint
universities), is grounded in a social constructionist perspective, focuses on a
neglected group (host country nationals; in this study HCS in particular) in the
field of intercultural communication, and makes use of multidisciplinary theories
to interpret HCS’s intercultural experiences. It has offered insights into how this
group of HCS socially construct their everyday realities in their specific context.
Thus, it makes a significant contribution to existing knowledge in various ways.

This section outlines its theoretical, methodological, and practical contributions.
6.3.1 Theoretical contributions

The theoretical contributions of this study are several. First and foremost, social
constructionist theory has enabled me to focus on the participants’ individual
accounts of cultural differences and their communicative activities in intercultural
encounters within the context of the study. This approach has also permitted my
active involvement as a researcher in the interpretive inquiry. An inductive
approach has driven me to interpret a complex phenomenon (i.e. how HCS make
sense of their intercultural encounters with expatriate staff in a Sino-foreign
university in China) by integrating different disciplinary approaches, e.g. from
intercultural communication, psychology, and cross-cultural management, as no
single theory could interpret the participants’ intercultural experiences at UNNC.
In so doing, the study supports Piller’s (2011, p. 94) proposa that intercultural
communication a work ‘“can only be understood from interdisciplinary,
context-sensitive and complex perspectives” in the context of globalisation and
transnationalism.

For example, the findings in this study show that the participants construct
cultural differences from three perspectives. cultural values, communication styles,
and personality traits. The former two differences have been widely elaborated on
in the field of intercultural communication, e.g. Hofstede’s (1991) values
dimensions and Hall’s (1976) high-low communication. However, researchers
have not atended to the influence of the interlocutor’s personality on
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interpersonal intercultural interaction. The findings in this study show the
participants pay similar amounts of attention to personality as they do to cultural
values and communication styles. This is consistent with Brannen et a.’s (2004)
view that any manager addressing global complexity must consider not only the
influence of cultural differences and their dynamics but also some universals of
personality traits. At the very end of his doctoral thesis, Dao (2011) also calls for
attention to be given to psychological aspects of an individual when
understanding individual sensemaking in intercultural settings. Thus, this study
has responded to Dao’s (2011) call by stressing the influence of individuals on
interpersonal intercultural communication, specifically by addressing personality
factors (as demonstrated in chapter 4).

In addition, social constructionist theory has also enabled me to make sense of the
participants’ communicative behaviour in several ways. The findings in this study
show that the participants’ communicative behaviour is constantly shaped by the
cultural values imbedded in the process of their own socialisation, the situational
elements related to their positions in the intercultural encounters, the interlocutors,
and the social backgrounds of all the interactors. This is resonant of Holliday’s
(2010, p. 259) cultural realist approach, which “not only acknowledges the
influence of national structures but also allows for the agency of the individual”.

Second, this study has drawn on Osland and Bird’s (2005-2006; 2000) cultural
sensemaking model as an analytical framework for interpreting the participants’
intercultural experiences, and it has offered a specific lens through which to
holistically understand the processes of the participants’ intercultural interaction.
For example, Osland and Bird’s model does not deny essentialist work, e.g. Hall’s
(1976) high-low context, Ting-Toomey’s (1999) model, and FFM, which can be
used to understand the participants’ perceptions and know their limitations. Indeed,
the findings in this study show that the above essentialist models were useful in
revealing the participants’ perceptions about cultural others (see Chapter 4), even
though they cannot explain the participants’ intercultural experiences in a
sophisticated way. A combination of these essentialist models and some Chinese

concepts — such as guan xi, ke gi, and han xu — has offered the possibility of
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understanding the participants’ perceptions of cultural differences. By doing this,
this study constitutes a response to Chen’s (2011) call for moving beyond
dichotomic approaches such as emic vs. etic, East vs. West, and Eurocentrism vs.
Afrocentrism or Asiancentrism in communication studies, in an attempt to reach a
state of multi-contextual co-existence. It also resonates with Xu’s (2011)
suggestion to develop truly cross-cultural paradigms to further intercultural
competence research owing to the fact that intercultural communication studies in
China have long been dominated by Western paradigms.

Third, this study focuses on the side of intercultural communication that is usually
neglected: host country nationals (HCNSs), in particular HCS here. As such, it
contributes empirical research in response to calls by several scholars for greater
engagement with HCNs when researching intercultural communication (e.g.
Dunne, 2008; Toh, 2003; Varma, et a., 2009; Wang, 2010b). Furthermore, it fillsa
gap in the field of intercultural communication and cross-cultural management by
exploring HCS’s intercultural experiences in the context of Sino-foreign
cooperative universities. Given the rapid spread of this new form of higher
education ingtitution in China, such research is both timely and highly relevant.

Fourth, this study explores the components of intercultural competence HCS need
in the real workplace, especially in the context of Sino-foreign joint universities,
by drawing on Glaser, et al.’s (2007) transformational model for professional
mobility. The findings from the current study offer empirical evidence for some
components of intercultural competence (e.g. awareness of the self and the other,
communicating across culture, and acquiring cultural knowledge) and also
challenge some components (e.g. perspective taking and social responsibility) in
Glaser et al.’s model. Meanwhile, the exploration of these components might
provide insights for intercultural education and training, especially in the context
of China The components HCS may need to draw on in the intercultural

encounters might be applicable in other multicultural organisations in China

Last, asthe first study of a social constructionist nature in an increasingly popular
context in the realm of Chinese higher education, the study opens new potential

for future research to explore intercultural communication between members of
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multicultural and multilingual organisations in greater detail. The participants in
this study — well-educated Chinese of the younger generation growing up amidst
huge economic change and the advance of globalisation — are influenced by both
Chinese traditional culture, such as Confucianism, and by so-called western
culture (e.g. individualism and low context communication). In other words, their
behaviour is shaped by many factors (the organisational environment, socialised
cultural values, personality, and the interlocutors with whom they interact). The
findings in this study show the complexity and diversity of HCS's intercultural
communicative experiences in this Sino-foreign educational organisation, and thus

the importance of and need for this kind of research.
6.3.2 M ethodological implications

Methodologically speaking, this qualitative study exploring HCS’s interpersonal
intercultural experiences is useful. Indeed, it is beneficial that | as an insider have
investigated HCS’s intercultural communicative experiences in this study. In the
first place, my insider identity helped me to establish trust and rapport between
myself and the researched, e.g. the organisation, UNNC, and the participants. This
is essential for a social constructionist researcher due to the co-crestive feature of
knowledge. Subsequently, the responsive interviews adopted in this study proved
to be an effective method for me to understand the nuances of the meanings
attached to the words and concepts of those being studied and to fulfil the purpose
of exploring the processes of HCS’s intercultural interactions. The process of
three-stage interviewing allowed me to identify various aspects of the factors that
influenced the participants’ interpretations of and reactions to cultural differences,
e.g. contextual, personal, and cultural. In addition, my own experience, both as a
member of HCS and as a sojourner in the UK, aided me in interpreting my
participants’ experiences in the data analysis stage, as well as perhaps
understanding the perspectives of the expatriates, although at times a lack of
distance between myself and the participants may have resulted in my

overlooking the mundane.

Second, through constant reflection and introspection, my personal
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epistemological stance also shifted from positivism to interpretivism in doing
cultural research. Initially, my knowledge in terms of culture and intercultural
communication was heavily influenced by positivist and essentialist theories such
as Hall’s (1959, 1976) and Hofstede’s (1980), since a great number of studies
relevant to culture and intercultural communication draw on these approaches.
Following their theories, | tried to find out how Chinese people were different
from the expatriates. This original intention implies the following assumption:
people from different cultures or nations are necessarily different and can be
grouped as cultural types. However, the responses of my participants forced me to
revisit my belief about culture and my initial methodological stance. One of the
participants directly refused to answer my question about what the differences
between Chinese and the expatriates were. He told me that it was not right to
generalise about people like that, as people were different from person to person
rather than from culture to culture. Other participants placed similar weight on the
expatriates’ personalities and culture in responding to the above question. This
could possibly be a Chinese way of expressing their disagreement with my
guestion since | am older than most of them and they wanted to save my face. As
a result of this and the guidance of my supervisors, my epistemological stance
gradually shifted from positivism to interpretivism.

Furthermore, the process of communicating with the participants was equivalent
to the process of my own learning from them. The participants’ intercultural
experiences also enabled me to revisit the focus of this study on cultura
differences. Indeed, a few participants mentioned that discovering cultural
similarity was also important in intercultural encounters, and this has been
advocated by some researchers (see Byram et a. (2009)). Accordingly, should | do
similar research in the future, 1 will replace the research question “what are the
differences between HCS and expatriates?” with “how do HCS understand and
interpret difference (and similarity) in intercultural encounters?”.

In sum, the above methodological implications may offer useful insights for
researchers planning to engage in similar research.
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6.3.3 Practical contributions

In terms of practical contributions, several important issues emerge. First, this
study has identified that there are numerous factors hindering HCS’s willingness
to engage in intercultural communication with expatriates. Some factors concern
the organisational environment and ignorance about cultural others. Coupled with
these barriers, this study has also highlighted that communication among people
from different cultures can facilitate understanding and thereby reduce the
potential for misunderstanding. It is true that HCS identified factors perceived as
contributing towards feelings of inferiority — such as language, work positions and
the influence of traditional Chinese culture — placing them in a different position,
and these factors could easily undermine HCS’s confidence in intercultural
encounters. Nevertheless, the findings in this study show that HCS’s engagement
in intercultural sensemaking can facilitate the development of their intercultural
competence. Therefore, from the organisation’s perspective, it is crucial to provide
opportunities to encourage communication between HCS and the expatriates so as
to facilitate reciprocal understanding among staff in the organisation. In this way,
the study responds to the call by Mr Yang, President of UNNC, for reciprocal
understanding and learning among people from different cultures in Mei's (2010)
article.

Second, this study proposes that attention should be paid to every member in the
organisation as the members’ behaviour can influence and be constrained by
others. Similarly, members of the organisation should be aware of the impact of
their own communicative behaviour in creating the organisational environment.
The findings in this study show that the participants’ responsive behaviour was
influenced by cultural others who themselves socially construct — through
interactions with others — part of the organisational environment. Likewise, there
is research which shows that the behaviour of host country nationals also impacts
on expatriates’ adjustment in guest countries. For example, Takeuchi (2010)
suggests that the breadth and depth of the relationships expatriates have with
HCNs are positively related to their adjustment. Also, a study by Toh and Densi
(2007) proposes that HCNS socializing behaviours, such as providing role
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information and offering social support to expatriates, can affect the adjustment of
expatriates. As such, all people in the organisation are responsible for creating and

constraining the processes of intercultural communication in their environment.

Third, Mills et al. (2010) criticize Weick's (1995) sensemaking theory in that it
fails to consider the influence of power and context on the processes of people's
sensemaking of an organisational event. While Osland and Bird's (2005-2006;
2000) model takes contextual factors into account, it does not address the issue of
power in individuals' sensemaking. The findings in this study show that power
plays a role in the participants sensemaking. Most participants acknowledged
equality with the expatriates in interpersonal contact in the workplace, but they
were also sensitive to a perceived inequality between themselves and expatriates
in terms of compensation. This, in association with poor proficiency in English
and lower positions, contributed to HCS's low self-esteem in communication with
expatriates. Goodall et al.'s (2006) empirical research also shows that perceived
inequality contributed one reason for the high turnover rate of HCS in Suzhou
Industry Park, China. Therefore, the findings emerging from this study, also
evidenced in these earlier studies, point to the importance of building an equal

atmosphere in the organisation.

Finally, this study stresses the significance of action, especially in unfamiliar
circumstances. The newly-contributed model indicates that making sense of an
unfamiliar event, and considering what should be done next, tends to give rise to
emotional reactions in a person. Those people who can control their own negative
emotions, such as fear and anger, tend to engage in intercultural sensemaking. In
doing this, they gradually overcome stereotyping and develop their intercultural
competence. The findings in this study show that people learn about and from
situations by acting in them. People can never know whether the action chosen is
right or not until this action has been done (Weick, 1995). Therefore, in facing an
unknown intercultural encounter, one should engage in intercultura interaction
and not be afraid to lose face. This is of practical importance to Chinese people,
who tend to be influenced by Chinese traditional culture.
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6.4 Per sonal reflections

This project derived from my own work experience as a member of HCS, but the
process of fulfilling the requirements of this doctoral research presented new
challenges. | encountered the biggest challenge in my life staying in England as an
overseas doctoral student. First of all, English was a big barrier for me, as it was
for my participants. Although | had worked hard as an administrator in China for
eighteen years, my professional career was not related to English at all. Asaresult,
| struggled with English all the time during my study. Sometimes | was very quiet
on public occasions in the UK, not because | was introverted, but because | just
did not know how to express myself accurately in English. Thus, | completely
understood what my participants felt when they described their intercultural

communication experiences with expatriates in the interviews.

However, the journey of completing the study was aso a process of learning. First,
| have learned to understand and explore a phenomenon under research from
diverse perspectives. Second, the knowledge | have acquired as a doctoral student
and my experience as a sojourner have enabled me to know what | should do in
the future when | return to China and continue my work. For instance, both my
research and my intercultural experience have enabled me to better understand
people from diverse perspectives in intercultural encounters. However, a doctoral
project is not sufficient to thoroughly explore a phenomenon due to numerous

limitations, but it at least provides me with adirection for further research.

Third, through the research process | have learned how to be reflective in doing
research, which is probably the most important gain to light my way in the future.
In fact, my whole academic journey could be interpreted using the new model. In
doing my own research, the most “unexpected events”’ | encountered were with
my supervisors. Their critiques and comments forced me to revisit my position
and my knowledge so as to see what was going on. This process sometimes
produced negative emotion such as frustration, hopelessness and fear. Thus, |
sometimes insisted on my own views (a “fight” response), or wanted to drop out
(a “flight” response). Alternatively, | just passively accepted their comments.
However, | eventually adjusted myself to a positive situation and made sense of
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and responded to every “unknown” in the course of doing research. Each action to
overcome one “unknown” is small, but it was these small actions which drove me
to reach the “big” target of completing this thesis. The entire processes of
intercultural sensemaking were influenced by the academic environment of
Durham University, my colleagues’ support and help, and particularly my
supervisors encouragement, supervision, guidance, and conscientiousness. As |
reach the end of this study, | realise that | have improved not only my research
knowledge and sKkills but also the way | deal with difficulties. This is important to
both my work and my life. Simultaneously, through this process, my identity was
constructed; intercultural competence was developed; and a relationship with my
supervisors was established.

6.5 Limitations of this study

There is no denying that this study is not without limitations. The main limitation
is that the data were collected from one organisation at one particular time.
Although | deliberately recruited participants who had been exposed to a variety
of intercultural experiences and who had been employed for various lengths of
time at UNNC, no evidence has yet been collected to demonstrate that the
findings, and the model developed from the empirical research, especially in
terms of the development of intercultural competence, can be transferred to all
individuals in all Sino-foreign educational institutions over various periods of

time.

The second limitation regards the subjectivity of the data. My personal experience
at UNNC could bring both advantages and disadvantages in doing the fieldwork.
On the one hand, some HCS members | am familiar with helped me a lot in
recruiting potential participants and by participating in interviews. During these
interviews | felt that we, as colleagues, discussed topics related to our experiences
frankly and sincerely. On the other hand, my personal experience could put
pressure on some participants | knew but who were not familiar with each other,
at least at the beginning of the interviews. For example, one of my acquaintances
agreed to be interviewed but did not alow me to record our conversation,
although eventually we talked happily and openly. | presumed that she was
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worried about whether | might spread her thoughts among the colleagues we had
in common, but subsequently the pressure was released because the topics
discussed would not cause any trouble. Despite this, | cannot say with certainty
that their actual behaviour was exactly mirrored in their retrospective narratives,
although | have no reason to believe that any participants were deliberately

withholding information.

The third limitation regards the content of the interviews. The focus of this study
was on exploring the participants perceptions of and responses to cultural
differences while ignoring the perceptions of cultural similarities. Nevertheless,
cultural similarities also co-exist with cultural differences at the same time. Indeed,
my participants mentioned that people from different cultures were similar to each
other in several regards, such as the need for respect in intercultural encounters
and sincerity in intercultural communication. These factors can also facilitate

intercultural communication and are thus worthy of exploration.

6.6 Directionsfor further research

Given the complexity of intercultura interaction in a multicultural workplace and

the limitations of the current study, the potential for further research is great.

Firstly, having developed a model to explain HCS’s intercultural experiences from
the perspective of sensemaking, the model could be further tested by using
various HCS groups in various cultural contexts. As stated previously, this study
has focused primarily on HCS's lived experiences and intercultural
communicative behaviours based on their own narratives. Owing to the
subjectivity of individual perceptions, the research findings about HCS’s
perceptions of cultural others may or may not be accurate. Accordingly, it is
desirable to conduct further research which involves both expatriates and host
country nationals in order to support or contradict HCS’s perceptions articulated
in this study. Such research may involve asking HCS to respond directly to the
current research findings, or encourage them to reflect independently on their own
experiences in intercultural encounters. Furthermore, observational research

would be complementary in examining the possible discrepancy between HCS’s
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retrospective narratives and actual behaviour.

Secondly, given that personality traits have emerged as a major theme in the
current study and appear to constitute a key factor in HCS’s reactions in
intercultural encounters, further research into personality traits as a way of
promoting greater understanding of intercultural interaction phenomena is
recommended. Indeed, research in intercultural settings is still dominated by
national value-based approaches (Dao, 2011). With the frequent mobility of
people from different countries and the development of modern communication
technology, national boundaries and values are increasingly blurred in the era of
globalization. This change likewise calls for a shift in the focus of research from a
national culture approach to an individual socially-constructed understanding of

culture.

Practically, Van de Zee and Van Oudenhoven (2000) developed a multicultural
personality questionnaire aiming at measuring multicultural effectiveness. In their
later paper, they revised the dimensions for Cultural Empathy, Openmindedness
(an open and unprejudiced attitude toward out-group members and different
cultural norms and values), Emotional Stability, Social Initiative (atendency to be
extravert and to take initiatives), and Flexibility (a tendency to be curious and
flexible) (Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven, 2001). Their personality dimensions
closely correspond with FFM but are practically designed for predicting
professional effectiveness in multicultural environments. Obviously, these
dimensions are important for an individual sensemaking in intercultural
encounters, but unfortunately, | did not realize the significance of personality at
the beginning of the research. Therefore, further research could examine the
participants’ personality by using the above questionnaire before exploring their
intercultural experiences, which could shed light on their interaction with cultural

others.

And lagt, as stated in the preceding section, future research can also explore how
the participants socially construct and respond to cultural similarities, alongside
the exploration of cultural differences.
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Conclusion to the study

By providing a detailed description, this study has focused on understanding the
processes of the participants’ intercultural communication. In doing so, it has
contributed to research and practice in several ways. First, it has provided
empirical evidence about how HCS experience intercultura communication with
cultural others in a multicultural organisation, and has responded to calls for
empirical research in the context of China (Hu, 2010). Second, this study has
developed a model to interpret the complex processes of intercultural interaction
from the perspective of HCS, which is offered as a reference for further
examination and development in further research. Meanwhile, the components of
intercultural competence developed in this model also shed light on the kinds of
competence needed in intercultural encounters, at least in the context of China, for
both researchers and organisational communicators. Finally, the study has
provided evidence uncovering the complexity of interpersonal intercultural
interaction from the perspective of HCNs (HCS here), a neglected group in
intercultural communication research, and thus the research outcomes shed light

on a potential future research agenda.
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Appendix 1: Pilot Interview Guide

Pre-interview discussion points

Informally chat about interviewee’s hometown, family and impact of Ningbo city if shelhe

is not a Ningbonese to build relaxed environment.
Introduce my research proposal.
Introduce the interview process.

Sign research contract.

Interview

1. Opening questiong/discussion

Did you have any intercultural study or work experience before coming to UNNC? If

yes, explain afew more details.

How long have you been working at UNNC? What drove you to come to work at

UNNC?Which department are you working in at UNNC? What position do you have?
2. Main questions
Theme 1: Contact with culturally diver se colleagues

Questions: Do you have contact with expatriates at UNNC? If so, where are these

expatriates from? How do you feel communicating with them?

Probes: Can you tell me a successful experience of communicating with expatriates?
What did they say? What did you say? What do you think the reasons for it

being successful are?

Can you tell me an unsuccessful experience of communicating with
expatriates? What did they say? What did you say? What do you think the
reasons for it being unsuccessful are? Is it easier or more difficult to

communicate with them compared with native Chinese? Why?

Would you consider some staff to be more culturally different to you than
others? If so, can you talk to me about this?

Theme 2: Factorsfacilitating contact with expatriates
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Questions: What factors or conditions might facilitate your contact with expatriates at
UNNC? How do you make intercultural communication effective?

Probes: Do you think you need any particular skills to communicate with
expatriates which you do not need when communicating with native
Chinese colleagues? If so, what skills? When do you need them? Do they

work?
Apart from , what else might facilitate contact with them?

S0, overall, the main factors that facilitate contact with expatriates are...?
Theme 3: Factors hindering contact with expatriates

Questions: What factors might hinder your willingness to communicate with expatriates
at UNNC?

Probes. You mentioned . Could you talk to me a bit more about that?

Why isthat a factor? For example?

Apart from , are there any other factors that might hinder

contact? For example?

So, overall, the main factors that hinder contact with expatriates are...?
Theme 4: Conflict management

Questions: Isthere any difference between you and expatriates in the way you approach

work-related task? If so, how do you cope with these differences?

Probes: Have you experienced any conflict with expatriates? If so, how did you cope
with the conflict? Could you please give me an example? (What happened, in
what context? the outcomes? In what way did you cope?)

Theme 5: Environmental support for intercultural contact on campus

Questions: Does UNNC promote contact and interaction between culturally different
staff? If so, have you participated in any of these events? How successful
were they? (i.e. did they result in further intercultural contact for you, for
others?) Did UNNC promote such activities further? Why/why not?

If not, do you think it should?

Probes: What suggestions do you have for UNNC to facilitate intercultural
communication? What suggestions do you have for Chinese staff to

effectively communicate with expatriates?
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Theme 6: Adaptation to the multicultural environment at UNNC

Questions: Can you tell me if there is any change or difference you have encountered
since you started working at UNNC?

Probes: Are the situations what you expected or anticipated before you came? If so,
give some examples of these differences/or different situations. What
happened? Who was there? Etc. In what ways did you deal with these
differences? What did you find easy/difficult? Are these differences

changing with time?
Theme 7: Motivationsfor intercultural contact

Questions: Do you take the initiative to have contact with expatriates? If so, why? If not,

why not?

In general, would you say the expatriates want to have contact with Chinese
staff? If so, why do you think they might like to have contact with you?

If not, in your opinion why not?
Probes. You mentioned . Could you talk to me a bhit more about that?
Theme 8: Relationship between HCS and expatriates

Questions: Do you think it is possible for you to establish friendship with expatriates? If
so, how do you establish friendship? If not, why?

Probes. You mentioned . Could you talk to me a bit more about that?
Have your Chinese colleagues established friendship with expatriates?

In general, is the relationship between HCS and expatriates closer or not,
compared with among HCS? Why?

3. Closing question

What other things would you like to tell me about your intercultural
experience at UNNC and the ways you have coped with it? Is there anything
else you would like to share with me?
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Appendix 2: Pilot Interview Guide (Chinese)
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Appendix 3: Participant I nfor med Consent Form

Research Title: A qualitative exploration of Chinese staff’s intercultural
experiencesin a specific institution of higher education in China

(The participant should complete the whole of this sheet himself/herself)

Please cross out as necessary

Have you read the letter of introduction to the study? YES/NO
Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and to YES/NO
discuss the study?

Have you received satisfactory answersto all of your questions? YES/NO
Have you received enough information about the study? YES/NO
Have you been informed that the interview will be recorded and YES/NO
intended use of the recordings?

Do you consent to the use of the recordings for the desired YES/NO
purpose of the study?

Who have you spoken to? Ms Hongbo Dong

Do you consent to participate in the study? YES/NO
Do you understand that you are free to accept or YES/NO

withdraw from the study at any time?

Approved by Durham Univer sity’s Ethics Advisory Committee
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Appendix 4: Interviewee Bio-Data Form

Name Gender Age

Department Position

Tel No. ,
Email

English

competence

Academic

background

Work

experience
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Interviewing details

Time

Duration

Place

Procedure

Interviewer Sign

210

Date




Appendix 5: Information Sheet for Research

Participants

Dear colleague,

| am an EdD (Doctor of Education) student at Durham University, United
Kingdom. | am doing my research project on the Chinese staff’s intercultural
experiences a the University of Nottingham Ningbo, China (UNNC), approved
by Durham University’s Ethics Advisory Committee. | would like to invite you to
join my interviews to accomplish the project. The information about the study will
be presented as follows:

The title of the study is:

A qualitative exploration of Chinese staff’sintercultural experiencesin a
gpecific ingtitution of higher education in China

In this study, | am interested in intercultural interaction among staff in a specific
institution of higher education in China. Specifically, the study explores host
country nationals’ (HCNs) perceptions of cultural differences and experiences of

intercultural communication.

The purpose of the interview is to learn about your experiences of communicating
with people from different cultures in a multicultural environment, and
specifically, at UNNC. | would be grateful if you could spend about one and a
half hours in a face-to-face interview with me in the near future. A shorter
follow-up interview may happen, subject to the needs of the research. In addition,
the interview will be recorded (audio only) so as to facilitate data gathering and
subsequent data analysis. After the interview, | will send you the transcription of
your interview for your validation and feedback (if necessary). Meanwhile, you
retain the right to withdraw from the research at any point. There will be no
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penalty for withdrawing at any stage of the research study. Furthermore, every
effort will be made to respect your anonymity. For example, all of your
demographic details (such as your name, gender and background) and information
you provide will be kept anonymous and all of the data will contribute solely to
the academic research. The data collected from the interviews will be destroyed

within three years of the initial date of collection.

It is intended that the outcomes of this study will help promote greater
understanding of intercultural experiences in a multicultural environment from the
perspective of HCNs. Therefore, it is hoped that participants, and colleagues at
UNNC, may indirectly benefit from participation in the study in the future. |
would appreciate your time and willingness if you would consider making
yourself available for me to interview you at your convenience. If you have any
guestions concerning the study, please feel free to contact me by phone or email.

My phone number: 0086-13605745100 (China) or 0044-7883950757 (UK)

My email: hongbo.dong@durham.ac.uk

Kind regards,
Hongbo Dong

April 2011
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Appendix 6: Interview Guide

Stage one: Informal chat
Informally chat about interviewee’s hometown, family and impression of Ningbo city if
she/heis not a Ningboese to build a relaxed environment as well as trust.

Share something similar and different experience with the interviewee, including points

about overseasintercultural experience and prior work experience.
Introduce the research proposal, the purpose of the research, and the interview process.

Fill inthe interviewee’s bio-data form after signing consent form.

Stage two: Main questions
1: To explorethe perception of cultural differences

Questions: Do you have contact with expatriates at UNNC? If so, where are these
expatriates from? What contact do you have with each of these people? for
what purposes? What cultural differences have you noticed between you and

them?
Probes. What do you mean by that?
Could you explain further? Can you give an example?
I's there anything el se you would like to say about cultural differences?

Questions: What is your reaction toward these differences? (Like or dislike?) Which
aspects do you like or dislike? Why? Anything else? Have your perceptions

changed over thetime or as aresult of closer contact?

2: To explore how the interviewee experiences intercultural communication

on campus

Questions: Generally, is it easier/more difficult for you to talk to them, compared with
native Chinese? Why?

Can you tell me about a successful experience of you or a colleague of yours
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communicating with expatriates?

Probes: What happened? What did the two sides say? How did the communication
finish up? What happened in the end? What do you think are the reasons for it
being successful ? Why? Anything else?

Questions: Can you tell me about a less successful experience of you or a colleague of

yours communi cating with expatriates?

Probes: What happened? What did the two sides say? How did the communication
finish up? What happened in the end? What do you think are the reasons for it
being unsuccessful? Why? Anything else? What did the expatriates think at the
time? Looking back, what is your reaction/understanding now? Has it changed?

Do you see the experience differently? What will you do next time?
3: Factorsfacilitating contact with expatriates

Questions: What factors or conditions do you think might facilitate your contact with
expatriates at UNNC? Why? Can you explain further? Can you give me an

example? Anything else?

Probes: Do you think you need any particular skills to communicate with
expatriates which you do not need when communicating with native Chinese
colleagues? If so, what skills? When do you use/need them? Do they work?

Apart from , what else might facilitate contact with them?
o, overall, the main factors that facilitate contact with expatriates are...?
4: Factors hindering contact with expatriates

Questions: What factors might hinder your willingness to communicate with
expatriates at UNNC?What are the biggest issues for you?

Probes. You mentioned . Could you talk to me a bit more about that?

Why isthat a factor? For example?

Apart from , are there any other factors that might hinder

contact? For example?
So, overall, the main factors that hinder contact with expatriates are...?
5: Moativationsfor intercultural contact

Questions: Do you take the initiative in making contact with expatriates? If so, what

happens? Can you give me an example? If not, why not?
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In general, would you say the expatriates want to have contact with HCS?
If so, why do you think they might like to have contact with you?
If not, in your opinion why not?
Probes: Youmentioned . Could you talk to me a bit more about that?
6: Self-evaluation for intercultural communication

Questions: Generally, are you satisfied with your experience of contact with expatriates?
If so, which aspects? Why? If not, which aspects? Why not? What have you
learned in the course of contact with expatriates? Did this experience change
you? If so, in which way?Why? Which things can you do better in the future?

7: Environmental support for intercultural contact on Campus

Questions: Does UNNC provide support for local Chinese to A) make contact or B)
keep in touch with expatriates? If so, what forms does the support take? What

was that like for you?
Probes: How could things be done better?
What suggestions can you make for effective communication with expatriates?
Stagethree: Closing question

What other things would you like to tell me about your intercultural experience at
UNNC and the ways you have coped with it? Is there anything else you would like to

share with me?
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Appendix 7: Interview Guide (Chinese)
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Appendix 8: The Interview Schedule

Number | Pseudonym | Gender | Location Date of | Interview
interview duration
(2011)

1 Rebecca F Coffeelounge | 12 April 120min

2 Fred M His office 12 April 70min

3 Ted M Seminar room | 6 Oct 65min

4 Mike M His office 6 Oct 60min

5 William M Mesetingroom | 6 Oct 70min

6 Kelly F Mesetingroom | 7 Oct 85min

7 Herbert M Meetingroom | 7 Oct 70min

8 Joseph M Staff room208 | 12 Oct 60min

9 Olivia F Staff room208 | 12 Oct 35min

10 John M Staff room208 | 12 Oct 60min

11 Robert M His office 13 Oct 55min

12 Mary F A305 13 Oct 40min

13 Ellen F Staff lounge 18 Oct 55min

14 Amelia F Coffeelounge | 18 Oct 120min

15 Lucy F Saff room208 | 14/ 25 Oct 85min

16 Barbara F Her office 20 Oct 45min
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17 Jennifer Saff lounge 21 Oct 70min

18 Veronica Mesetingroom | 21 Oct 70min

19 Vivian Her office 21 Oct 85min

20 Tom Seminar room | 26 Oct 70min
325

21 Valerie AB119 27 Oct 50min

22 Jane AB119 28 Oct 80min
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Appendix 9: Sample I nterview Transcript

6 Oct 2011

Interview with William
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Hierarchical Name Nickname  Aggregate User
Assigned

Node

Nodes

Nodes\\perceptions of differences Yes None
Nodes\\perceptions of differences\Differences in communication styles Yes None
Nodes\\perceptions of differences\Differences in communication No None
styles\directness

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\Differences in communication No None
styles\indirectness

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural values Yes None
Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural Yes None
values\communicating equally between superiors and subordinates

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural Yes None
values\concern for personal space

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural values\life Yes None
customs

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural values\life Yes None
customs\going Dutch

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural values\life Yes None
customs\going to pub

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural values\life No None
customs\using email

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in cultural Yes None
values\work-oriented interpersonal relationship

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personality No None
Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personality\FFFM Yes None
personality traits

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personality\FFFM Yes None
personality traits\agreeableness

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personalit\FFFM Yes None
personality traits\conscientiousness

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personality\FFFM Yes None
personality traits\extraversion

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personalit\FFFM Yes None

personality traits\neuroticism
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Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personality\FFFM Yes None
personality traits\openness to experience

Nodes\\perceptions of differences\differences in personality\other No None
personality traits

Reports\\Node Structure Repori Page 1 of 1
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