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Abstract 

Some authors have identified different cultural dimensions that could be used to classify 
people from different cultures in terms of values, believes, and behaviors which are defined 
by the environment where they are brought up. Among these dimensions, power distance is 
hi-lighted in this research in order to identify how the relationships of power among 
individuals would be a cause of cultural barriers that could ultimately prevent managers 
from the successful accomplishment of objectives.  

In the field of project management is during the project implementation when the 
interaction among stakeholders will reach its highest point of importance. This is due to the 
fact that all plans formulated in previous phases will be transformed into real actions.  

International project management required special skills and knowledge in order to achieve 
the right implementation of the strategy to accomplish a proper project completion. 
Therefore, this research is made in response to the need within the project management 
field for having a practical tool that could be applied to overcome cultural barriers. By 
gathering the point of view of managers from different backgrounds and ages, Chinese and 
non-Chinese, a list of practical guidelines is provided for foreigners to follow in order to 
avoid conflicts which could be initiated by cultural issues related to the way relationships of 
power are established in China. 

In order to develop these guidelines, a qualitative research method has been applied in this 
study by carrying out semi-structured interviews to a diversified group of people, Chinese 
and non-Chinese, in order to get the information from their experience to achieve the final 
objective of this research. 

After collecting the necessary information conveyed by interviewees, the suggested 
guidelines have been developed based on the findings which performed the factors of 
power and mechanism that describes how Face and Guanxi define the relationships of 
power among Chinese individuals. 

Keywords: Cultural Barriers, Cultural Dimensions, Face, Guanxi, Power Distance, 
Project Implementation.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

China is more than ever in the spotlight of the global economy. After China has opened its 
economy, it has become one of the most powerful countries of the world which generate 
great opportunities for doing business.  An “Open-door policy” was adopted during 1978 
(Keefe, 1997) with the purpose to develop its economy and private sector. Together with its 
abundant resources (Daniels, Krug, and Nigh, 1985) and low labor cost (Tse, 2010), 
investments from foreign organizations including both eastern and western have been 
encouraged and continuously flown into China.  

 
The implementation of the “Open-door policy” has brought huge transformation to China 
especially in terms of local economy causing China to be the world’s fastest growth 
economy. Instead of a lag-behind country, China changed its status to be predator by 
utilizing its fertile resources and strengthen its core business sectors such as 
communication, finance, and energy. Although Chinese government mitigated strict control 
on the economy in order to enhance higher investment from foreign countries, the balance 
between economy growth and political and social stability is still preserved by protecting 
its core business sectors from being penetrated by foreign organizations (Tse, 2010). Due to 
the dramatic increasing number of both local and foreign private organizations, from 
140,000 in 1992 to 6.6 million by the end of 2008 (Tse, 2010), and the strong local 
traditional culture, it is necessary that foreign companies understand China’s dynamic 
economy and the uniqueness of its culture in order to avoid failure of business strategy. 
Therefore, it can be suggested that they would be able to successfully penetrate the Chinese 
market and, then, effectively implement projects. To formulate a right strategy for entering 
the Chinese market, foreign organizations need to consider three important dynamic factors 
under China’s context which are customers, competitors and companies (Tse, 2010).  

 
For the customer perspective, the substantial rising in middle class population from China’s 
growing economy has encouraged the creation and introduction of various brands and 
products in order to respond to higher customer requirements. Chinese customers therefore 
have turned to be more product-diversified and easily shift their demands. As a result, 
customer brand loyalty has turned to be lower. Also, China is changing from being a rural 
nation to a city nation in which higher Chinese population tends to move to city area. New 
metropolis across China will be formed. As a result, the market will be transformed with 
different customer demands in urban and rural areas. Future Chinese market will be more 
differentiated and multi-tier segmented. In order to penetrate the market and implement 
projects in China, organizations need to prepare for a future diversified business segments 
(Tse, 2010).  

 
From the competitor perspective, a widely opening of the country at the beginning of 
economic reformation period has driven more intense competition and higher business 
opportunities for alliances and joint ventures in China. One negative consequence of the 
Chinese growing economy driven by huge foreign investment and cheap labor cost is the 
environmental harm. It leads government to focus on the efficiency and environment 
concern in the future. Foreign organizations that implement projects in China, therefore, 
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will be forced to be more thoughtful about environmental concerns and efficient production 
as well as higher quality products. This will encourage more intensified competition in 
China in term of higher standard of environmental friendly products and production 
process.  

From the company perspective, operational strategy of foreign companies has to be 
adjusted according to Chinese government regulations and restrictions which, under the 
current economy liberalization, still intend to retain political and social stability through the 
ownership of its key business sectors. Therefore, foreign organizations need to consider 
regulations and restrictions before deciding to enter the Chinese market. In other words, the 
legal issues will shape organizational strategy in which the project objectives need to be 
aligned with.  

Besides three dynamic factors mentioned above, another crucial factor which foreign 
organizations have to consider before entering China’s market is its culture as it has 
substantial effect on these three factors and the way of working and doing business in 
China. Ignoring to take culture into consideration might bring difficulties to organizations 
in later stage. 

With more than 5,000 years of history (Park and Luo, 2001), China is a country where an 
ancient and rich culture is deeply embedded in every one of its members. Therefore, the 
cultural behavior can turn to be a barrier in the current changing business environment.  
Within research such as the GLOBE Study (House et al, 2004), it is stated that the 
“Confucian cluster”, Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore is defined by the 
influence of China and the Confucian ideology. Since Chinese people applied the teachings 
of Confucius to every aspect of their life, its values are strongly respected and followed 
from the family to the job site. Due to huge influence of Confucianism in Chinese society, 
it affects high power distance between superior and subordinated from job site perspective. 
For the foreigner who has to work in China and has different level of power distance, 
without awareness of Chinese high power distance, the culture differences will lead to the 
conflict which is important barrier. The cultural dimension of power distance has been 
linked to the project implementation phase in this study due to increment of new project in 
China after the opening of the country. It is during the project implementation when the 
interaction between cultures gains more importance. Therefore, there is a need for the 
systematic guidelines for the foreigner to prepare themselves before working in China and 
to cope with power distance barrier when working in China.  
 
1.1 Research Question 

 
The formulated research question for the study is as followings.  

How to cope with power distance to overcome cultural barriers for the successful project 
implementation in China? 

1.2 Research Objectives 

In order to build the guidelines to cope with power distance barrier in China, there is a need 
to understand mechanism of power distance in China and find the part which is the cause of 
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barrier in project implementation. To understand the mechanism, the elements of power 
distance and its relationship have to be identified. Therefore, the objectives of the study can 
be defined as following.  

1. To identify the elements which characterize power distance in China 

2. To understand power distance in China   

3. To identify the impact of power distance on project in China  

4. To identify how power distance can be a barrier for the project implementation in 
China 

5. To develop a way to cope with power distance to overcome cultural barrier that can 
affect the project implementation 

1.3 Definitions 

The study is related to below terms which are considered as key words and will be 
repetitive used for the whole study. Therefore, it is essential to clearly clarify each term for 
the reader to have the same understanding in which the definitions of each term are as 
followings 

Power Distance: 

Hofstede (2001, p. 98) defined it as a “The extent to which the less powerful members of 
institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed 
unequally”. 

China: 

People's Republic of China including the territories of Hong Kong and Macau. Taiwan is 
excluded from this study as it is not under the regime of China. 

Project implementation / Project plan execution: 

According to PMBOK (p. 39), project implementation, which could also be known as 
Project Plan Execution, is “carrying out the project plan by performing the activities 
included therein”. 

Cultural Barrier: 

From Hofstede (1980, p. 25), culture is “the collective programming of the mind which 
distinguishes the members of one human group from another. Culture could be defined as 
the interactive aggregate of common characteristics that influence a human group’s 
response to its environment”. The differences among groups on the programming of mind 
may cause difficulties in communication which can lead to creation of barriers that will 
complicate or preclude the proper interaction among the groups.   
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Guanxi:  

It is the relationship between or among individuals that creates obligations for a continual 
exchange of favors (Dunfee and Warren, 2001, p.192). There are three levels of Guanxi. 
The first, jiaren, is the closest relation which includes the family relatives and persons 
extremely trusted. The second type is shuren that are people that have something in 
common like coming from the same city, village or region, school colleagues, or club 
members. The third type is shengren that is used to refer to strangers. Within the Chinese 
culture, one cannot trust a person who is recently met (Braendle et al. 2005). 

Westerner: 

According to Oxford Dictionaries (2010), Westerner is defined as “a native or inhabitant of 
the west, especially of western Europe or North America”. Since the topic of study 
concerning culture issue, the western culture should be clarified. Hooker (2003, p. 2) 
mentioned that western culture “might be defined as the dominant culture of Europe and its 
ethic offspring, including Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United Stated. Latin 
American countries owe much to their Western roots, but they differ significantly enough 
that it is convenient to follow Samuel P. Huntington (1996, as referenced in Hooker, 2003, 
p. 2) and classify them as non-Western”.  

Confucianism:  

Oxford Dictionaries (2010) has defined the Confucianism as “a system of philosophical 
and ethical teachings founded by Confucius and developed by Mencius”. According to 
Hofstede (2001, p. 354), “Confucianism is not a religion but a set of pragmatic rules for 
daily life derived from what Confucius saw as the lessons of Chinese history; it is “secular 
social theory, the foremost principle of which is to achieve a harmonious society” (King 
and Bond, 1985, p. 30, as referenced in Hofstede, 2001, p. 354)”. The original name of 
Confucius is “Kong Fu Ze” whose name was latinized by Jesuits missionaries 2000 years 
later (Hofstede, 2001). 

Face: 

“Dignity based on a correct relationship between a person and the collectivities to which 
one belongs” (Hofstede, 1984, p. 89). 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis 

The research will be structured into 5 main chapters. The first chapter is introduction which 
will identify background of the study, research questions, research objectives, definitions, 
and structures of the study. Following in second chapter is literature review which will 
provide deeper understanding of research area from broader context narrow down to 
specific study area. The  literatures has been grouped into seven main categories of study 
area which are intercultural management to overcome cultural barriers: the need for cultural 
understanding, power distance dimension and its impact on organizations, China: culture 
and its impact on business and management, international project management and project 
implementation, power distance and project implementation in China, proposition, and 
justification of study. This is to provide the readers to have clearer picture of intercultural 
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management, power distance, factors which influence Chinese traditional culture, project 
management and critical success factors, and the impact of Chinese culture to project 
implementation. Chapter 3 will present research methodology in both theoretical and 
practical methodologies. The theoretical methodology will include research philosophy, 
approach and strategy while the practical methodology will provide the explanation on 
process of collecting data by including data collection methods, data collection process, 
analysis techniques, analysis approach, ethical consideration and creditability of findings. 
After research methodology chapter, the data analysis, findings, and discussion will be 
discussed in chapter 4. Then, Chapter 5 will end the research with the conclusion and 
recommendations.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In order to structure the literature to be reviewed, the main areas and concepts that are 
related to the dissertation topic were defined and divided into below categories:  

a) Literature related to cross-cultural/intercultural management  

b) Literature related to the cultural dimension of Power Distance. 

c) Literature related to Chinese culture and business 

d) Literature related to project management focusing on project implementation. 

The consulted materials which is used to find information for this research are comprised of 
books, articles and web site of the author who developed the concept of Power Distance as 
a cultural dimension, books and articles of authors who carried out other cultural studies 
and also developed the concept of cultural dimensions, and books and articles on topics 
related to Chinese business culture, cross-cultural/intercultural management and project 
implementation. 

The sources of materials for this study are from Umeå Universitet Library, Google books, 
and Electronic Journals such as Academy of Management, International Journal of Project 
Management, Harvard Business Review, Sloan Management Review, Chinese 
Management Studies and Asia Pacific Journal of Management among others. These 
journals were consulted through the web sites of Umeå Universitet, Heriot-Watt University 
and Google Scholar. The search criterion was based on the utilization of key words and key 
concept names such as: power distance, China, Chinese business, project implementation, 
international project management, cross-cultural/intercultural management, cultural 
barriers, and combinations of these names and words. 

2.1 Intercultural management to overcome cultural barriers: the need for cultural 
understanding 

"Culture is more often a source of conflict than of synergy and cultural differences are a 
nuisance at best and often a disaster". (Hofstede, 2010) 

Limaye & Victor (1991) establish that it is correct to affirm that different authors use the 
terms “cross-cultural” and “intercultural” as interchangeable concepts, however, Holden 
(2002) argues that it is possible to make a distinction for intellectual purpose. Risager 
(Holden, 2001) and Usunier (1998) coincide in the idea that the difference between these 
terms is that “cross-cultural” is more focused on comparative studies of management in 
different cultures while “intercultural” is more about analyzing the interaction of 
individuals from different countries. Usunier (1998) also adds that, by doing this analysis 
and comparing the values of each culture, it will be possible to find common solutions. As 
this study is following the rational of comparison of values to encounter points where 
different cultures can coincide, the utilized term is “intercultural management”. 

According to above definitions, culture is about values that are deeply implanted in 
people’s mind and it is very difficult to encounter a common way to communicate and 
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discuss it or to assess its consequences. It is about fundamental assumptions, groups and a 
shared collection of meanings. It is relative and it is learned (Redding & Stening, 
2003).  Hall (1973) compared culture to music by saying that, if a person has not listened to 
a specific melody, it will not be possible to describe it. It is a system for creating, sending, 
storing and processing information (Redding & Stening, 2003). These common beliefs, 
values, and practices within societies often tend to support their organizations and informal 
codes of conduct (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  

Economic barriers are coming down and, at the same time, cultural barriers will most likely 
rise up representing new challenges and business opportunities (House et al, 2004). In order 
to avoid misunderstandings and minimize problems among cultures, it is important to 
analyze and weight their differences (Trompenaars, 1996). Evidence that indicates that 
globalization is making traditional ways of business irrelevant is increasing, and that it is 
necessary to develop a mindset that is global to enhance effectiveness in organizations and 
to also keep effective business operations (Kedia & Mukherji, 1999).“Organizations which 
operate on a predominantly national basis can no longer fulfill these requirements and tend 
rather to hinder the cooperation of managers coming from different management cultures”. 
(Schneider, 1995, p. 251) 
 
Nowadays, it is incrementing the requirement of having individuals working in 
multicultural teams and, because of the current competitive environment; companies cannot 
overlook their value (Distefano & Maznevski, 2000). When individuals that differ in 
gender, nationality, and racioethnic groups are put to work together, due to the cultural 
diversity and different attitudes and perspectives on several matters, team performance 
regarding to issues, such as creativity and innovation, should be incremented and enhanced 
(Cox & Blake, 1991). Discussing an example on the international project management 
field, Schneider (1995) states that it is necessary to prevent the danger of dominance of one 
culture by the creation of teams reasonably mixed, and the number of members should be 
small so it is easier to realize one another to understand gestures and body language. 
Therefore, the team members could interact with more confidence specially when there is 
uncertainty regarding to cultural differences. Therefore, since the context of this study is 
the predominance of only one culture, it can be implied that reducing this uncertainty is 
essential because, without awareness of cultural differences, conflicts may arise within 
international organizations as well as in teams which comprise of members from different 
cultures. Hooker (2003) establishes that stressful situations are initiated from the human 
feeling of lack of control over the circumstances and that knowledge and understanding of 
culture would help to relieve the stress. 

Cultural differences are capable of ruining partnerships that, regarding to economic sense, 
could be perfect (Hall, 1995). In current times, there is a bigger necessity of international 
and cross-cultural communication that shows to be effective. Collaboration and cooperation 
are also paramount not only for an effective management practice but also for the 
improvement of the condition of the humankind (House et al, 2004). 

Hofstede (2001) mentioned that “organizational cultures are entirely distinct from national 
cultures”. However, McDermott and O’Dell (2001, p. 77) mentioned that “culture is rooted 
in organization’s core values and assumption”. It does not only reflect a visible 
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perspective, e.g. mission, but it is also embedded in a deeper layer which is an invisible 
perspective of the organization, e.g. implanted within actions of organization members. 
Therefore, according to McDermott and O’Dell (2001), the cultures within the organization 
can be classified into two dimensions which are visible and invisible. The visible dimension 
reflects the organization’s core values through its mission, philosophy, espoused value, 
structure, stories, and spaces while the invisible dimension will reflect deeper cultural level 
of unspoken core values which conduct the action of organization members. There are 
normally subcultures within the invisible dimension in the organizational culture, especially 
in international organization, which is composed of different people from different 
countries.  

Kedia & Mukherji (1999) mentioned that, due to the increase in global competition and the 
decrease in market power, the training of managers has been reoriented from being only 
focused on “hard issues” such as budget, manufacturing and finance just to become a low 
cost producer, to be more equilibrated with “soft issues” such as values, culture, vision, 
leadership style or innovative behavior.  

Pucik & Saba (1998) defined the global manager as “an executive who has a hands-on 
understanding of international business, has an ability to work across boundaries, and is 
able to balance the simultaneous demands of short term profitability and growth”. 
According to Gregersen, Morrison & Balck (1998), models of leadership in different 
countries such as Japan, USA, France and Germany have been successful when applied 
internally. However, due to the increasing interaction among cultures, a “new breed of 
leader” is necessary. They argue that it will be crucial that this individual had lived in 
different countries and experienced different cultures so he/she is capable of being the 
leader that will make companies flourish in the future. 

2.2 Power distance dimension, its origin, concept, and impact on organizations 

Every society is unequal but some are more unequal than others (Orwell, 1945). Mulder 
(1976, p. 90) defined power as “the potential to lead and influence the behavior of a person 
or a group”. Krackhardt (1990) also defined it as “the ability to influence a target”.  
According to Oxford dictionary (2010), power, in these terms, “is the capacity to direct or 
influence behaviors or course of actions”.  

Hofstede (2001) defined five cultural dimensions that characterize people from different 
cultures that can be used to classify them. These dimensions are as follows.  

Power Distance. Following Mulder (1976, p. 90), the original owner of the term Power 
Distance (Hofstede, 2001), who defined it as “The degree of power difference between a 
powerful individual and a less powerful one when both are in the same society”, Hofstede 
(2001, p. 98) expressed it as “the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions 
and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally.  

Individualism vs Collectivism. Individualism stands for “a society in which the ties 
between individuals are loose: Everyone is expected to look after him/herself and her/his 
immediate family only”. Collectivism stands for “a society in which people from birth 



Guidelines to Overcome Cultural Barriers by Coping with the Power Distance for the 
Successful Project Implementation in China 

 

9 
 

onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout people’s lifetime 
continue to protect them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 225).   

Masculinity vs Femininity. The first stands for “a society in which social gender roles are 
clearly distinct: Men are supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success; 
woman are supposed to be more modest, tender, and concerned with the quality of life”. 
Femininity stands for “a society in which social gender roles overlap: Both men and 
women are supposed to be modest, tender, and concerned with the quality of life” 
(Hofstede, 2001, p. 297).  

Uncertainty Avoidance. It is “the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened 
by uncertain or unknown situation” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 161).  

Long Term Orientation. It stands for “the fostering of virtues oriented towards future 
rewards, in particular, perseverance and thrift. Its opposite, Short Term Orientation stands 
for “the fostering of virtues related to the past and present, in particular, respect for 
tradition, preservation of ‘face’ and fulfilling social obligation” (Hofstede, 2001, 359).  

Hofstede, based on its findings, created a scoring system to numerically picture these five 
dimensions to describe a country and to compare it to others (geert-hofstede.com, 2010). 

Another study that followed Hofstede’s work is the GLOBE study of 62 societies (House et 
al, 2004). GLOBE stands for “Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior 
Effectiveness”. This study goes beyond other cultural studies in terms of depth, duration, 
sophistication and scope (Grove, 2005). Within this research nine cultural dimensions were 
defined. 

Performance Orientation. “It reflects the extent to which a community encourages and 
rewards innovation, high standards, excellence, and performance improvement” (House et 
al, 2004, p. 30). 
 
Uncertainty Avoidance. It is "the extent to which a society, organization, or group relies 
on social norms, rules, and procedures to alleviate the unpredictability of future events” 
(House et al, 2004, p. 30). 
 
In-Group Collectivism. It is “the degree to which individuals express pride, loyalty, and 
cohesiveness in their organizations or families” (House et al, 2004, p. 30). 
 
Power Distance. Following Hofstede’s definition, it is “the degree to which members of an 
organization or society expect and agree that power should be shared unequally” (House 
et al, 2004, p. 537). 
 
Gender Egalitarianism. It is “the degree to which a collective minimizes gender 
inequality” (House et al, 2004, p.30). 
 
Humane Orientation. It is defined as “the degree to which an organization or society 
encourages and rewards individuals for being fair, altruistic, friendly, generous, caring, 
and kind to others" (House et al, 2004, p. 569). 
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Institutional collectivism. It is defined as “the degree to which organizational and societal 
institutional practices encourage and reward collective distribution of resources and 
collective action” (House et al, 2004, p.30). 
 
Future orientation. It is “the degree to which a collectivity encourages and rewards 
future-oriented behaviors such as planning and delaying gratification” (House et al, 2004, 
p. 282). 

Assertiveness.  “The degree to which individuals are assertive, confrontational, and 
aggressive in their relationships with others” (House et al, 2004, p. 30). 
 
Trompenaars (1993) also defined other five dimensions relevant to business matters such as 
universalism vs particularism, individualism vs collectivism, neutral vs affective 
relationships, specific vs diffuse relationships and achievement vs ascription. Although he 
did not coincided in developing the Power Distance concept, in his dimension Achievement 
vs Ascription, he addresses a related topic by describing how in some countries, basically 
developed ones, what is essential to achievement is that individuals that are in competition 
should not have an unfair advantage. Winners should make it using their own abilities. On 
the other hand, other societies accept that status and power is ascribed by your origins or 
social connections (Hampden-Turner & Trompenaars, 2002). As stated in Redding and 
Stening (2003), each dimension of culture can be defined as followings. 
 
Universalism vs particularism. “Universalism applies where people believe that what is 
true and good can be discovered, defined and ‘applied’ everywhere. Particularism is said 
to prevail where the unique circumstances and relationships are more important 
considerations in determining what is right and good than abstract rules” (Trompenaars, 
1993, cited by, Redding and Stening, 2003, p. 93). 
 
Individualism vs collectivism. “It concerns how groups have resolved the problem. Within 
more collectivist societies, the particular group with which individuals choose to identify 
varies a great deal” (Trompenaars, 1993, cited by, Redding and Stening, 2003, p. 94).  
 
Neutral vs affective relationship. “This dimension concerns the different contexts and 
ways that cultures choose to express emotions. In affective cultures, expressing emotions 
openly is more ‘natural, whereas in more neutral cultures people believe that emotions 
should be held in check so as not to cloud issues or give the appearance of being out of 
control” (Trompenaars, 1993, cited by, Redding and Stening, 2003, p. 95). This culture 
dimension can be considered as a part of uncertainty avoidance in Hofstede cultural model 
since it concerns with the willingness to show the emotion. 
 
Specific vs diffuse relationships. “This dimension deals with the degree of involvement 
individuals are comfortable with in dealing with other people. In more specific cultures, 
people tend to have a larger public area and a smaller private area. In more diffuse 
cultures, the private ‘space is usually larger while the public area is smaller and somewhat 
more carefully guarded” (Trompenaars, 1993, cited by, Redding and Stening, 2003, p. 96). 
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Achievement vs ascription. This dimension “deals with how status and power in a society 
are determined. In achievement-oriented countries, business people are evaluated by how 
well they perform an allocated function. Relationships are function-ally specific. In 
ascriptive cultures, status is attributed to those who ‘naturally’ evoke admiration from 
others” (Trompenaars, 1993, cited by, Redding and Stening, 2003, p. 98). 
 
The comparison of different cultural dimensions from Hofstede, Trompenaars, and GLOBE 
can be performed in below table 1. 

 

 
 

Table 1. Comparison of the Cultural Dimensions Defined by Hofstede, Trompenaars and 
the GLOBE Study.  

 
Following the findings of Hofstede (1980) and the GLOBE study (House et al, 2004) 
describing the cultural dimension of Power Distance, it is considered that there is small 
Power Distance within a society when its members are relatively more equal and its 
opposite, a large Power Distance exists when they are extremely unequal. In Large Power 
Distance countries, individuals accept an order of hierarchy where every person has a place 
that does not need justification. In Small Power Distance countries, people push for power 
equalization and justification of status is demanded (Hofstede, 1993). Hayes & Prakasam 
(House et al, 2004) provide an example of Power Distance related issues stating that the 
preferred kind of relationship between consultant-client is impacted by the level of Power 
Distance. In high Power Distance societies these relationships are more directive rather 
than collaborative. The below table 2 show in summary the characteristics of societies 
depending on their level of Power Distance. 
 
 

Hofstede Trompenaars GLOBE
Power Distance Universalism vs Particularism Performance Orientation

Individualism vs Collectivism Individualism vs Collectivism Uncertainty Avoidance
Masculinity vs Femininity Neutral vs Affective Relationships In-Group Collectivism
Uncertainty Avoidance Specific vs Diffuse Relationships Power Distance
Long Term Orientation Achievement vs Ascription Gender Egalitarianism

Humane Orientation
Institutional Collectivism

Future Orientation
Assertiveness
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Table 2. Hofstede’s Power Distance (Hofstede, 2001, p. 98) 
 

 

 
 
Table 3. Power Distance in the GLOBE Study (House et al, p. 536) 

Low Power Distance High Power Distance
All should be interdependent A few should be independent; most should be dependent

Inequality in society should be minimized
There should be an order of inequality in this world in which everyone 
has his/her rightful place; high and low are protected by this order

Hierarchy means an inequality of roles, established for convenience Hierarchy means existential inequality
Subordinates are people like me Superiors consider subordinates as being of a different kind
Superiors are people like me Subordinates consider superiors as being of a different kind
The use of power should be legitimate and is subject to the judgment 
between good and evil

Power is a basic fact of society that antedates good or evil; its 
legitimacy is irrelevant

All should have equal rights Power holders are entitled to privileges
Powerful people should try to look less powerful than they are Powerful people should try to look as powerful as possible
Stress on reward, legitimate and expert power Stress on coercive and referent power
The system is to blame The underdog is to blame
The way to change a social system is by redistributing power The way to change a social system is by dethroning those in power
Latent harmony between the powerful and the powerless Latent conflict between the powerful and the powerless
Older people neither respected nor feared Older people respected and feared

No. Parameters Lower Power Distance Higher Power Distance

1 Social inequities Society has large middle class
Society differentiated into classes on several 
criteria

2 Power bases
Power bases are transient and sharable 
(e.g., skill, knowledge)

Power bases are stable and scarce (e.g. land 
ownership)

3 Role of power
Power is seen as a source of corruption, 
coercion, and dominance

Power is seen as providing social order, 
relational harmony, and role stability

4 Social mobility High upward social mobility Limited upward social mobility
5 Information control Information is shared Information is localized

6 Governance
All the groups enjoy equal involvement, and 
democracy ensures parity in opportunities 
and development for all

Different groups (e.g., women) have different 
involvement, and democracy does not ensure 
equal opportunities

7
Indigenous orientation and 
independence

Strong native historical influences and long 
standing independence of the society

Strong nonnative historical influences and 
recent independence of the society

8 Civil freedom
Civil liberties are strong and public 
corruption low

Civil liberties are weak and public corruption 
high 

9 Resources and capabilities

Mass availability of tools, resources and 
capabilities for independent and 
entrepreneurial initiatives, as reflected in 
wide educational enrolment 

Only a few people have access to resources, 
skills, and capabilities, contributing to low 
human development and life expectancies

10 Consumption
Mature growth rates of consumption and 
high per capita purchasing power

High growth rates of consumption and high 
need for resource coordination

11 Technology
Need for specialized technology, adapted 
to each user

Mass use of technology, which supports 
general power distance reduction
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As the GLOBE study followed the main concepts described by Hofstede regarding to the 
Power Distance level in different societies, both tables coincide in the general conceptions 
about behaviors and perceptions in high Power Distance levels compared to low Power 
Distance levels. Nonetheless, the GLOBE went more into detail by classifying these 
characteristics into categories. This way, it complements the previous study by defining 
these specific areas in a society in which the impact of Power Distance can be assessed and 
compared. 
 
In general, low Power Distance societies seem to be more developed than the ones that 
show high Power Distance among the individuals who compose them. The relative equality 
among individuals in low Power Distance countries gives the impression to be the 
basement for this development since access for resources and information is available for 
every individual as well as the fact that there are not ascribed privileges. 
 
2.3 China: culture and its impact on business and management 

2.3.1 Confucianism 
 

Arisen in the sixth century during the age of philosophers, Confucian legacies were 
inherited and became the integral part of China’s society, economy and culture (O’Keefe, 
1997). According to Hwang (2001), it has been the most influential and endurable cultural 
factor which shaped the social behavior of the Chinese people.  Hofstede (2001, p. 354) 
describes four key principles of teaching in Confucianism as followings. 

(1) “The stability of society is based on unequal relationships between people” - There 
are five basic relationships, based on mutual and complementary commitments, 
which are master and follower, father and son, elder brother and younger brother, 
husband and wife, and senior friend and junior friend. 

(2) “The family is the prototype of all social organizations” - A person is considered as 
a member of family, not originally an individual. He/She has to learn to control 
themselves in order to preserve harmony which is used to maintain the face of 
everyone in terms of dignity, self- respect, and prestige as the way of conduct for 
social relation in China.  

(3) “Virtuous behavior toward others consists of not treating others as one would not 
like to be treated oneself” - This is basic benignity of human being to the others. 
However, the Confucianism denies loving one’s enemies as in Christian base on the 
attitude that friends should deserve special treatment, not the same as enemies. 

(4) “Virtue with regard to one’s tasks in life consists of trying to acquire skills and 
education, working hard, not spending more than necessary, being patient, and 
persevering” - Confucianism perceives moderation as prescription for everything. 

According to Xi, Cao, and Xiangli (2010), the core principle of Confucianism is harmony 
which is needed to be preserved through the respect and understanding of others sensibility. 
Harmony has to be sustained within family and colleagues and, at the same time, the 
appropriate respect has to be shown to superiors (Hooker, 2003). Since the Confucian 
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philosophy has been cultivated for more than 2,000 years (Keefe, 1997), it has influenced 
the decision making processes and the formation of Chinese organizational practices (Wah, 
2010).  Besides, the concept of harmony under Confucian has been adopted in order to 
accomplish strategic alignment within organizations which includes consistency among 
people, between people and work, and between organizational strategy and its environment 
(Xi, Cao, and Xiangli, 2010). This is due to the fact that, rather than homogeneity, diversity 
is enhance under Confucianism as it has been clearly stated in the philosophy “junzi he er 
bu tong, xiaoren tong er buhe”. The translation will be as “Educated persons are in 
relational harmony while holding different views; uneducated persons are in disharmony 
even while holding the same views” (Xi, Cao, and Xiangli, 2010, p. 201).  

Wah (2010) has classified the relation of Confucianism and Chinese leadership styles and 
practices into five dimensions.  

The first dimension is “Moral Character”. According to the teachings of Confucianism, the 
leader has to possess moral to become full developed human. In relation with Chinese 
leadership in organizations, moral is necessary for the leader to obtain trust and confidence 
from colleagues and business partners. The encouragement has to come along with 
righteousness. From a practical point of view, the leader has to be a role model in order to 
form moral behavior of the subordinates. 

The second dimension is “Human Heartedness”. Under Confucian philosophy, a true man 
will treat human equally and will not take advantage over the others. The concept has been 
applied for the Chinese leader in organizations, who should respect human rights and 
equality, and not take advantage over less intelligent persons with their higher authority. 
The morality should be conducted together with authority in order to obtain justice of 
reward and punishment and, rather than focusing on benefit, the righteousness should be 
emphasized by the leader. 

The third dimension is “Human Relationship”. Confucianism considers “self” as the center 
in developing reliable and appropriate relationship networks through human feelings or 
sensitivity. From the viewpoint of Chinese practices, with support from “Guanxi” 
relationship, a business network is also extended through human sensitivity in order to 
obtain the feeling of confidence and support from related partners. In Chinese organization, 
the person with excellent interpersonal skill but average intelligence is preferable and will 
receive better opportunities for promotion than the one with low interpersonal skill but high 
intelligence.  

The fourth dimension is “Lifelong Learning”. Self perception of Confucian leader is 
lifelong learner who has willing to share their educational knowledge and gained 
experience with others. They will focus on proactive learning through listening and 
observing as well as from previous mistakes. From the organization perspective, a Chinese 
leader gives low priority to formal training in order to encourage the subordinates to initiate 
their personal learning. However, learning opportunities also will be emerged during on the 
job training.   

The last dimension is “Moderation”. Confucianism has relied on the middle way of thought 
and action which is considered as perfect virtue by accompanying with balance of words 
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and action. From management perspective, Confucian leader will keep balance of good and 
bad manners rather than getting rid of bad manners only.  

2.3.2 Guanxi 

The Chinese culture strongly relies on relationship (Hooker, 2003). With the core principles 
of harmony and respect for the superior, Confucianism is strongly correlated to “Guanxi” 
(Li and Madsen, 2010) which is one of the Chinese social values (Tsui et al., 2004). Guanxi 
has simply been defined as “relationship based on common background and an existence of 
direct particularistic ties between two or more individuals” (Jacobs, 1979, 1980, as 
referenced in Tsui and Farh, 1997; Yang, 1993, as referenced in Li and Madson, 2010, p. 
60). According to Li and Madsen (2010), under the concept of Guanxi, business network 
and trust are built through the personal relationship rather than formal agreement with legal 
base. Guanxi relationship is beneficial for the members within the group based on the value 
of favoritism and mutual benefit. However, it also creates an essential problem of ethic 
decision making and dilemma between reciprocation and corruption. Since Confucianism 
as well as Guanxi have an embedded deep root in Chinese behavior (O’Keefe, 1997), in 
order to successfully doing business as well as implementing projects in China, foreign 
organizations should understand the concept of Confucianism and cannot be deficient of 
Guanxi in China.  

2.3.3 Chinese Family 
 

Family and school environments are different among different cultures. As they set the 
mental program, the exercise of power in any hierarchical entity has its roots in these two 
aspects of human culture (Hwang, 1990). As mentioned above, Confucian philosophy is 
well imprinted in the Chinese society. Therefore, it seems that all organizations within 
Chinese society are influenced by Confucianism. Hierarchy is established within the 
family. Children obey and deeply respect their parents. Confucian ethics are the guidelines 
under which family members define their roles. The traditional Chinese family business, for 
example, could be described as “the results of arranging the interpersonal relationship in 
the organization according to the will of the men in power who are profoundly influenced 
by Confucian Ethics” (Hwang, 1990, p. 594).   
 
With the familiar mindset, hierarchy behavior are refined and remarked at school where 
teachers play the role of the parents. Due to the fact that this behavior transcends the family 
till reaching the work place, the ones whom are respected as bosses automatically play the 
role that parents and teachers played previously. 

2.3.4 Seniority  

In Chinese culture, older people deserve special respect no matter if the context is family, 
school or the work place (Hofstede, 1984). The concept of seniority is paramount in 
Chinese society, and dealing with a State owned organizations or a government body is a 
special case. Instead of addressing to people as Mr. or Ms., a more appropriate way would 
be using their designation, i.e. Chairman, Director, etc. It is also remarked that when giving 
anything, such as name cards or presents within a group of Chinese counterparts it is very 
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important to start with the most senior and then moving downwards (kwintessential.co.uk, 
2010). 

2.3.5 Face 
 

Another aspect that characterizes Chinese culture and that is deeply related to power 
distance is the concept of “face” which can be defined as “dignity based on a correct 
relationship between a person and the collectivities to which one belongs” (Hofstede, 
1984, p. 89).  

Harmony is particularly important in Chinese society. In order to prevent conflict and 
difficult situations every problem must be treated in the softest way possible. Hence, 
alternative ways of expressing on the issues will be performed instead of direct 
confrontation in order to keep face since inside the Chinese society, losing face can be felt 
as painful as physical maltreatment (Hofstede, 1984). Therefore, it can be implied that in 
order to keep harmony, it is crucial to keep the others’ face. Being open and direct without 
respect of others’ face could not be accepted in Chinese culture. Therefore, it should be 
essential to learn how to communicate ideas and feelings in indirect ways in order to avoid 
offending other persons. 

2.4 International project management and project implementation 

The Project Management Institute (1996, p.4) defined project as “a temporary endeavor 
undertaken to create a unique product or services”.  Schneider (1995, p. 249) offers 
another definition stating that “projects can be seen as small companies; they are, however, 
limited time organizations”.  
 
According to Project Management Institute (1996, p. 82), project implementation, which 
could also be known as Project Plan Execution, is “carrying out the project plan by 
performing the activities included therein”.  Implementing a project successfully is intricate 
and hard to do since project managers have to simultaneously handle different aspects such 
as human, financial and technical, bearing the responsibility for the project, sometimes, 
without having been awarded enough money, personal or authority (Slevin & Pinto, 1987). 

From the different phases of the project life cycle, it is the implementation or plan 
execution phase where the interaction among people becomes more important. After 
putting together all the necessary inputs for the implementation such as project plan or 
organizational policy, the Project Management Institute (1996) defined six necessary tools 
and techniques to be used in the project plan execution. These are: general management 
skills, product skills and knowledge, work authorization system, status review meetings, 
project management information systems and organizational procedures. Therefore, it can 
be implied that managerial and communication skills would rule the activities and would 
define if the project will head towards a successful completion or not. Since international 
environments represent an additional challenge for managers (Gregersen, Morrison & 
Balck 1998), an understanding of the differences in behavior, organization and values of 
people among cultures is paramount (Hall 1995).  Diallo and Thuillier (2004) remarked, as 
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international project success factors, good communication and trust among the people 
involved in the project.  

According to PMBOK (1996), “every project must operate within a context of one or more 
cultural norms. This area of influence includes political, economic, demographic, 
educational, ethical, ethnic, religious and other areas of practice, belief, and attitudes that 
affect the way people and organizations interact”. Project-oriented companies will be part 
of the development of the necessary processes to create a communal cultural working 
platform in transnational companies (Schneider, 1995). He also stated that, in linking the 
consideration of various cultural dimensions with a comprehensive project management 
concept, there are three important areas to remark which are position of projects in the 
organization, standardization of basic management knowledge, and adaptation of methods 
and instruments of project management.  
 
Slevin and Pinto (1987) defined general critical success factors which enhanced diversified 
projects by shaping the dynamic of project implementation process can be identified as 
followings. The critical success factors also can be controlled and modified from the 
development of project implementation profile along the project life cycle.  

Project Mission - Primarily identified goals and direction of the project. 

Top Management Support – The willing of top management level to offer support to the 
project in terms of required resources and authority. 

Project Schedule/Plans – Specific individual activities to be performed during project 
implementation process. 

Client Consultation – The communication and discussion among related parties. 

Personnel - The process of recruiting, choosing and training the project team members. 

Technical Tasks – Accessibility of technology and technical expert needed to complete 
technical jobs during project implementation process. 

Client Acceptance – The approval of final project from the user. 

Monitoring and Feedback – Controlling and periodically providing the information derived 
from each phases of project implementation process. 

Communication – Providing of necessary information for all main stakeholders in project 
implementation process. 

Trouble Shooting – The skills to deal with unanticipated situation which are differentiated 
from planning. 

In order to implement project successfully, it is necessary for the organization to take above 
mentioned success factors into the consideration. However, for international organization 
which has developed the project in foreign countries, besides above critical success factors, 
another crucial factor, which the organization has to concern as it will effect successful or 
failure of implemented project, is the issues of culture differences among project team 
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members, especially the Power Distance dimension which is paramount to the relationships 
between superiors and subordinates.     

2.5 Power Distance and project implementation in China  

Culture has a very important participation into the way coalitions are constructed within 
organizations and it influences the way power finds a balance in order to promote the 
overall interests of the organization (House et al, 2004). 

The cultural dimensions previously described represent a useful tool to be used as a guide 
when interaction of people from different countries is required (House et al, 2004). Among 
these dimensions, the power distance in China has been chosen for this study as it will 
identify the relationship between superior and subordinates which is important for 
implementing international project in which the team members will compose of people 
from different countries which have different level of power distance. Without 
understanding of different power level, the cultural conflicts among project stakeholders 
can be important issue which will have impact to succeed of project implementation.  

China is considered as a country that shows a high Power Distance (Hofstede, 2001, House 
et al, 2004) which indicates that high inequality of power exists and it is accepted by 
Chinese people. It is expected that the difference in power is translated into status 
difference. Therefore, a person with high status will apply his/her authority on a 
subordinate who, at the same time, will respect that authority according to their acceptance 
that power is distributed unequally (Hofstede, 1991).  

The reason behind the high power distance in China comes from the belief of people that 
order and stability will be possible only through vertical and hierarchical manner of 
organizing the society and all institutions which compose it. The origin of this belief lays in 
the teachings of Confucius. He basically established a set of behavior rules that contain 
mutual and complementary obligations among people in different levels of hierarchy where 
subordinates must obey and respect their masters e.g. teachers or parents. Simultaneously, 
the masters must protect and consider them, being this way of conduct the base for stability 
of the society (Hofstede, 2001). 

Western cultures, for example, have a more horizontal way of organizing. Bosses and 
subordinates are closer and the relationship among them seems to be more equal unlike 
Chinese culture where the person in charge is viewed as figure of authority that must be 
respected and whose orders should be blindly followed (House et al, 2004). It can be 
suggested that this can also be reflected in the way a project team would address towards 
the government institutions and governmental policies. Regarding to aspect of seniority, 
Hofstede (1984) pointed out that, in the Chinese culture, older people deserve special 
respect no matter if the context is family, school, or the work place. When there is 
interaction between people who come from a large power distance society, such as Chinese, 
and people from short power distance society, people from the first one can feel 
uncomfortable or offended by the lack of respect to an older person. In opposite way, when 
a person who comes from short power distance society is interacting in organization where 
there is considerable respect for the older one, depending on the opinion and age of the 
subject, an unusual sense of comfort and power can be felt. 
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The way a relationship is built in China (Guanxi) and the importance of it among nationals 
are also other aspects that define the relationships of power that by extension should affect 
foreigners interacting within the Chinese community.  Many regard this aspect of the 
culture as the glue that keeps the Chinese society united (Lovett et al., 1999). 

The fact that respect is paramount among peers and towards the authority of bosses 
represents an organizational infrastructure that would offer several advantages. For 
example, building trust in a team is very important for a successful project implementation 
(Diallo & Thuillier, 2004). Therefore, it can be implied that the care for respecting each 
other can facilitate this task.  Another example in Brockner et al. (2001) described how the 
tendency of people to respond less favorably, i.e., with lower organizational commitment, 
to lower levels of voice in decision making processes is greater in low Power Distance 
cultures, like the United States and Germany, than in high Power Distance cultures such as 
China. 

Misunderstanding of the Chinese culture could cause conflict when there is interaction 
among Chinese nationals and foreigners especially from countries out of the “Confucian 
cluster” (House et al, 2004), such as Western countries or similar (O’Keefe & O’Keefe, 
1997). From this idea, it can be suggested that the degree of conflict could depend on 
similarities and differences of each person’s cultural background in which it is likely that 
people from countries in the same geographical area will have similar behaviors. From a 
project implementation perspective, it is valid to consider that conflict can be provoked by 
culture differences among related project stakeholders apart from employees.  
 
As a high context culture in which most of the information in the communication “is either 
in the physical context or internalized in the person while very little is in the coded, explicit, 
transmitted part of the message” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 30), only few words have to be used. 
The selection of words in complex messages is essential for an efficient communication 
and its meaning can be implicitly explained by the culture norms (Hooker, 2003). 

Besides the already mentioned influence of Confucian philosophy on Chinese 
organizations, O’Keefe & O’Keefe (1997) discussed that, because of the deep influence of 
the philosophy, there are four roots of conflicts that characterize the interaction within 
organizations between Chinese nationals and westerners, which are communication 
practices, initiate taking, respect for authority, and treatment of information.  The Chinese 
way of communication will be passive and polite in order to show respect to the others and 
keep harmony according to the teaching of Confucianism, while, for westerners, 
communication practice will be direct treatment to the issues as their view of efficient 
communication. The westerners however perceive Chinese communication practices as 
evasive and misleading and sometimes being upset with the misled communication. In the 
opposite way, Chinese see westerner as being offensive and insulting others with their 
directness as inappropriate way of communication. For initiate taking perspective, the root 
of conflict is that Chinese tend to keep their status quo in order to avoid threats to stability 
and harmony from new initiated situations while westerners will be proactive and have 
more initiative in order to avoid future difficulties. With these differences, westerners see 
Chinese as inattentive, avoid responsibility and reactive, whereas Chinese views that the 
harmony is disrupted from westerner’s initiative by changing current status. Regarding to 
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the respect for authority, Chinese will be obedient and focused on the vertical relationship. 
In solving business issues, Chinese will follow the route of vertical hierarchy due to their 
perception of correct procedure and behavior according to Confucianism principles while 
the westerners respect both vertical and horizontal relationship. Therefore, they rely on both 
peers and superiors. The westerners see Chinese lacking of individualism and 
overdependence on the vertical authority which causes them to spend longer in working 
and to be unable to deal with more significant issues. In the contrary, Chinese view 
westerners as being impolite and having no respect to the authority.  Chinese’s treatment of 
information will base on statistics and information from authority figure according to their 
belief on teaching of Confucianism that the light of present is lesson learnt from the past. 
The westerner sees that Chinese have no critical thinking skills by uncritically accepting the 
information base on the past experience and intuition which results in poor decision making 
from being unable to classify relevant and irrelevant information. On the other hands, the 
westerners will verify the information independently and utilize several sources before 
accepting as an input for their decision makings. They believe that the cause and effect 
relationship can be generated from critical analyzing of information which will lead to 
reasonable conclusion as well as effective decision making. However, Chinese sees that the 
systematic analysis is impossible since some of variables are unknown and complication in 
working might be initiated from unnecessary analysis (O’Keefe & O’Keefe, 1997). 

Hsu and Chiu (2008) implied that Confucianism and Guanxi have significant impact on 
project implementation since it will affect the behavior and decision making of Chinese 
managers and project team members. Among the difficulties that may occur during the 
project implementation in China are the governmental intervention, tedious project 
approval processes, perception of traditional practice, quality of contractor and labor and 
cultural effect as mentioned in Chan, Wong, and Scott (1999).  

As mentioned before, the respect for the authority figure is paramount among Chinese. This 
fact along with the collectivistic idea of working for the country creates special challenges 
for managers to carry out any managerial effort to achieve a satisfactory project 
implementation towards a successful project completion. For example, among many 
singular aspects that characterize the management of projects in China, there is one that 
creates a barrier to the managers from the bidding process. The proper assessment of all 
project proposals must be done by the customer along the government bidding 
administration department limiting the client in choosing the best option regarding to its 
own interest. This is the way a business is done in China. Power structure is defined 
following the ancient Chinese traditions along with the directions stated by the communist 
state (Chan et al, 1999). 

The large power distance that characterizes Chinese culture could generate both advantages 
and disadvantages which can impact performance of managerial activities within the 
Chinese cultural paradigm. It can be suggested that, as the same way Chinese people are 
opening their minds for accepting different ways of organization, foreign managers should 
open the mind and start harnessing the advantages offered by the Chinese way. The 
“Guanxi”, for example, is a good opportunity to assure business since it is regarded as chief 
asset by most of the Chinese firms (Garten, 1998). Hence, by building a good Guanxi, it 
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could be possible not only to open the door for business but also to create a strong 
protection against competition.  

As members of a large power distance society, Chinese nationals are used to paternalistic 
leadership (Chen & Fahr, 2001). Taking initiatives or making a decision without consulting 
with the one in charge can result in difficulties which would impact the advance velocity of 
the project. This is because the tacit empowerment of individuals, which can be applied in a 
low power distance society, doesn’t exist in a high power distance society (Humborstad et 
al, 2008). 

Projects are characterized as temporary endeavors (PMI, 1996). High power distance in 
China could be beneficial to this characteristic focused on time since it would encourage 
team members to focus on designated task without questioning, which would increase the 
achievement for on time delivery of the project. Moreover, the alignment of the project 
team members and operational objective with the overall strategy would be more easily 
performed in a high power distance context regardless of the project governance structure. 
However, it is also valid to argument that the blind reliance to the authority could be 
detrimental to the organization if the manager in charge is following the wrong path. 
Following the Confucian philosophy, members of the Chinese society tend to prefer strong 
hierarchical structures and rely on managers’ orders rather than actively participating in 
decision-making situations (Rosenzweig, 1994). Emphasizing the dependence of 
subordinates to their superiors (Tan & Akhtar, 1998) can handicap a proper implementation 
of the project due to limitations of decision making below the supervision level. 

Recently, although western culture has more influence in China and western way of 
organizing is increasingly being adopted in Chinese organizations, Confucian philosophy 
still remains. It means that, the code of conduct that foments cultural characteristics such as 
large power distance and the concept of “face” is being combined and adapted to the 
western manners. Hwang (1990) provides an example of this phenomenon with the 
modernization of family business in China. He describes how the western way of business 
administration is being transplanted to Chinese organizations by still keeping the traditional 
Confucian values of loyalty, sincerity, diligence, harmony, face and Power Distance.   

Governmental intervention on every project and business activity carried out in Chinese 
territory also imposes difficulties for foreign managers (Chan et al, 1999). Hout & 
Ghemawat (2010) described the frictions between China and USA pointing out different 
actions undertaken by the Chinese government to pressure foreign companies to transfer 
their R&D activities to Chinese territory in order to share their Know-how with Chinese 
local companies. Paine (2010) suggested that CEO’s spend 20% to 50% of their time 
dealing with policy issues and authorities. The author also advised that it is important to 
adapt to local conditions without stopping implementing global standards since Chinese 
government is stricter when supervising international companies than local companies. 
 
2.6 Summary 
 
In order to handle cultural features that could make different cultures incompatible when 
working together, special attention has to be paid to apply the proper intercultural 
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management that is required to achieve the optimal performance of teams operating in a 
multicultural environment. 
 
According to the concepts described in this literature review, the Power Distance dimension 
is useful to identify important characteristics that define how individuals of determined 
societies perceive and administer power. It can be observed that there are common patterns 
among countries that share a similar Power Distance degree. 
 
China is a country where culture and tradition are omnipresent in every aspect of life. 
Specific interest and knowledge about the Chinese culture is necessary to understand the 
reason behind certain behaviors that could hinder the proper interaction between non-
Chinese and Chinese persons working within the same organization. 
 
The project implementation phase is the part of the project cycle in which the interaction 
amongst the individuals becomes more important. It is proposed that the better the 
understanding of each other manners, traditions and behaviors is, the better the performance 
of the organization would be. Is for this reason that foreign project managers that intend to 
execute projects in China should get involved in the local culture in order to achieve this 
understanding.  
 
2.7 Proposition  

From the literature review, the established proposition of the study is that, even when there 
are strong cultural differences between Chinese and foreign cultures, especially from the 
West, related to managerial activities and organizations, it is possible to overcome the 
barriers that they represent by having a deep understanding of the cultural values which rule 
Chinese society. Therefore, if common values between Chinese and Western culture can be 
found and remarked, it will be possible for foreign entities to open the door to a successful 
project implementation in China.  

Specifically for this research, it is intended to understand the role that power distance play 
as a cause of cultural barriers which could undermine implementation of the project. The 
objective for this study is to develop practical guidelines for the foreigners who attempt to 
conduct project management activities in China.  

2.8 Justification of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to aid in filling the gap of knowledge about how the perception 
of Power Distance amongst individuals of the Chinese society can be the cause of cultural 
barriers that make difficult for foreign project managers to achieve a successful project 
implementation in China. In addition to this objective, it is intended to develop practical 
guidelines that could help non-Chinese project managers to break these barriers in order to 
achieve satisfactory results during the project plan execution by collecting opinions, ideas 
and advices of Chinese and foreigner practitioners about the way these issues should be 
addressed and handled based on their experience. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

In this chapter, the methodology utilized in this research is explained and described. A brief 
definition of each theoretical and practical methodology concept involved is also provided 
in order to illustrate in a clearer way their purpose within this study. A qualitative strategy 
was chosen. Interviews to individuals involved within activities of project management or 
functional management in Chinese and non-Chinese organizations were carried out with the 
objective of acquiring valid practitioner insight.     

3.1 Theoretical Methodology 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

In order to decide the research design and collecting data method, the appropriate types of 
main philosophical fundamentals, which are Epistemology and Ontology (Bryman and 
Bell, 2007), needed to be considered for the research. Saunders et al (2007, p. 597, 605) 
defined Epistemology as “A branch of philosophy that studies the nature of knowledge and 
what constitutes acceptable knowledge in a field of study” and Ontology as “A theory 
concerning the nature of social phenomena as entities that are to be admitted to a 
knowledge system”. According to Bryman and Bell (2007), Epistemology will concern with 
the issue that the study of social science can be carried out in the same way as natural 
science study in terms of philosophy, procedures and ethos. It is the study of what we can 
perceive as the truth. The epistemological position which affirms the significant of 
simulating the natural sciences can be classified into three main three main types which are 
Positivism, Interpretivism and Realism as following details (Saunders et al, 2007).  

Bryman and Bell (2007, p. 16) stated that “positivism is an epistemological position that 
advocates the application of the methods of the natural sciences to the study of social 
reality and beyond”. The principle of positivism is that the authentic knowledge can be 
generated only from phenomena and must be confirmed by the senses. The aim of theory is 
to create the hypotheses which can be proved and accessed by the explanation of laws 
while the purposes of research are to prove theory and provide the input for developing the 
laws. As mentioned in Silverman and Marvasti (2008, p. 444), under positivism, “reality 
can be known positively or without doubt”.  “Positivism holds that an accurate and value-
free knowledge of things is possible. It holds out the possibility that human beings, their 
actions and institutions can be studied as objectively as the natural world” (Fisher, 2007, 
p. 17). The basic belief of the world under positivism is that it is external and objective and 
the observer is independent. It can lead to generalization in which hypothesis is accepted as 
laws and can be generalized to other settings. 

Bryman and Bell (2007) mentioned that Interpretivism is opposed to Positivism. “It is 
predicated upon the view that a strategy is required that respects the differences between 
people and the objects of the natural sciences and therefore requires the social scientist to 
grasp the subjective meaning of social action” (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 19). In the other 
words, Interpretivist perceived that the social sciences are basically different from natural 
sciences due to unique subject of individual and organization. The world is viewed as 
socially construction and subjective and the observer is considered as a part of observation. 
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The concept of interpretivism is base on the reality of human and interpretive 
understanding of social action in order to achieve the casual explanation of the course and 
effects. The focus of interpretivism will be on the subjective side rather than the objective 
side in positivism.   

Realism is the combination between positivism and interpretivism. According to Bryman 
and Bell (2007, p. 18), “realism shared two features with positivism: a belief that the 
natural and the social sciences can and should apply the same kinds of approach to the 
collection of data and to explanation, and a commitment to the view that there is an 
external reality to which scientists direct their attention”. The method of collecting and 
analyzing data as well as the thoughts of natural sciences under positivism has been 
accepted by realists to a certain level. Simultaneously, realists also emphasize on the 
irrelevant of laws over the period of time in which the gap can be explained by 
interpretivism. According to Sunnders et al (2007), Realism can be divided into two types 
which are Direct Realism and Critical Realism. While Direct Realism affirms that the 
reality is understandable through direct experiencing and applying the appropriate 
approach, the concept of Critical Realism are that the reality can be known by applying 
scientific conceptualization and that explanations of theoretical terms are completely 
admitted by realists (Saunders et al, 2007 and Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

Bryman and Bell (2007) mentioned that Ontology concern with the issue of the nature of 
social entity. It is the study of being through how we see the outer world. Questions relates 
to the issue is that “whether social entities can and should be considered objective entities 
that have a reality external to social actors, or whether they can and should be considered 
social constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors” (Bryman 
and Bell, 2007, p. 22). Therefore, the view of ontology can be classified into two 
perspectives which are Objectivism and Subjectivism (Saunders et al, 2007) as following 
details.  

Objectivism is the ontological position that “social entities exist in reality external to social 
actors with their existence” (Saunders et al, 2007, p. 108). It can be implied that the 
existing of social phenomena which we apply in our routine life is distinct from social 
actors who are unable to influence outside world.  

Subjectivism view is that “social phenomena are created from the perception and 
consequent actions of social actor (Saunders et al, 2007, p. 108). Subjectivism is related 
with Constructionism which perceived that the reality is social constructed (Saunders et al, 
2007). Under subjectivism perspective, it can be implied that the social phenomena is built 
by social actors through social interaction and continued process of revision.  

According to Bryman and Bell (2007), there is no best theory which is practical for every 
research. The applied theory should be selected base on its appropriateness to the research 
structure. The effectiveness of the theory to each research is unequal depending on each 
research condition. 
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3.1.2 Research Approach 

The research approaches is related to “the extent to which the researchers are clear about 
the theory at the beginning of the research” (Saunders et al, 2000, p. 87).  It can be 
distinguished into two categories which are “deductive approach where the theory has to be 
developed and hypothesis (hypotheses) and design a research strategy to test the 
hypothesis”, and “Inductive approaches where data has to be collected and theory has to 
be developed as a result of the data analysis” (Saunders et al, 2000, p.87). Further 
clarification on each approach will be as followings.  

Deductive approach is based on natural science methods (Saunders et al, 2000). The 
hypotheses are developed by applying the existing theory, following with the testing of the 
hypotheses through data collection process e.g. surveys, questionnaire, observation, 
interview, and etc. The quantitative measurement method basically is used for analyzing 
collected data in this approach. The consequence of confirmation or rejection of the 
hypotheses is the development of the theory through modification which can be considered 
as replicable research (Saunders et al, 2000). In order to apply this approach, the researcher 
needs to be skillful in developing the hypotheses and design appropriate hypotheses testing 
process which include specifying the right data collection methods (Bryman and Bell, 
2007).  The structure of this approach has to be well established and the appropriate 
samples size need to be considered in order to generalize the conclusion (Saunders et al, 
2000). There is however an argument on deductive approach that the alternative theory is 
limited by the rigid constructed methodology which leads to unrevealing of other 
alternative explanations.  

Inductive approach is contrary to deductive approach in the way that the theories will be 
developed from data analysis (Bryman and Bell, 2007). As specified in Saunders et al 
(2000, p. 88), “theory would follow data”. Inductive approach concerned with the 
understanding of new unknown phenomena and research context through data collecting 
process which include observation, interview, and diary methods. The structure of this 
approach is more flexible than deductive approach in order to allow the changing of 
research which considered as research progression. Since new theory will be formulated 
after analyzing data, it is difficult for this approach to be replicate. The small samples seem 
to be more appropriate for this approach since it concerns with the investigation of 
subjective phenomena.  The several data collection methods and qualitative data are more 
likely to be applied in order to generate the diversified viewpoint of the phenomena 
(Saunders et al, 2000). 

Saunders et al (2000, p. 91) have summarized the differences between deductive and 
inductive approach in below table 4. 
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Table 4. Major Differences between Deductive and Inductive Approaches to Research 
(Saunders et al, 2000, p. 91) 

Mixed approach between deductive and inductive approach might be considered for the 
research since there is an argument that deductive and inductive approaches should be view 
as tendencies rather than clear cut approach although both approaches are normally seems 
to be mutually exclusive (Bryman and Bell, 2007). By combining the both deductive and 
inductive approaches, mixed approach is usually beneficial to the research.  

3.1.3 Research Strategy 

As defined in Bryman and Bell (2007, p.28), a research strategy “simply mean a general 
orientation to the conduct of business research”. It has been distinguished into quantitative 
and qualitative research in which the outlines of differences have illustrated in table 5. 

 

Table 5. Fundamental Differences between Quantitative and Qualitative Research 
Strategies (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 28) and Differences in Quantitative and Qualitative 
Approaches (Lee, 1992, p. 89) 

Quantitative research will focus on quantification of collecting and analyzing data. 
According to Saunders et al (2007, p. 145), “quantitative is predominantly used as a 
synonym for any data collection techniques (such as questionnaire) or data analysis 
procedure (such as graphs or statistics) that generates or uses numerical data. The social 
reality under this strategy is view as objective and external (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Also, 
as stated in Khun (1970, as reference in Lee, 1992, p. 88), “quantitative approach is 
objective and relies heavily on statistics and figures”. Quantitative research therefore is 
adopted under positivism and deductive approach which is the relationship between 

Deduction Emphasizes Induction Emphasizes
Scientific principles Gaining an understanding of the meanings humans attach to events
Moving from theory to data A close understanding of the research context
The need to explain causal relationships between variables The collection of qualitative data

The collection of quantitative data
A more flexible structure to permit changes of research emphasis as 
the research progresses

The application of controls to ensure validity of data A realization that the researcher is part of the research process
The operationalization of concepts to ensure clarity of 
definition

Less concern with the need to generalize

A highly structured approach
Researcher independence of what is being researched
The necessity to select samples of sufficient size in order 
to generalize conclusions

Quantitative Qualitative
Principle orientation to the role of theory 

in relation to research
Deductive; testing of theory Inductive; generation of theory

Epistemological orientation Natural science model, in particular positivism Interpretivism
Ontological orientation Objectivism Subjectivism

Role of researcher Outsider Insider
Research methods Statistics Description
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research and theory emphasizing on testing of theories is entailed under this approach 
(Bryman and Bell, 2007). The outline of quantitative research process can be performed in 
below figure 1. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Process of Quantitative Research (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 155) 

Qualitative research, on the other way, will focus on the description rather than 
quantification of collecting and analyzing data as in quantitative research. As stated in 
Saunders et al (2007, p. 145), “qualitative is used predominantly as a synonym for any data 
collection technique (such as an interview) or data analysis procedure (such as 
categorizing data) that generates or use non-numerical data. Qualitative therefore can 
refer to data other than words”. It views social reality as the creation from individual and 
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emphasizing on the interpretation of social world by them. Comparing to quantitative 
research, Khun (1970, cited by Lee, 1992, p. 88) has mentioned that “the qualitative 
approach is subjective and utilizes language and description”. The interpretative technique 
which seek to explain the phenomena occurred in the social world has been adopted under 
qualitative research though linguistic symbols in order to reduce the gap between theory 
and data (Lee, 1992). Consequently, qualitative research is entailed under subjectivism and 
the relationship between research and approach applied in this research strategy will be 
inductive approach which underline on the creation of theories (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 
The outline of qualitative research process can be illustrated in below figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. The Process of Qualitative Research (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 406) 

As stated at the beginning of this study, the proposition for this study is that, despite of the 
strong cultural differences between Chinese and foreign cultures, especially from the West 
(westerners and similar cultures), in the field of managerial activities within organizations, 
cultural barriers can be overcome by having a comprehensive understanding of the values 
that rule the Chinese society. As a result, by finding and remarking common values 
between Chinese and foreigners, it will be possible to open the door to a successful project 
implementation for those foreign companies that attain to succeed in China.  

The adopted research methodology in this study was chosen based on the criteria of looking 
for ideas provided by practitioners of project management or other management related 
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activities that have experience in interacting with the Chinese culture. This interaction 
implies contact with Chinese nationals, Chinese companies or Chinese institutions.  

The philosophy driving this research is, regarding to Ontology, ‘subjective’ because it uses 
language and descriptions (Khun 1970, as reference in Lee, 1992); and, referring to 
Epistemology, it is ‘interpretivistic’ since it complies with the view that a strategy that 
respects differences between people and the natural world is required, then the researches 
should remark the subjective meaning of social action (Bryman and Bell, 2007). The 
approach is ‘inductive’ since it has to do with the understanding of new unknown 
phenomena and research context through data collecting process which include the 
interview as method. The selected research method is ‘qualitative’ since it was focus on the 
description of the chosen persons’ reality and their interpretation of the phenomena 
(Bryman and Bell, 2007).  

3.2 Practical Methodology 

Saunders et al (2007) mentioned that there are two methods for research choice which are 
mono and multiple methods. As defined by Saunders et al (2007, p. 145), mono method is 
the research method which “use a single data collection technique and corresponding 
analysis procedures” while multiple methods is the research method which “use more than 
one data collection technique and analysis procedures to answer research question”. 
Mono method has been applied for this study since only qualitative research was chosen as 
above mentioned.   

Under qualitative research, following four main practical research methods have been 
identified according to Bryman and Bell (2007). 

Ethnography/participant observation – “Observation in which the researcher attempts to 
participate fully in the lives and activities of the research subjects and thus becomes a 
member of the subject’s group(s), organization (s) or community” (Saunders et al, 2007, p. 
605). 

Qualitative interviewing – “Collective term for semi-structured and unstructured 
interviews aimed at generating qualitative data” (Saunders et al, 2007, p. 605). 

Focus groups – “Group interview, composed of a small number of participants, facilitated 
by a ‘moderator’, in which the topic is defined clearly and precisely and there is a focus on 
enabling and recording interactive discussion between participants” (Saunders et al, 2007, 
p. 605). 

Language-based approaches – Descriptive qualitative data collection method, e.g. 
conversation analysis (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

The collection and qualitative analysis of texts and documents 

Qualitative interviewing has been chosen for this research since it allows the researcher to 
obtain the deeper and broader information related to cultural issue in term of power 
distance from the further question initiated from information gained during interviewing. 
Also, since the qualitative interviewing is conducted with semi-structured interview, which 
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will be clarified in the next section of Data Collection Methods, with only one interviewee 
for each interview, without inducement or interruption by other opinions, the interviewees 
can express more of their real opinions and feelings during the interview which will 
provides the researcher to gain truly practical information. 

3.2.1 Data Collection Methods  

The collected data for this study is primary data which is “data collected specifically for 
the research project being undertaken” (Saunders et al, 2007, p .607).  Since the objective 
of this research is related to cultural issue on the aspect of power distance dimension which 
required deep understanding of social phenomena, the appropriate primary data collection 
method has been considered to be qualitative interviews. Saunders et al (2000) stated that 
“An interview is a purposeful discussion between two or more people.   Qualitative 
interview can be separated into two major categories based on level of formality and 
structure which are semi-structures interviews, and unstructured interviews (Saunders, 
2000). The details of each interviewing category will be as following. 

Semi-structured interviews – It is the interview context in which the various ranges of 
question has been provided to the interviewee (Bryman and Bell, 2007). The questions for 
each interview can be varied depending on the flow of conversation (Saunders et al, 2000). 
Comparing with structured interview in which the same range of specific question will be 
asked to the interviewee with limited range of answer in order to obtain comprehensive 
reliable answer that normally applied for quantitative research, the questions of semi-
structured interviews are more generalized. Moreover, further questions within the scope of 
study can be asked in order to get the necessary information (Bryman and Bell, 2007).  

Unstructured interviews – The interview is generally conducted base on only the list of 
topics. The questioning manner under unstructured interview is informal and the sets of 
questions are different from one interview to another. 

Motivated by the thoughts such as Hall’s (1973) who compared culture to music as above 
mentioned, the intention of this research is to analyze the opinions of individuals that have 
been personally immersed into the real experience of intercultural interaction in their 
organizations. Following this rational, semi-structured interviews have been selected as 
data collecting method in this study since it allows researchers to have more understanding 
of interviewee experience and better data analysis from their context while the researcher 
still can keep the main theme of the study. Base on the characteristic of the semi-structured 
interview which is similar to common conversation, the researcher can gain actual and 
more information from the interviewee as the interviewees feel more comfortable to share 
the information with the researchers, further questions within the scope of study can be 
posed to allow researchers to get the necessary information (Bryman and Bell, 2007). The 
theoretical and practical methodology of this research can be summarized in below table 6. 
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Table 6. The Summary of Research Theoretical and Practical Methodology 

3.2.1.1 Interview Guide 

In order to conduct semi-structured interview, the interview guide, which refers to “a list of 
questions on fairly specific topics to be covered” according to Bryman and Bell (2007), is 
required to outline the direction of interview. Since the further questions can be included 
under the semi-structured interview, the questions which are not in the list of questions can 
be initiated from the information which interviewee mentioned during the interviewing. 
The interview guide for this search has been developed with the aim to understanding 
cultural differences which become barriers in project implementation by developing opened 
questions in order to allow the interviewees to freely express their experience, not limit the 
answer with closed question. The list of the question for semi-structured interview of this 
research can be referred from appendix 2.  

The interview was created in order to follow a path in which the interviewee is led to give 
us their insight about the theme from the generalities to the most specific issues that are the 
main target of this study. Nine questions were defined as the guide for the semi-structured 
interview. 

With the first question it is intended to know if the interviewee is currently involved in a 
project implementation in China by mentioning that project and describing it. In case the 
person is not currently involved in any project the question will address to the last project. 
As the persons chosen for this study were not all involved in specific project management 
areas the question was addressed regarding to their activities as a functional manager. Some 
of the persons selected for the interview are not or were not involved in projects 
implemented in Chinese territory, however, they were involved with Chinese nationals 
form continental China. In the same way, some of the Chinese nationals interviewed were 
involved in projects of functional activities abroad. The objective of including foreigners 
and Chinese nationals working abroad is to remark the importance of the Chinese culture 
even when the work is realized overseas which will stress the necessity of cultural 
understanding when undertaken activities in China. 

The objective of the second question is to know if there is a partnership of the organization 
where the interviewee belongs to with a Chinese organization. This will be an indicator of 
how important is to have a Chinese partner that aid foreign organizations to better interact 
within a Chinese cultural environment.  

The third question regards to the assessment and perception that each person has about the 
cultural differences. By asking how they gave importance to them it will be an indicator of 

Research Elements Selected Elements

Philosophy Ontology : Subjectivism

Epistemology : Interpretivism 

Approach Inductive

Strategy Qualitative 
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the consideration given to this issue for further planning how to deal with them in order to 
overcome barriers and conflicts that can occur due to misunderstandings. 

The fourth question aims to have knowledge on how often an organization develops a 
formal and systematic way to deal with cultural differences. This way it can be brought 
light on the level of sophistication that an organization could apply as part of their activities 
of international project management. Based on the previous literature, it can be suggested 
that conflicts are common when individuals of different cultures are in direct interaction, 
especially when their cultures are more different. Therefore, it results interesting to know if 
the interviewees have experienced some kind of conflict due to misunderstandings and, 
more important, how they dealt with it to solve it. 

In the next question the concept of Power Distance is discussed. First, the objective is to 
know if the interviewed person is familiar with the concept. If not, a brief explanation of it 
with the example of the Chinese culture compared to other culture, mainly western will be 
given. After the concept is clear, the objective is to have an opinion about how this factor 
impacted their project implementation or their business activity to have a view from the 
practitioner point of view which is the aim of this study. By discussing this issue, it is 
expected that the interviewees mention other concepts related such as Seniority, Guanxi or 
Face to stress them as remarkable factors that are in close relationship with the Power 
Distance in the Chinese culture. 

Following the idea that losing face can be felt as painful as physical maltreatment 
(Hofstede, 1984), the concept of ‘Face’ is remarked. If the interviewee does not mention it 
in the previous question it will be asked if he/she knows about it. If not, the concept will be 
explained and then, interviewees will be encouraged to describe how they think this factor 
has affected their way of implementing projects. Then, after the interviewed persons give 
their opinions and insight on the manner these cultural factors affect their project 
implementation or the implementation of their functional activities, in a way of summary, it 
is asked which they think are the critical success factors, related to the addressed topics, 
that have to be considered to enable a successful project implementation in China. 

Finally, looking for motivating the interviewees to give some extra information that could 
be remarkable for this research, it is posed the question about what they have learned from 
working in a different cultural environment. This way, it will be possible to find out in 
which way people from cultures different from the Chinese could find common ground on 
which successful relationships could be built. The last four question are expected to be the 
ones from which the most important information will be taken from. 

3.2.1.2 Selection of the Interviewees 

Interviewees were mainly selected among the personal contacts from past work experience 
of the researchers. One of the interviewees was selected among contacts provided by Umeå 
Universitet and another one selected among course mates. 

The selection of the people interviewed was based in the following criteria: 

a) Foreign persons from western countries or similar to western that have experience 
in project management or that have participated in the implementation of a project 
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in China or that have experience in working in close collaboration with Chinese 
entities (individuals, firms, government). 

b) Chinese nationals that have experience in working in project management or that 
have participated in the implementation of a project, or that have experience in 
working in close collaboration with foreign entities (individuals, firms, 
governments). 

Since projects can be seen as small companies limited in time (Schneider, 1995) and factors 
,such as good communication among stakeholders, trust, personnel management and 
knowledge transfer (PMI, 1996; Slevin and Pinto, 1987; Schneider, 1995; Diallo & 
Thuillier, 2004) are remarked as important issues that have to be taken care of in the project 
implementation phase, it was not mandatory that the selected persons to be interviewed 
should specifically have experience within the project management field. The most 
important criterion to select them was their experience working in multicultural 
organizations whose activities consisted on the close interaction of the Chinese culture with 
foreign cultures (western countries or similar to western). These interviews were necessary 
to accomplish the following research objectives (stated in the introduction part): 
 

 To identify the elements which characterize power distance and understand power 
distance in China 

 To identify the impact of power distance on project in China  
 To identify how power distance can be a barrier for the project implementation in 

China 
 To develop a way to cope with power distance to overcome cultural barrier that can 

affect the project implementation 

All interviewees were contacted via e-mail to properly request the opportunity to realize the 
interview to them. The content of e-mail can be referred from appendix 1. Among 11 
potential interviewees, contacted eight responded positively. The questions of the semi-
structured interview as shown in appendix 2 were attached to the correspondent messages. 
Every interview was carried on and recorded via internet utilizing VOD Software lasting an 
average of 30 minutes.  

3.2.2 Data Collection Process 

Conduction of the Interviews 

Before the interview started, every interviewee presented himself/herself giving us a brief 
background of the organization they belong to and a brief description of the activities that 
they undertake as part of their responsibilities within that organization. 

In every question the interviewee was free to expand on their answers in order to give a 
better description of their experiences and their opinions. Regarding to the questions that 
addressed to specific concepts such as the concept of Power Distance, it was expected that 
the interviewee does not have previous knowledge on the subject. Therefore, before 
continuing with the interview, the concept was explained by giving a clear definition 
complemented by suitable examples. Other questions were posed depending on the flow of 
the interview in order to gather more information that could be useful for the research. 
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Every interview was realized via internet utilizing VOD Software lasting an average of 30 
minutes. Webcam was not used. Every interview was recorded. 

The flow of interview can be illustrated in below figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Flow of Interview  

3.2.3 Analysis Techniques 

The analysis technique for this study is conducted by dividing the data expected to be collected into 
five main categories as followings. In later step, the questions of semi-structured interview have 
been established with the aim to receive information according to the identified categories. They 
have been run in order in order to obtain general information from interviewees at the beginning 
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and narrow down to project management focusing on the project implementation phase. Then, the 
questions concerning to intercultural management have been asked in order to identify the 
importance of intercultural management. The ending questions will be scoped down to power 
distance perspective focusing on the impact of “Keeping Face” culture on project implementation 
and the critical success factors which should be applied in order to overcome the cultural barrier. 
The list of interviewed questions can be referred from appendix 2.    

a) General information of context – Before starting the interview, information of general 
background has been acquired from the interviewees. 

b) Project management – Question no. 1 and 2 in appendix 2 aims to acquire information 
related to the project implementation in China and interaction between Chinese and 
foreigner during project implementation phase. 

c) Intercultural Management – Question no. 3 to 5 in appendix 2 have purposed to obtain the 
information concerning intercultural management and its importance since the answer of 
questions indicated interviewees’ awareness on the importance of cultural differences, 
available guidelines to cope with cultural barrier and the way which interviewees handle the 
conflicts which occurred from cultural differences. 

d) Power Distance – The answer for question no. 6 and 7 in appendix 2 have identified the 
realization, impact of Chinese power distance and “Keeping Face” culture on project 
implementation. 

e) Critical success factors to overcome cultural barriers – In order to obtain the information of 
critical success factors to overcome cultural barriers with an aim to develop guidelines for 
coping with power distance during project implementation, question no. 8 and 9 in 
appendix 2 have been created.  

The above categorization can be illustrated in below figure 4. 

 

 

Figure 4. Categorization of Information to be Obtained from Semi-structured Interviews 
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3.2.4 Analysis Approach 

Due to the diverse nature of qualitative data analysis, there is no standard approach for analyzing 
qualitative data. A number of qualitative approaches have been proposed together with different 
strategies for data collection. The strategies have been grouped by Tesch (1990, cited by Saunders 
et al, 2003) into four categories which are understanding the characteristics of language, 
discovering regularities, comprehending the meaning of text or action, and reflection. These 
strategies can lead to other different approaches for qualitative data analysis which include both 
high and low structure. Some approaches of qualitative data analysis are formalized while some 
approaches are more interpretation.  In the other words, first two strategies is related to analytic 
strategies in which higher structure and details procedure are needed more than last two strategies. 
Another way to differentiate the qualitative analysis approach is from deductive and inductive 
perspectives.  The three dimensions to differentiate the qualitative analysis approach can be 
summarized in below figure 5. It includes less structured - more structured, interpretivist - 
procedural, and inductive - deductive.  

 

 

Figure 5. Dimensions of Qualitative Analysis (Saunders et al, 2003, p. 380) 

Base on three dimensions of qualitative analysis, since the analysis of this research is conducted by 
comprehending the meaning of transcription from interview recordings and reflection of the 
information obtained from interview, the first two dimensions strategy adopted for qualitative 
analysis approach is less structured and interpretivist, respectively. For the third dimension, the 
inductive strategy has been applied since the guidelines to overcome cultural barrier in China in the 
perspective of power distance will be developed after data analysis. Saunders et al (2003) stated that 
these strategies have shared general set of process which involved the activities of categorization, 
unitizing data, recognizing relationships and developing the categories to facilitate the study, and 
developing and testing hypotheses to reach conclusion. This research has followed the general set of 
process in order to accomplish the objectives of the research. 

Categorization  

This involves grouping of collected data into meaningful categories which should be facilitated the 
analysis of the research (Saunders et al, 2003). For this research, the collected qualitative data from 
each question have been divided into above mentioned categories. 

Less Structured More Structured

Interpretivist Procedural

Inductive Deductive
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Unitizing data 

It is related to reducing and rearranging the unit of collected data into the appropriate categories 
which are more manageable and comprehensible (Saunders et al, 2003). The unit of data can be in 
forms of sentences, paragraph, and a bunch of data which is compatible to each category. This step 
is involving data selection process which bases on the objective of research. After the data of this 
research has been collected from the interview, it has been unitize into appropriate categories.  

Recognizing relationships and developing the categories to facilitate the study 

This step involves reorganizing the data and designing the appropriate way to perform data analysis. 
In order to search for key factor, pattern, and relationship of collected data, the category might be 
refined and data might be rearranged in order to gain meaningful data set (Saunders et al, 2003). 
For this research, the obtained data has been grouped base on the purpose of each question and 
comparison among eight interviews has been made in excel spreadsheet in order to analyze the 
relationship among identified categories and find the common ground which can be used to develop 
the guidelines model to cope with power distance in order to overcome cultural barrier in China. 

Developing and testing hypotheses to reach conclusion 

As the research aims to search for the pattern and relationship among various categories, this step is 
concerned with the development of hypothesis in order to test the existing of connection between 
each category. In this research, the proposition has been developed in order to prove the existing of 
common value between Chinese and western culture, which will support foreign entities to 
implement project successfully in China.  

The specific step of data collection in this research can be summarized in below figure 6. 
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Figure 6. Steps of Data Collection Process 

3.2.5 Ethical considerations 

Research ethics refer to issues on the way the theme to be researched is formulated and 
clarified, it is also relative to the design of the research and the way access is achieved to 
get the necessary information. Once this necessary data is collected, ethics also comprehend 
its storage, analysis and disclosure, and these ethical considerations exist since the very 
beginning of the research planning (Saunders et al, 2007). Proper behavior regarding to 
everyone affected by the elaboration of this study is responsibly attended. 

Every potential interviewee was properly requested for their consent in order to realize the 
interview to them. Those who did not accept or those who did not answered to the request 
were no longer asked in order to avoid disturbance and to respect their right to deny 
themselves to be part of this research. In order to avoid any kind of deception, those who 
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accepted were properly informed of every detail of the interview by sending them a letter 
via e-mail as shown in appendix 2 containing all information regarding to: name of 
researches, name of the master program, characteristics of the program, name of the 
Universities involved, name of the topic and the guide questions for the semi-structured 
interview. Their privacy is being guaranteed for those who requested it. Moreover, care for 
the interviewee’s integrity is considered in every stage of the research process. 

Referring to the analysis of the data, every interview has been transcript sticking as much as 
possible to the original conversation to present it as it is. It is important to mention that any 
of the interviewed persons is an English native speaker. However, special care on the 
transcript was attended. If necessary, record of every interview is kept for further review 
regarding to the reliability of the transcripts. Since the main topic refers to a cultural aspect, 
special attention was paid in order to avoid a situation where the interviewee could feel 
offended in anyway. 

Following the same rational, this study was written keeping carefulness on the language to 
describe or address to every concept or person involved. Therefore, it is ensured that this 
text does not neglect the way it is presented in order to evade all aspects that could offend, 
scandalize or transgress potential readers. 

3.2.6 Credibility of Findings 

In order to access the quality of business research and limit the possibility of incorrect 
research findings, the creditability of the study needed to be considered during research 
design process (Bryman and Bell, 2007). According to Saunders et al (2007), to obtain the 
creditability of findings, reliability and validity needed to be emphasized during research 
design process. 

Reliability is related to the consistency of measurement (Bryman and Bell, 2007). As 
mentioned in Saunders et al (2007, p. 149), “reliability refers to the extent to which data 
collection techniques or analysis procedures will yield consistent findings” whereas 
“validity is concerned with whether the findings are really about what they appear to be 
about” (Saunders et al, 2007, p. 150). In the other words, the validity is concerned to 
whether the measure of concept really measured what the researcher intend to measure. 
Lecompte and Goetz (1982, cited by Bryman and Bell, 2007, p.  410) has divided the 
reliability and validity in relation to qualitative research into external and internal 
dimensions. It includes internal reliability, external reliability, internal validity, and external 
validity in which the details are as followings.  

Internal reliability is similar to inter-observer consistency. It is concerned with the 
consistency of the observer decision in subjective judgment when there are more than one 
observers involved in the activities. In the other words, it is the agreement of observers on 
what they see or hear (Bryman and Bell, 2007). For this research, the research team 
members are more than one person and the findings has been discussed and agreed in the 
same direction. Also, base in the same set of semi-structured interview questions, the 
analysis for each interview is proceeded with the same techniques as mentioned above. 
Therefore, the collected data from each interview has been analyzed in order to obtain the 
information according to the purpose of each category.  
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External reliability refers to the extent to which the research can be replicated (Bryman and 
Bell, 2007). In order to compare with original researcher, the similar social role needed to 
be adopted. For this research, a number of related literatures to the cultural issues and 
project implementation in which the research is partially replicated have been found. 
However, it seems that there are no previous studies which provide the proper guideline to 
cope with power distance in order to overcome cultural barrier for successful project 
implementation in China according to this research topic and objectives.  

Internal validity refers to the degree in which the observation can be matched with 
developed theory (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Since the developed theory is based on 
proposition of the study and analysis of the observation which is conducted in the way to 
achieve the objective of this research, the developed theory is appropriately matched with 
the result of observation. Moreover, the eight interviewees have been selected based on 
professional experience of the project management focusing on implementation phase or 
having collaboration with Chinese or foreigners in order to get the valid practical 
information.  

External validity is related to the generalization of findings to other social settings (Bryman 
and Bell, 2007). Although the number of interviews is only eight which seems insufficient 
in developing the guidelines to cope with cultural barrier in China for all country 
worldwide, the findings is based on analysis of data collecting from different interviewees 
with diversified educational backgrounds, working experiences, positions, organizations, 
and cultures including Mexican, Chinese, Columbia, and etc in which the represented 
viewpoints from around the world can be acquired. Therefore, the guidelines to cope with 
cultural barrier in China from power distance perspective developed from the findings can 
be generalized to a certain extent for the foreigners who have the same or similar context as 
interviewees. However, higher number of interviews for further study is needed in order to 
develop more solid guidelines which can be generalized to all of foreigners worldwide who 
would like to implement the project in China successfully. 

3.3 Summary 

The chosen methodology is focused on acquiring qualitative information. It was intended 
that, by realizing these semi-structured interviews, the chosen Chinese and non-Chinese 
practitioners would feel open to convey their experiences and thoughts in order to get the 
specific information that is needed to satisfactorily achieve the ultimate objectives of this 
research. The used of VOD software offered an important advantage by allowing the 
research team to communicate with all interviewees in the most convenient way for them.   

To obtain valid information, the selection of each interviewee followed the established 
criteria of being foreign persons from western countries or similar to western that have 
experience working in close collaboration with Chinese entities (individuals, firms, 
government) and Chinese nationals that have experience in working in close collaboration 
with foreign entities (individuals, firms, governments). As similar inputs were obtained 
from each interview, the information is considered reliable. 

Each interview was conducted following the established strategy seeking to get the 
necessary inputs of knowledge withdrawn from the professional experience and previous 
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knowledge on the topic of each of the interviewees. All remarkable ethical considerations 
were always regarded as basic principles to carry on each interview. 
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis, Findings and Discussions 

Chapter 4 presents the analysis of collected data by summarizing each interview and 
performing comparative analysis among non-Chinese, Chinese and all interviewees. It is 
analyzed all information acquired from each interview looking to identify those notorious 
patterns that could be used to develop the necessary framework of knowledge to 
accomplish the main objectives of this research. Then, the findings from analysis and 
discussion will be indicated by dividing into power factors, communication medium, and 
power distance.     

4.1 Data Analysis 

For this research eight interviews were achieved. Interviewees 1 and 7 are two senior 
managers from Sweden and China respectively.  Interviewee 1 has project management 
experience at the strategic level while interviewee 7 has experience at the operational level. 
Their exact age is not known because inquiring them on that personal aspect was 
considered not proper. The rest of the interviewees are young being in the range of 22 to 30 
years old. Not all of them have specific experience in project management. 
 
Interviewees 2, 4 and 8 are Chinese nationals. Interviewee 8 is the only one who has 
specific experience in project management. Interviewees 3, 5 and 6 are from Latin-
American countries, the first one from Colombia and the other two from Mexico. The three 
of them have experience in managing export, import, marketing and bilateral business 
cooperation projects. 
 
In order to analyze the collected data, the information collecting from each interview has been 
summarized as following  
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Interviewee 1 
Senior Market Manager in China 
Nationality: Swedish 
Organization: Mooring Systems Company 
Nationality of the organization: Swedish  
Location of operations: China 
Gender: Male 
Age: Unknown 
 
The first interviewee is a high level manager that has been involved with the Chinese 
culture since his teenage. He performs as Market Director in the Chinese market for a 
Swedish firm. He also works as an advisor for other companies to be able to enter to 
compete in China. He was directly involved in a project implemented for the Olympic 
Games 2008 celebrated in Beijing. In this project it was necessary to establish a partnership 
with a Chinese counterpart. 
 
Since the beginning of the interview, the remark from his part on the importance of having 
knowledge on the Chinese culture for making business was obvious.  His assessment of the 
cultural differences is remarkably high. Being a Sinologist (expert on the Chinese culture) 
is an important part of his function as Market Director. Through his knowledge of the 
Chinese culture he structures business agendas for entrepreneurs that attempt to carry on 
projects in Chinese territory. 
 
The interviewee stressed the fact that status and face are outstanding concepts that have to 
be highly considered. He pointed out the importance of keeping record on the moments 
when the company interested in getting into the Chinese market has contact with high status 
individuals or institutions of the Chinese society. He agrees with the statement that Power 
Distance is large in China (Hofstede, 1980). The interviewee explained his statement with 
the example of how images, i.e. pictures that show him shaking hands with high level 
government individuals are very useful to achieve smoother project executions since this 
items work as a powerful reference on the reliability of the firm. He argued that sometimes 
these kinds of materials are even more useful than the technical background of a company.  
 
Regarding to the concepts of ‘face’ and ‘Guanxi’, it was not necessary to pose the question 
since the interviewee referred to these issues as part of his answers to previous questions 
and immediately linked them to the concept of Power distance as well confirming the logic 
that link all this factors. From his answers, it is implied that keeping the ‘Face’ of all 
stakeholders involved in a project it will be possible to build the necessary ‘Guanxi’ that 
will ultimately smooth the path for a successful project implementation. He explained that a 
key idea to keep every body’s ‘Face’ is by showing respect for the status of the 
stakeholders involved as well as showing respect for Chinese authority figures and 
institutions. He stressed that the only way to be able to comply with this cultural issues is to 
have a comprehensive and deep knowledge of the culture, not only by reading but by 
personal experience living in that country. The stress in communications skills is also 
evident in order to solve conflicts of any kind. Building trust to achieve strong relationships 
is another key factor for a successful project implementation.  
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Interviewee 2 
Junior Sales Manager 
Nationality: Chinese 
Organization: Fastening Systems Company 
Nationality of the Organization: German 
Location of operation: China 
Gender: Female 
Age: Unknown 
 
The second subject is a Chinese national functional manager who has experience working 
in cultural business environments such as Chinese and German. The company where she 
performs is located in Chinese territory and it is not currently partnering with any Chinese 
firm. She does not have experience working abroad. The most important information we 
could gather from this interviewee is her view as a Chinese national when comparing both 
styles of management.   
 
Regarding to Power Distance, she explained how different the Chinese style is from the 
German. She commented on the difficulty of conveying point of views in the large Power 
Distance in the Chinese environment. Orders have to be followed and the young ones are 
not allowed to contradict or even to suggest something that slightly differs from the 
decision made by the person in charge. Respect for the authority has to be regarded at all 
time. If there is an urgent need to let higher status individuals know about certain issues, an 
alternative way of communication has to be found. Direct comment is highly non-
recommended.  
 
When asked about her opinion on how ‘Face’ affected the interaction among Chinese and 
foreigners, she could not explain precisely the relationship. Even when she understood what 
was the idea of the topic; it seems that she has never analyzed this issue as an independent 
factor since ‘Face’, is a behavior that for her, is tacit and implied in all relationships  
 
She explained that as a young manager she feels more motivated of conveying her ideas 
within the foreign environment. Direct comment on orders or opinions about decisions 
made by the person in charge are allowed and encouraged. The interviewee remarked the 
importance on being aware of both cultures. This fact allows her to explain how issues 
should be handled in China to her foreign bosses. She remarks the importance of 
relationships in China and how difficult is for foreigners to understand it. 
 
As a Chinese national she cherishes her culture but she feels open to learn new ways. It can 
be implied by her answers and comments that young Chinese nationals respond positively 
to reduction of the Power Distance.  She made special emphasis in good communication 
and the importance of being honest to convey messages if there is any conflict or 
misunderstanding in order to solve it for the betterment of the performance of an 
organization. 
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Interviewee 3 
General Manager, Family Business 
Nationality: Colombian 
Organization: International Trading Company  
Location of operation: China 
Nationality of the Organization: Colombian 
Gender: Male 
Age 22 
 
The third subject is a young manager from Colombia that is currently living in China. He 
explained us how important is for him to understand the way the so called ‘common sense’ 
is not that common. Aspects of life and behaviors that foreign cultures take for granted are 
not the same in China. He is also another example of a mediator between his culture and the 
Chinese culture. He remarked the importance of knowing the language as a manager or, at 
least, having some native speaker that can be a translator. 
 
Since he is managing Chinese employees, he stressed the need of being very specific when 
orders are given to employees. For managers from foreign cultures, there are issues that are 
obvious and, therefore, they expect employees to be proactive. As the respect for the one in 
charge and the obedience to this individual has to be regarded at all time, Chinese 
employees will follow orders to the detail. If some detail is missing it will not be realized, 
disregarding what the manager considers as obvious. For him, visual communication is 
paramount to get a common picture of the objectives. He also pointed out at the fact that 
young Chinese can be more easily adapted to the culture of the organization where they 
performed. This allows managers to model them in order to implant into their minds the 
foreign way of working. However, this only will be possible if there is a previous 
understanding from the side of the foreign manager of their way of thinking. 
 
He pointed out the difference that exists between Chinese from the north and Chinese from 
the south. The south is more culturally opened and the north is more traditional. Therefore, 
the way of dealing with managers will be also different. By being aware of this situation 
will enable foreign managers to build a strong Guanxi, aspect that he considers as crucial to 
work in China. 
 
Regarding to Power Distance, he stated with special stress that it is very complicated to 
reach bosses that are in a superior level. You have to communicate to someone in the 
middle who usually does not have power of decision-making or who does not have the right 
information. Therefore, building a strong relationship is very important to get it.  
 
Face is something you have to understand by experience living in China. Then, that will be 
the only way to understand why employees will not give the superior direct answers. If they 
receive some instruction and they do not know how to realize it they will try to hide their 
lack of knowledge to keep their face and to keep the manager’s as well, because by 
expressing that disability, in their culture, it is a disrespectful behavior to the authority. 
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In his experience he learned that everything is possible when dealing with different 
cultures. Even when young Chinese are more adaptable to other cultures when it comes to 
the big picture, Chinese nationals, in general, are unlikely to adapt to another culture. They 
will keep their own no matter if they live abroad. 
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Interviewee 4 
Former R&D Deputy Manager 
Nationality: Chinese  
Organization: Stove Manufacturer Company 
Location of operation: South Africa 
Nationality of the Organization: Chinese 
Gender: Male 
Age 27 
 
Interviewee number four is a Chinese national that performed in a Chinese company 
established in South Africa and that was reporting to both South African and Chinese 
managers. He was involved in the development of new stove models. 
 
As he was hired in China without previous international experience, he was curious of the 
foreign culture but he did not know precisely what to expect. In this case, according to his 
answers, it is suggested that, for this firm, the knowledge of its Chinese personal on the 
culture of the host country was not relevant. However, it is not known by him if that was a 
relevant aspect for higher positions. 
 
Related to the Power Distance, he agrees on the statement that it is large in the Chinese 
Society. When comparing his experience in South Africa with his experience in China, he 
commented that project implementation differs considerably. Chinese bosses are not open 
to listen to opinions from their subordinates. If there is any suggestion from them, they 
have to find the right way and moment to express it. Orders have to be followed as they are. 
On the other hand, foreigners are always open to discussion.  
 
He sees an advantage in the Chinese way. He explained that it aids to the faster completion 
of the project since there is not time wasted in discussions. However, he also recognized the 
fact that if the manager is making a mistake the whole project will follow the wrong way. 
 
When referring to Face, he pointed out the fact that Chinese will always avoid to respond 
negatively to other one’s request or opinions. This is related to the respect that has to be 
kept for every stakeholder involved. However, it does not mean they agree. It is necessary 
to learn to interpret the signals that will indicate when there is a real agreement.  
 
As a young Chinese national he considers himself open to other cultures. He also remarked 
the value of honesty. According to him, it is normal that some aspects from a different 
culture will be completely unknown. Therefore, the best way to cope with it is by asking 
when something is unclear. Being honest is highly praised in China and by showing your 
interest to learn the Chinese way, respect can be easily obtained. 
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Interviewee 5 
Director for Business Relations between Mexico and the Asia-Pacific Region 
Nationality: Mexican 
Organization: Business cooperation organism (Non-government)  
Location of operation: Mexico-China 
Nationality of the Organization: Mexican 
Gender: Male 
Age 28 
 
Interviewee number five is highly involved in projects that aim to establish liaisons 
between Mexican and Chinese entrepreneurs. His organization is working in close 
relationship with its equivalent in China. 
 
As part of his studies he spent two years in China coursing a Chinese language and 
business program. Therefore, he understood how important is to learn the Chinese way in 
order to achieve the establishment of business relationships. He has a structured way to deal 
with the cultural differences because it is one of the necessary basic features to perform his 
job. He explains how different is the business culture in China to Mexican entrepreneurs 
that attain to join commercial missions. Then, after arranging an agenda complying with the 
Chinese costumes, he takes them to China to have the personal experience. 
 
He specially highlights the impact that the large Power Distance that exists in China has in 
his project implementation. Because he is a young manager, every time he attends meetings 
in China, representing his organization as a Director, he is very careful in being 
accompanied by a senior official of the Mexican Ministry of Economics. He knows that 
seniority plays a major role in the relations of power in the Chinese society; therefore, in 
order to have a better performance leading the commercial missions, he has to find out 
different manners to deal with these cultural aspects. 
 
Face is another aspect that he notes as one of the crucial issues to understand when dealing 
with Chinese nationals. You must keep respect to every stakeholder involved. For example, 
if something is necessary to be done in a short time, finding a way of not making pressure 
that could make others feel disrespected is necessary. The manner of how ‘face’ is kept at 
different levels is different and has to be understood. It is a subjective concept that has to be 
experienced. Harmony must be regarded at all times. Thus, the necessary relationships or 
Guanxi, which is a basic guideline to effectively perform within the Chinese business 
culture, will be formed. 
 
He points out that, in order to achieve a successful project implementation regarding to 
cultural aspects, it is paramount to have knowledge about China. It is also important to 
spend some time living in Chinese territory in order to experience what it is said in books 
otherwise the essential aspects will not be understood. These aspects, along with keeping 
the face of all project stakeholders, harmony and remaining open to learn new ways of 
working will enable managers to make the connection between their cultures and the 
Chinese. 
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Interviewee 6 
General Manager  
Nationality: Mexican 
Organization: International Trading Company  
Location of operation: Mexico-China 
Nationality of the Organization: Mexican 
Gender: Male 
Age 28 
 
Interviewee number six is currently implementing a project that consists in opening a 
showroom of construction materials imported from China into Mexico. He expresses the 
importance of the cultural aspects when dealing with the Chinese suppliers. According to 
him, it is necessary to work in a different mental framework. His operations are located also 
in Chinese territory where he manages an office where three Chinese nationals are 
employed. He comments that managing them is not easy since even when they are fluent in 
English they do not always understand what it is said and they do not always mean what 
they say. If they know something you do not, they try not to be direct in a way of not 
undermining your authority by signaling your ignorance about a topic. As interviewee 
three, he stresses the importance of visual communication instead of written or verbal so 
the objectives are clear. 
 
He also spent some time in China as part of his studies. According to him it was difficult to 
understand at the beginning the way Chinese business are made. Once agreements are 
reached, it does not mean the business is ready to start. It is generally just the indicator that 
the relationship has been built. Then, the actual negotiation will start. It is for that reason 
that understanding the concept of Guanxi is crucial. For all these, the interviewee remarks 
the importance of the cultural differences. He reports to have some basic principles to 
follow in order to deal with the Chinese culture such as trusting your counterpart, mutual 
cooperation and keeping their face. He stresses the value of trying to solve conflicts by 
communicating at all time. Even when problems seem to be serious, finding the way for the 
most peaceful solution is essential. This will pay off greatly in the future. 
 
Regarding to the Power Distance, he recognizes its impact on his project implementation by 
explaining that, if there is some kind of conflict in a negotiation, what he called an impasse, 
it is recommendable to pass it to a higher level in order to be solved, or at least pretending 
someone in a higher level is taking charge. That is also a strategy used by them. 
 
He regards ‘Face’ as one of the most important issues to take care of. Mexican 
entrepreneurs sometimes do not understand that they cannot push too hard in a negotiation 
because they may cause that their Chinese counterparts prefer to lose a good business 
opportunity rather than face. 
 
He points out as the main factors to be considered for a successful project implementation 
having mental flexibility to understand a different mental framework; conversations should 
not be taking literally, giving respect to all stakeholders, patience for negotiations and 
building a strong Guanxi. 
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He comments that learning something is not the same as understanding it. He recommends 
keeping oneself open to learn new ways of organizing and strategizing in order to acquire a 
competitive advantage. 
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Interviewee 7 
Former Senior Project Manager  
Nationality: Chinese 
Organization: Not known 
Location of operation: China 
Nationality of the Organization: Chinese 
Gender: Male 
 
Subject number seven is a senior Chinese national that was involved in projects executed 
for the Olympic Games 2008, the Shanghai International Expo and Pudong international 
airport among others. 
 
His assessment on the cultural differences is high and he considers them a very important 
issue to be specially addressed in order to have a proper project implementation. Before the 
interview started, he pointed out several aspects that have to be regarded when executing 
projects in China. He mentioned the importance of the Guanxi, the importance of knowing 
your counterpart’s culture, the peculiarity of the preference of westerners for written 
communication which in his opinion sometimes it does not work in China; the importance 
of being aware of the differences between the traditional Northern China where drinking, 
for example, would make the difference between a successful business relationship and 
failure, and the more open western way of Southern China. 
 
Related to the Power Distance concept in the project implementation phase, he made an 
interesting point in establishing that the way it impacts a project depends on the kind of 
project. As the other interviewees, he acknowledges the fact that the distance between 
authority figures and subordinates is generally high in China but he highlighted that in 
some projects is different. The development a product is an example where the distance is 
shorter, since a project team is generally composed by a few experts and, sometimes, the 
project manager is not an expert, just a coordinator. On the other hand, in construction 
projects, a project manager should be strong and should keep a large distance from their 
employees in order to make them obey his instructions. According to him this is in the best 
interest of all stakeholders, for example, in terms of safety. 
 
Regarding to Face, he shares the same opinion of the other interviewees that you have to 
keep face of everyone involved and remarked the need for finding indirect ways of 
conveying opinions to the managers. However, he did not expand more on the topic. In 
resemblance with interviewee number two, he seems to take this concept for granted as if 
there were not considerable difference about the perception of respect in different cultures 
unlike foreigner interviewees who highlighted this as one of the most important concepts to 
be experienced and understood. 
 
As critical factors he stressed the respect to all stakeholders in order to make friendship and 
build Guanxi with superior and subordinates and this involves making favors to others in 
order to establish liaisons of gratitude.  
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He stated that China has changed in the last 30 years. There are people from diverse 
cultures carrying out different kinds of activities in China and this fact influences the local 
culture. Moreover, he comments the importance on of the large number of Chinese students 
around the world who are adopting new manners from different cultures, especially from 
western countries. He realizes himself as one of those examples of a Chinese influenced by 
the foreign culture. He even went further in stating that is recommendable to try to shorten 
this distance between bosses and employees when possible. 
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Interviewee 8 
Phd in Chinese Language Pedagogy  
Nationality: Chinese 
Organization: American University 
Location of operation: USA 
Nationality of the Organization: American 
Gender: Female 
Age 25 
 
Interviewee eight is involved in Chinese language program run by the US government to 
help American students learning professional Chinese and undertaking internships in 
China. In this interview, there is not specific feed-back on project management issues. 
However, her opinion is highly valuable as a Chinese national who is conscious about her 
culture on a deep level and who has as a main working objective the understanding between 
westerners and Chinese nationals. As Hofstede (1980) pointed out, because an individual is 
part of a culture, it does not necessarily mean that he/she understands it. Therefore, a 
Chinese national that understand his/her own culture could be seen as a valuable mean to 
shed light on difficult concepts.  
 
She considers that there is a big difference between working for an American organization 
and working for a Chinese one. Before moving to live in the USA, she did not expect that 
the difference could be that evident. In the USA, she is able to establish her own time and 
work schedule with no usual disagreement from her superiors while in China this is 
established by the director in charge. 
 
Due to her involvement in this program, she explained how the US government is very 
interested in making American business students be fully aware of the cultural differences 
so they can develop the skill to deal with them by learning the proper way of behavior in a 
Chinese working environment. 
 
As a young Chinese national she expresses her disagreement in following the traditional 
way of just following orders without questioning. She thinks that not all bosses are totally 
capable of making decisions just by themselves and if they make a mistake that will affect 
the whole project. 
 
Regarding to face, some foreigners do not really understand the concept and that can lead to 
misunderstandings. It is a very subjective idea that is necessary to live day by day to 
understand it because it is in the context.  
 
As the key factor for a successful relationship building she establishes that the path to 
follow is showing respect for the people involved, specially your superiors, then, let them 
feel you appreciate their knowledge, only after that, you can give your opinion. Honesty is 
paramount to enable efficient communication. She advises to always remain open to new 
manners and respect the differences even when they are contradicting your previous 
knowledge. 
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From the summary of each interview, the collected data have been divided into above mentioned categories based on the purpose 
of each question which is presented in below excel spreadsheet table 7. The interviewees in the interviews which hi-lighted with 
blue color in below table are non-Chinese and the one which hi-lighted with pink color are Chinese.  
 

Purpose of 
Question 

Interview 1 Interview 2 Interview 3 Interview 4 Interview 5 Interview 6 Interview 7 Interview 8 

Context Company Company Family 
Business 

Company Mexican  
Foreign 
Trade 
Organism 

Company University University 

Length of 
Interview 
(Minutes) 

55.52 33.10 46.30 28.36 40.08 74.70 38.32 38.00 

Position Market 
Manager 
China 

Junior Sales 
Manager 

General 
Manager 

Former 
R&D 
Deputy 
Manager 

Director for 
Asia Pacific 
Area 

General 
Manager 

Professor, 
former 
project 
manager 

Chinese 
Language 
Pedagogue  

Q1-Project Pontoon 
installation 
in Qingdao 
for Olympic 
game  

Functional 
manager 
(Non 
specific 
project) 

Supplying 
car cleaning 
product to 
retail stores 
in Colombia

Developing 
new model 
of stove 

Entailment 
of Mexican 
and Chinese 
entrepreneu
rs 

Showroom 
of 
construction 
materials in 
Mexico 

Constructio
n project of 
Olympic 
game in 
China, 
Shanghai 
internationa
l expo, and 
Pudong 
internationa
l airport 

Summer 
Project of 
Chinese 
Language 
Flagship 
Program in 
Qingdao 

Q2-Partnership 
with Chinese 

Organization for 
Project 

Implementation 

Yes No No No Yes No No No 
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Interaction with 
Chinese/foreigne

rs 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Q3-Awareness 
of the 

Importance of 
Cultural 

Differences 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Q4-Guidelines 
to Cope with 

Cultural Barrier 

No No No No Business 
agendas 
based on the 
compliance 
with 
Chinese 
way of 
doing 
business. 

No 
 

No Providing 
training 
course for 
proper 
behavior in 
second 
culture or in 
foreign 
working 
environment. 

Q5-Conflict 
from Culture 
Differences 

There is 
lack of open 
communicat
ion from 
Chinese 
counterpart. 

From 
Chinese 
perspective, 
the 
company 
has to 
maintain 
close 
relationship 
with 
government 
sector in 
doing 
business 
while the 

Different 
Common 
sense 
results in 
different 
way of 
working. 
There is the 
need of 
specific 
instructions 
for Chinese 
individual. 

Foreigners 
focus on the 
problems 
while 
Chinese 
focus on the 
root of 
problems in 
order to 
avoid future 
problem. 

Conflict 
occurred 
from 
Mexican’s 
last minute 
decisions 
culture and 
Chinese’s 
advance 
planning 
culture.  

There is 
conflict 
from 
different 
way of 
communicat
ion because 
Chinese do 
not always 
understand 
what they 
are told and 
they do not 
always 
mean what 

Chinese 
focus on the 
simple way 
of working 
and solving 
problem 
while the 
foreigners 
require 
logic and 
detailed 
procedure 
in problem 
solving and 
working 

It is not clear.  
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foreigners 
do not have 
the concept 
of keeping 
relations hip 
as in China 
which is 
cause of 
conflict in 
working.  

they say. 
There is the 
need for 
visual 
communicat
ion in order 
to obtain the 
same 
understandi
ng. 

process. 

Q6-
Understanding 

and 
Acknowledgeme
nt  on the Large 
Power Distance 

in Chinese 
Culture 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Q6-Impact of 
Chinese’s Power 

Distance to 
Project 

Implementation 

The 
relationship 
with high 
status 
person will 
help 
foreigners 
to do the 
business 
with 
Chinese 
easier. 

The 
subordinate
s are unable 
to express 
their own 
ideas freely. 
This might 
cause the 
limitation in 
finding the 
root of a 
problem 
and the best 
solution is 
not adopted 

It is difficult 
for the 
foreigners 
to 
communicat
e directly 
with boss in 
superior 
level who 
are usually 
the one with 
the right 
information. 
Therefore, it 
is necessary 

Team 
members 
are unable 
to express 
the idea 
openly due 
to the 
respect of 
boss status 
and 
authority. It 
can be 
advantage 
for the 
faster 

Chinese 
have less 
consideratio
n to the 
young 
person 
disregarding 
their 
positions. 
Therefore, it 
is difficult 
for young 
person to 
obtain 
creditability 

Sometimes, 
a person 
from high 
managemen
t position is 
required in 
business 
negotiation 
with 
Chinese.  

The large 
power 
distance can 
reduce the 
flow of 
important 
information 
between 
subordinate
s and 
managers. 
However, 
the large 
power 
distance can 

The projects 
have been 
affected since 
all the 
decisions has 
to be made 
by bosses 
who 
sometimes 
have 
insufficient 
capability, 
experience 
and skills and 
do not listen 
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in problem 
solving. 

to have 
strong 
relationship 
to get it. 
The 
communicat
ion has to 
follow the 
organization 
hierarchy 
structure.  

completion 
of the 
project. It 
also can be 
disadvantag
e if project 
manager 
make a 
mistake or 
is not 
skillful 
enough.   

from 
Chinese 
counterpart. 

be 
beneficial to 
construction 
project 
while short 
power 
distance 
will be 
more 
advantage 
for product 
developmen
t project.   

to the others  

Q7-Realization 
of Chinese’s 

“Keeping Face” 
Culture 

Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Q7-Impact of 
“Keeping Face” 

Culture to 
Project 

Implementation 

In order to 
keep face of 
bosses and 
subordinate
s, the 
communicat
ion among 
the team 
members is 
indirect 
which is a 
cause of 
misundersta
nding. 

Chinese 
will 
communicat
e indirectly 
to the 
others. 
Disagreeme
nt is not 
directly 
expressed to 
the superior.

Since 
Chinese 
will not 
express 
their lack of 
understandi
ng and 
knowledge, 
the conflict 
and 
misundersta
nding are 
more 
difficult to 
be solved. 

It is a cause 
of 
misundersta
nding in 
communicat
ion because 
the Chinese 
will not say 
“No” in 
order to 
keep face 
although 
they do not 
agree. It is 
necessary to 
learn how to 

It is 
important to 
keep good 
environmen
t by keeping 
other face 
when there 
is problem. 

Chinese 
prefer to 
lose the 
good 
business to 
losing face.  

It is 
necessary to 
solve the 
problems 
without 
losing other 
faces.  

“Keeping 
Face” is big 
issues in 
Chinese 
professional 
relationship. 
Both bosses 
and 
subordinates 
have to keep 
face of each 
other with 
indirect 
communicati
on. Some 
foreigners do 
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interpret the 
right sign 
out.  

not really 
understand 
the concept.  

Q8 and Q9-
Critical Factors 

to Overcome 
Cultural 

Barriers in 
Project 

Implementation 

Showing 
respect to 
the cultures 
by having 
the deep 
knowledge 
about it. 
Building 
connection, 
“Guanxi”.  

Good 
communicat
ion, 
experiencin
g different 
cultures, 
and 
honesty. 

Handling 
Chinese 
language, 
understandi
ng and 
being 
familiar 
with 
Chinese 
culture. 
Giving 
details 
instruction 
and visual 
communicat
ion. 
Building 
relationship
s. 

Awareness 
of cultural 
differences, 
honesty, 
and 
flexibility. 

Learning, 
experiencin
g, and 
understandi
ng Chinese 
culture 
concept e.g. 
Face, 
harmony, 
and Guanxi. 
Paying 
respect to 
other 
cultures. 

Flexibility 
and 
understandi
ng of 
different 
mental 
framework. 
Paying 
respect to 
other 
cultures, 
being 
patient and 
keeping a 
good 
relationship 
with 
Chinese. 
Non 
literature 
meaning 
conversatio
n.  

Keep 
“Keeping 
face” and 
paying 
respect to 
the others, 
building the 
relationship 
and 
communicat
ing the 
emotion to 
the team 
members in 
order to 
shorten 
power 
distance 
when 
possible.  

Being open 
and showing 
respect to the 
differences 
between 
cultures. 
Accompanyi
ng sincerity 
with Chinese 
culture of 
keeping face. 
Paying 
respect to 
other’s 
authority and 
knowledge 
before 
expressing 
the opinion 
honestly.   

 

Table 7. Categorization of Collected Data from Semi-structured Interview 
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4.1.1 Comparative Analysis among Non-Chinese Interviewees 

From all non Chinese interviewees only interviewee 1 comes from a country that is 
considered to be Western. The other three come from Latin-American countries that, even 
when they share a lot of similarities due to the important cultural heritage from the Western 
countries, they are not considered to be within this group. Despite this issue, all of them 
agreed with unanimity regarding to the high difference between their business culture and 
the Chinese and in the impact that the large Power Distance has in a project execution. 
Since every one of them spent time getting personally involved in the culture, they 
conveyed their initial shock when dealing with these differences for the first time. They all 
highlight the difficulty that it represents to play the role of mediator between people from 
their own culture and Chinese.   

Even when all of them coincided also in the importance of having knowledge on Chinese 
cultural aspects, interviewee one, the most experienced, went further to express that by 
having a real deep expertise on it, or in other words, becoming a Sinologist (expert in 
Chinese culture), it will be possible to be even considered by Chinese national as one of 
them, enabling foreign individuals to expand the opportunities to succeed in the Chinese 
market due to the importance of connections. 

Interviewees 3 and 6, being the ones managing Chinese employees, coincided in remarking 
the use of visual communication as the main mean of conveying ideas to get common 
objectives in order to overcome the cultural barrier established by the large Power Distance 
that, in their opinion, causes difficulties when communicating with subordinates. They also 
coincided in the idea that it is possible to shorten, in some degree, this Power Distance 
towards their employees 

Interviewees 5 and 6 coincided in signaling the importance of finding creative ways to cope 
with Power Distance related aspects such as status and seniority in order to overcome 
potential and existing barriers encouraging managers to look for ways to adapt to the 
factors they cannot change. 

Interviewee 5 is the only one with a formal structure to deal with cultural differences as part 
of the activities of his position in Mexican foreign trade organism. 

All of them coincided in the evident openness of the young generation of Chinese to 
western manners, costumes and business approaches. Therefore, it can be suggested that 
they agree in the potential shortening of the Power Distance between foreign managers and 
Chinese subordinates. However, they all agree that it is crucial to keep the respect (the 
distance in power) for the individuals with status and symbols of status.  

In the same way, they all agreed that Face is a concept that has to be lived to be understood. 
They express in different ways that the way of keep Face differs depending on the level of 
the person that is being treated. It is implied from their ideas that the way of building 
relationships (Guanxi) is by learning how to keep the Face of all stakeholders involved in 
the project.   
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4.1.2 Comparative Analysis among Chinese Interviewees 

All Chinese interviewees agreed on the importance of the assessment of the cultural 
differences in order to interact with foreigners in a working environment. However, they all 
were less ‘anxious’ when expressing the existence of these differences. Foreigners showed 
a certain level of frustration when describing their experiences unlike Chinese interviewees 
who always showed a relative moderation of emotion. 

Interview 7 is the most experienced of them. He is critic on the way foreigners, especially 
westerners, manage projects. He highlights the advantages that a small Power Distance has 
but is considered of the fact that it is important to identify when it is possible to shorten this 
distance and when it is better to keep it as it is. 

Interviewees 2, 4 and 8 are young Chinese nationals that praise the importance of being 
closer to their superiors in order to create more efficient ways of realizing a project. 
However, interviewee 2 and 8, are especially positive about being in an environment where 
there is a short Power Distance. It could be suggested that this is because these two subjects 
are completely immersed in a western working environment. Interviewee 4 is also positive 
in his perception about a short distance in power but he is more considered of the 
advantages of the Chinese framework. This could be due to the fact that, even when he is 
partly reporting to a western manager, he is still within the context of a Chinese firm 
reporting also to a Chinese manager. 

When discussing the Face concept, interviewees 7 and 8 were more aware of the urge for 
foreigners to understand the proper way to keep respect in their cultures since there are 
peculiarities that make this aspect different from the perception of respect that foreigners, 
especially westerners, have. It can be suggested that their more detailed answer and deeper 
perception come from the long experience dealing with international project management 
in case of interviewee 7, and the background and nature of the activities of interviewee 8.  

All interviewees within this category agreed on the importance of being honest and the 
need for having knowledge on the counterpart culture in order to reach an understanding. 
They all express their openness for learning new manners and behaviors and their 
willingness to adapt to foreign environments in order to get the best from them. All of them 
declared a positive attitude towards change even the most experienced one. 

4.1.3 Comparative Analysis among All Interviewees 

Since all interviewees share the characteristic of having international experience they all 
agreed in the need of deep involvement in the foreign culture and the need of change. 
Honesty and openness in conveying problems or concerns was highlighted by all of them.  
The need of trust was also expressed. They all agree that Power Distance is large but they 
believe it can be shortened. Although, most of them expressed that it is still necessary to 
keep it relatively large in comparison to other cultures in order to keep the harmony of the 
Chinese status-quo. They all function as moderators between cultures. Flexibility to foreign 
ways was remarked. The Guanxi was addressed by every interviewee which is an indicator 
that confirms the importance of this aspect and how the degree of understanding of the 
concept of face will enable individuals to build it. 
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It is important to mention that they also commented the importance of the knowledge on 
technical and quality issues that are without discussion the aspects that will consolidate a 
good project completion. However, without overcoming the barrier that culture may 
represent, efficient communication could be lost and by extension satisfactory project 
completions would not be achieved. 

4.2 Findings and Discussion 

4.2.1 Power Factors  

From the literature review and data collected from the interview, it implies that ascribed 
status, seniority and position are three main factors which form the power of Chinese under 
Confucianism society. As mentioned above, being a part of Chinese society, economy and 
culture, the Confucianism significantly influenced the behavior of Chinese in which 
Chinese family is essential medium which transcend the Confucian philosophy from 
generation to generation. The context of family will define ascribed status of each person in 
Chinese society. For example, the person from rich and powerful family will be in high 
class society of China.  Through the roles of the person in the family, concept of seniority 
has been cultivated in the person. The position of each person can be identified by the roles 
and responsibilities in the career. According to Confucian philosophy in which the 
appropriate respect has to be performed to superior in order to keep core principles of 
Confucianism, “harmony”, the power has been created through the defined ascribed status, 
seniority and the position of the person in the society. The person who is senior and in 
higher position and ascribed status will own higher power than the younger and lower 
position and status one. Moreover, each power factors are linked to each other. The 
seniority is one of the factors which identify the position of each person in the career. In 
Chinese society, among people with the same qualification, the person with seniority will 
be considered to be in higher position than younger person if it needs to be ranked since the 
respect has to be shown to seniority. As a result, it is also affect the ascribed status of the 
person.  In the opposite way, the acquired position in the career will depend on ascribed 
status of the person.  The person with higher ascribed status in Chinese society will have 
better opportunities for the career path from the higher educational background and 
connection with upper class people. As a return effect, the position is one of supportive 
factor which describes ascribed status of a person in Chinese society. 

4.2.2 Communication Medium  

Due to different power distance of Chinese and foreigner which cause of conflict in 
working, for foreign company which has to implement the project in China, it is necessary 
to acknowledge project team members, who have to work in China, with Chinese culture in 
order to have better understanding of culture differences and minimize the conflict during 
project implementation phase. Therefore, the foreign project team members can adjust 
themselves to Chinese culture which will affect the project to be operated effectively and 
efficiently.  Although foreign project team member has been acknowledge Chinese culture 
in advance, the middle man who takes responsibility in interpreting of Chinese behavior is 
still required in working place. During the operation in China, the middle man will play two 
important roles which are communication medium and identifier of common values 
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between foreigners and Chinese. As communication medium, the middle man will take 
responsibility for interpreting the cultures and behaviors of both Chinese and foreigners in 
the working place and convey the right message to the opposite site. Therefore, he/she will 
enhance better understanding of Chinese culture in power distance dimension among 
foreign project team members and vice versa. However, since the working environment is 
in China in which the foreigner has to adjust themselves to the cultures of country they are 
working in, as a communication medium, middle man is more likely to enhance the 
foreigners to have better understanding of Chinese culture rather than the opposite way. As 
a consequence of communication medium role, the middle man also takes the responsibility 
to identify the common shared values between Chinese and foreign culture since, from 
interpreting of both cultures and behavior, he/she will know the similar values of both 
sides. Then, the identified common shared value will be dispersed to project team members 
in order to reduce the feeling of differences and used as a base to build the guidelines to 
cope with cultural barriers. The project team members therefore can compromise and find 
the appropriate way of working together with Chinese people.  

The middle man in the project should be project manager since he or she is project leader 
who has to take care of the project as well as communicate with project team members and 
other project stakeholder simultaneously. Therefore, it is essential for them to understand 
the culture and know how to cope with Chinese cultural barrier. The project manager can 
be both the one who has experience and do not have experience living in working or living 
in China. The project manager who has experiencing in working or living in China are 
preferable since he or she will have better understanding of Chinese culture on power 
distance dimension from their real experience. However, the project manager without 
experience in China should have at least international experience so he or she has the 
experience of working under different cultures which enhance them to be more flexible and 
adapt themselves to Chinese culture. Further acknowledgement of Chinese culture and 
training on the behaviors in Chinese society are needed to be provided to the non 
experience project manager as preparation guidelines before working in China. Moreover, 
it is important for both experience and non experience project manager to possess the 
characteristic of flexibility, open-mind and patient as these characteristics will enable them 
to understand Chinese culture and adapt to changing environment easier.    

4.2.3 Power Distance  

From the literature review and findings of collected data from interview, the way which 
power distance currently work when a project is implemented in China can be described as 
followings. In a project, it will comprise of project stakeholders from difference levels in 
which the superior level will possess higher power while peer level will has the same 
power. The person in superior level can be defined as the individual in stakeholders entity 
who are from top management level e.g. government prime minister, and chief executive of 
sponsor organization. The peer level will include individual of stakeholders who is from the 
functional level e.g. project manager. There is no power distance among peers as they are in 
the same position. The lower power is presented at subordinate level which includes the 
individual from operational level of stakeholders’ organization. The distance between each 
level of power can be defined as “Power Distance”.  
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In order to work in China, the foreigners need to aware of Chinese “Keeping Face” culture 
and perform “Keeping Face” behavior to all level of counterpart including superiors, 
subordinates and peers to keep harmony which is core principles of Confucianism. 
“Keeping Face” of others can be shown through respect and the appropriate way to 
communicate with others. In the other words, face is considered as bond of relationship 
between project stakeholders. “Guanxi”, which is the tight connection in Chinese society, 
will play a vital role in easing every process during the project implementation phase. 
Therefore, it is necessary for project stakeholders to build “Guanxi” with related 
counterpart.  

Due to different power distance of foreigners and Chinese, especially westerner whose 
power distance is smaller than Chinese and there is no “Keeping Face” culture and 
“Guanxi”, without awareness of culture differences, the foreigners tend to behave 
according to their cultures when they work in China. As a result, the conflicts still can be 
arisen among project team members. After middle man as a communication medium 
between foreigner and Chinese has been taken into the working process and the common 
values have been identified, the guidelines to cope with high power distance in China, 
which will be clarified further, has been developed with an aim for the foreigners to adjust 
themselves to working environment in China in order to reduce the conflicts from cultural 
differences during project implementation phase. As a consequence from applying 
developed guidelines, power distance between peer and subordinate levels is decreased. 
The guidelines are also reflects key Confucianism principle of Chinese in which the leader 
has to be opened and listen to the subordinates. Power between superior and peer level is 
unable to be shortened since the foreigners do not have influence on the superior level. 
Whereas, power distance between peer and subordinate level can be shorten since the 
foreigners have a certain power to control over subordinates. The smaller power distance 
between peer level and subordinate level, as a return, will enable more communication 
among project team members in different power level which will affect higher effectiveness 
and efficiency in implementing the project and in solving problems which are emerged 
during implementation phase. However, it is still essential for the foreigners to keep large 
power distance according to Chinese culture. This is due to different mental framework of 
Chinese and foreigner in which, by applying the guidelines to cope with power distance, 
can partially adjust the culture but it is impossible to totally change one culture framework 
to be the same as another one. Although Chinese can accept shorter power distance through 
better communication, it is impossible for them to shorten power distance like westerners’ 
since “Keeping Face” and paying respect to superior are still needed to be kept when 
working in China. 

4.3 Summary 

Each interview was analyzed and summarized individually. Then, they were divided into 
interviews with Chinese nationals and interviews with non-Chinese nationals. Finally, all 
interviews were compared between each other. Important coincidences were identified and 
highlighted. 

The coincidences taken from this analysis shed important views and ideas that helped to 
develop an understanding about how the concepts of Power Distance, Seniority, Face and 
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Guanxi are related and the role they play when building relationships in China that would 
ultimately affect a project execution plan in that country. 

These findings illustrate the way some practitioners, Chinese and non-Chinese involved in 
project management or functional management activities, are used to solve conflicts caused 
by cultural differences between the Chinese culture and a foreign one. This way, a practical 
framework that aims to prevent and solve conflicts occurred due to cultural issues related to 
the Power Distance in China has been developed and it is explained in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

5.1 Conclusion 

A research was conducted in order to identify the way the Power Distance can be the cause 
for cultural barriers that could ultimately impede the proper implementation of a project in 
China. Then, by identifying the critical factors to be regarded in order to solve or avoid 
such conflicts, a list of practical advises is aimed to be stated in order to help project 
managers to enhance a project plan execution in Chinese territory. 

In order to accomplish the objective, interviews were carried out to gather the necessary 
practical knowledge to elaborate these guidelines. The group of interviewees were 
composed of Chinese and non-Chinese practitioners (westerners and similar) with 
experience in working within organizational environments in which the Chinese culture 
interacted with others. 

Foreign and Chinese managers agreed on the vision that there is a large distance or power 
among individuals. They also coincide in accepting that this situation is the root for barriers 
that could prevent people from different cultures from achieving the effective completion of 
project objectives. Though, evidence suggests that despite these cultural differences in 
areas related to management and organizational behavior, it is possible to overcome the 
barriers that they represent by finding common values between Chinese and foreign 
cultures in order to achieve a successful project implementation in China. 

The Chinese cultural values are learned at the family core, encouraged at school and 
practiced in every aspect of daily life. Due to the high influence of the Confucian 
philosophy in the way respect should be observed within the Chinese society the large 
Power Distance within organizations cannot be considerably changed. Even when 
foreigners can adjust the degree of distance to enhance communication a relatively large 
distance in power is recommended in order to give respect to subordinates. It is necessary 
to note that there is a difference in business culture between Northern China and Southern 
China. The south is more influenced by the western culture while the north is more 
traditional. 

Technical knowledge and detailed application of plans and schedules will be possible only 
after the proper channels of communications have been established. Handling the language 
is vital. Managers with special communication skills and understanding of different 
cultures, especially the Chinese, are necessary to run the project. Not only general 
knowledge but expertise about Chinese culture is encouraged. Building a strong contact 
network is a prerequisite for project management. Previous recognition of the location 
where the project is going to be implemented in terms of building relationships around is 
recommended. Especial attention has to be regarded in constructing relationships with high 
government representatives. Continuous personal contact has to be maintained in order to 
keep strong bonds with project stakeholders. This way, it would be possible to be 
considered in the first level of Guanxi, despite the fact of being a foreigner. It is 
recommended to find contact persons that could help organization to build a social network. 
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There is a trend of change in China towards the adoption of more western costumes. Young 
Chinese are open to change and can be modeled to the specific organizational culture of 
foreign companies. Nevertheless, its cultural values are still strong. Therefore, these values 
have to be regarded as the main factors that will lead the behavior of the Chinese nationals. 

5.1.1 Guidelines to Overcome Cultural Barriers by Coping with Power Distance for 
the Successful Project Implementation in China 

After analyzing the relevant information gathered from literature sources and the opinions 
of the interviewees who conveyed their insight on how projects should be executed in 
China, in order to overcome those cultural barriers that can emerge due to the lack of 
understanding on the Power Distance related aspects, a list of essential guidelines that non-
Chinese Project Managers should follow is proposed as followings. 

Before implementations starts: 

1. Select the right project manager 

The project manager should be a professional who, besides possessing the necessary 
technical knowledge and expertise required for the project, should has a comprehensive 
understanding of the main values of the Chinese culture. Therefore, he/she would be able to 
comply with the subtleties that have to be regarded for the achievement of harmony, as 
interviewee 1 said “I am a sinologist, somebody who is an expert in Chinese culture, and 
people in China think of me as more Chinese than younger Chinese generations influenced 
by the west”. Face is an essential concept that must be deeply understood by managers for 
the proper performance of international organizations when interacting with Chinese 
nationals. Interviewee 5 stated that “Face is a concept that you have to live in order to 
understand, you have to keep the Face of everyone involved”. A neglecting behavior 
towards the Chinese project stakeholders would ban the firm from building the social 
network necessary to operate in China or would be the root of conflicts when dealing with 
subordinates. Everyone has a place in Chinese society and the Power Distance is an 
important instrument to keep the balance and harmony as interviewee 4 declared “if you 
have an idea that is contrary to your boss’ you cannot say it openly. You have to pay 
respect to his status and authority”. Especial treatment has to be contemplated for every 
stakeholder depending on their level of power. Moreover, it is essential to be aware of the 
importance of seniority regarding to the selection of managers. Interviewee 5 gave an 
example by saying “I am very young so every time I am representing my organization I 
take with me one person older than me in relatively high position”. 

If it is not possible to find a project manager that comply with this specific expertise on the 
Chinese culture, it is still necessary to select someone that comprises the experience of 
having interacted with individuals from different cultures in his/her background. A person 
who has already been exposed to cultural shocks, and has surpassed them, is more likely to 
be flexible and adaptable. Interviewee 8 pointed out that “by working in different cultural 
environments you learn to look at the world from different perspectives”. Someone who is 
open to go beyond business showing interest for the culture and learns about history or 
philosophy is highly valuable as well as the example of interviewee 1 who is a sinologist. 
Therefore, it would be more likely for him/her to understand the subjective and complex 



Guidelines to Overcome Cultural Barriers by Coping with the Power Distance for the 
Successful Project Implementation in China 

 

67 
 

aspects of the Chinese culture in order to deal with all Chinese stakeholders in an 
appropriate way.  

2. Cultural mix in the project team 

It would be of great support to include Chinese nationals within the project team. It is 
relevant to select individuals who have experience and knowledge on both business and 
management culture, and language of the organization’s country of origin as well as on the 
Chinese culture. They can function as mediators between locals and the project team in 
order to solve problems, avoid conflicts and enhance performance. Interviewee 2 who is a 
Chinese national stated “if you do business in China you have to maintain relationships 
with nearly every department of the government. There is a tradition to give a gift to the 
people in these offices, all Chinese understand it but my former boss (German) didn’t 
understand. I just explain this issue to him and then he agreed to do it”. 

3.  Build the necessary Guanxi before starting  

The project team, especially the project manager, should visit the project implementation 
location previous to the formal start and spend the necessary time for constructing efficient 
social networks that enable the project team to achieve a smoother project execution. This 
aspect includes visits to governmental organisms, suppliers and sub-contractors main 
offices and all Chinese project stakeholders. 

4. Find the appropriate channel to form strong bonds 

It would be beneficial for the project to use individuals or other organizations with similar 
culture, that have previous experience carrying out business in Chinese territory and that 
already gained positive reputation in that country, for them to point out the right path to 
construct the proper network or to use theirs to make the connection. Interviewee 1 is an 
example of it, “the company decided that they would contact me because they thought the 
Chinese is culturally so different from Sweden that, in order to be successful we need some 
kind of introduction”. 

5. Keep record of the important connections 

It is also highly recommended to preserve every kind of item such as videos or pictures, 
among others, which will show that the firm, interested in executing a project, has high 
contacts in governmental institutions or contact with respected individuals or organizations 
of the Chinese society. Since Chinese nationals highly respect individuals with status in 
their society, this would be a highly valued reference for a foreign firm, sometimes, even 
more important that the compliance with international standards or previous successful 
projects. Interviewee 1 gave an example of this with a picture in which he is shaking hands 
with an important Chinese politician, “showing this material is very useful for the business 
when we worked for the Chinese government”. 

During the implementation: 

1. Make the Power Distance shorter between the project manager and subordinates to 
enhance communication 
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Managers hold the power over their subordinates and there is evidence that remarks the 
positive attitude from Chinese employees, especially young ones, towards management 
styles that encourage the freedom of expression and discussion of decisions made by 
superior managers. Consequently, foreign managers should be capable of improving the 
flow of ideas and information between them and their subordinates overcoming 
communication problems. Nevertheless, it is relevant to recommend that large Power 
Distance should be maintained in order to adhere to the precepts that the traditional culture 
dictates in order to retain an attitude of respect towards subordinates. The four Chinese 
interviewees responded favorably to the idea of being closer to their bosses and being freer 
to convey their points of view. One of them, interviewee 2 stated “I like the atmosphere to 
work in a foreign company because it is more flexible and nobody will force you to do 
something. You can do the things by yourself with your own ideas. Nobody will say if you 
were wrong or you were right. As long as you get the target, it is fine”. 

2. Visual  communication  

Since conveying messages is difficult due to the language and cultural barriers and the fact 
that Chinese criticize the need of westerners of written communication, the use of visual 
communication is encouraged. It offers an important advantage in order to make ideas and 
objectives clear for everyone involved. As orders have to be very detailed for Chinese 
nationals to achieve expectations, the use of visual examples that picture the desired results 
is emphasized. All interviewees agreed on the importance of good communication. Foreign 
interviewees 3 and 6 coincided in highlighting the importance of the visual communication. 
Interviewee 3 declared “orders and instructions must be given to the detail and in the easiest way 
for them to understand what you want, visual communication is the best to achieve it”. 

3. Constant meetings with stakeholders 

Once the network is formed, it has to be constantly maintained. Personal meetings with the 
project stakeholders will help to maintain the strength of the network. Chinese highly praise 
their partners’ consideration of keeping constant contact. Therefore, attention regarding to 
business etiquette within the Chinese society should be contemplated continuously. This 
aspect also includes the subordinates, who will feel honored every time a manager spends 
personal time with them. 

4. Creativity to solve cultural conflicts 

Parts of the elements that define the level of power of an individual are status, seniority and 
position. Managers should be able to elaborate creative solutions when they do not possess 
the necessary tools to realize a job. For example, if sending a young professional as a 
representative could be a potential problem, it is recommendable that a senior management 
accompanies him/her. In another example, if barriers arise during negotiations, it could be 
appropriate to pass the negotiation to a higher level manager. Interviewees 5 and 6 provided 
the mentioned examples respectively.  
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5. Trust and honesty 

As stated by interviewee 4 “these values are common for most cultures”. If something is 
not known, it is important to convey the lack of knowledge or to encourage subordinates to 
express it. When dealing with new concepts, it is normal to ignore many aspects that 
characterize them. All interviewees coincided in the importance of the application of these 
values in order to enhance relationships between Chinese and non Chinese nationals. 

It is reported that due to the concernment for maintaining harmony from the side of Chinese 
nationals, it is likely that problems would be hide. However, managers hold the power to 
encourage their subordinates to express any concern making the distance of power shorter, 
as stated above. Therefore, managers should be skillful enough to convince their 
subordinates that they can trust their superiors by showing that conveying the truth, no 
matter if it is tough, is more valuable than hide it for the sake of harmony. 

Trust to other stakeholders, such as suppliers, beyond written agreements is also 
recommended. Though, it is important to define limits in this situation regarding to the 
value of assets at stake. 

The developed guidelines for the foreigners to be applied before and during project 
implementation can be summarized in below table 8. 

Before Project Implementation After Project Implementation

1. Select the right project manager
1. Make the Power Distance shorter 
between the project manager and 
subordinates to enhance communication

2. Cultural mix in the project team 2. Visual communication
3. Build necessary Guanxi before 
starting the implementation 

3. Constant meetings with stakeholders

4. Find the appropriate channel to 
form strong bonds

4. Creativity to solve cultural conflicts

5. Keep record of the important 
connections

5. Trust and honesty

Guidelines to Overcome Cultural Barriers by Coping with Power 
Distance for the Successful Project Implementation in China

 

Table 8. Guidelines to Overcome Cultural Barriers by Coping with Power Distance for the 
Successful Project Implementation in China  

5.1.2 Practical contributions 

As the main objective of this research, it is expected that foreigner managers that attempt to 
perform in China find a practical starting point of view by considering these basic 
guidelines on how to deal with the Power Distance to overcome barriers and implement 
projects. 

As mention by Hall (1973), a person has who not listened to a specific melody will not be 
able to describe it. Hence, special effort was made in terms of obtaining valuable opinions 
and thoughts from reliable interviewees who have a comprehensive knowledge on the 
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matter based of their experience. The point of view of practitioners was considered to have 
high relevance for the purpose of this research in order to transmit veracious knowledge to 
enhance project management practices.  

5.1.3 Recommendations 

5.1.3.1 Strengths of the research 

The findings on power factors, communication medium, and power distance as above 
mentioned in this research give a clear picture on the role of Power Distance in China and 
its impact in creating barriers in a project implementation. They also describe the function 
of the related cultural aspects such as Face or Guanxi.  

The selected interviewees come from a relevant diversity in terms of the range of age, 
background, position and experience. There is also a proportioned mixture of interviewees 
in terms of nationality (Chinese/non-Chine from the west or similar). These elements add 
value to the results as their answers shed light on the common concepts from different 
angles and levels. 

The suggested guidelines are generated from the opinions of real experience of practitioners 
which, as mention before, proposes a tool for project managers that is worth to consider. 

5.1.3.2 Limitations of the study  

Due to the differences in time zones and the tight agendas of most of our interviewees, time 
was constraints to realize each interview. Even when the essential information was 
gathered, longer conversations would have been drawn more relevant information that 
could have aid to the discovery of other important aspects that may be considered when 
performing in China. 

Since themes related to cultural aspects are composed by a vast amount of information, 
time to finalize the study was a constraint that motivated the researches to limit the scope of 
the research. Longer time to research about cultural aspects related to business would have 
enhanced opportunities to get more precious knowledge and recommendations. Moreover, a 
larger number of interviewees could have revealed other creative methods to overcome 
cultural barriers 

As the context of the research is the Chinese culture, the inability from the Researcher’s 
side of conducting the research in China is also a constraint. Carrying out the study in 
Chinese territory would have definitely enhanced the richness of comprehension of the 
proper manners to perform project management activities within the context of the referred 
culture. 

5.2 Recommendation for further study 

Further study can be focused on the proper selection of the ideal project manager to be 
appointed for managing a project in China. Focusing on other cultural dimension to analyze 
its particular impact on the project implementation or the influence of different dimensions 
combined would be optimal topics to be researched to keep building knowledge about how 
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cultural differences can be handled. Moreover, this rational of research could be applied to 
shed light on related topics about different cultures apart from China. 
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Appendixes 
Appendix 1: Request Letter Sent to Interviewees 

To whom it may concerns, 
  
First of all, writing also in behalf of my co-writer, we would like to thank you for your time 
and interest to help us in developing our thesis work. 
   
These are the details of us and our work: 
  
Our names are José de Jesús Tavera Cruz from Mexico and Methavee Gomootsukhavadee 
from Thailand. We are currently studying the third semester of a Master in Strategic Project 
Management. This is a joint program organized by Heriot-Watt University in Scotland, 
Politecnico di Milano in Italy and Umeå Universitet in Sweden.  
  
The name of our thesis is: 
  
Guidelines to cope with the Power Distance to Overcome Cultural Barriers for the 
Successful Project Implementation in China 
  
Power distance is the degree of acceptance of the fact that power is distributed unequally. It 
basically means that the relations of power between bosses and employees will be different 
depending on the culture. In China for example, the respect for the authority is high and it 
is very unlikely that any employee will discuss a decision made by the boss or make a 
decision without consulting him/her first. Therefore, the distance in power between boss 
and subordinated is high. Since this aspect differs among countries, when two companies 
from different cultures with different levels of power distance work together, conflicts may 
arise. 
  
Please find attached the questions that will be the guide for the interview. 
  
Thanks in advance for your precious time. 
  
Kind regards, 
  
José de Jesús Tavera Cruz and Methavee Gomootsukhavadee  
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Appendix 2: Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews 

 
 
 
Before carrying on with the interview, it will be much appreciated to have some insight on 
the background of the company and the personal background of the interviewed person. 
 
1. Can you mention any project that you are currently implementing in China? 
 
2. Are you partnering with a Chinese company to implement projects? 
 
3. How did you assess the cultural differences before implementing your last project in 
China? (Foreign manager) 
 
3. How did you assess the cultural differences before implementing your last project in 
China working with foreign colleagues? (Chinese manager) 
 
4. In your last project, did you have any guideline, policy or system to cope with cultural 
barriers? 
 
5. Can you tell us about any conflict occurred due to the differences between cultures? 
How did you handle it? 
 
6. Are you familiar with the term of power distance? How do you think this issue affected 
your last project implementation? 
 
7. Are you familiar with the term “keeping face”?  Can you tell us about how this aspect 
impacted your last project? 
 
8. Based on your last project, what would you consider to be the critical factors to deal with 
cultural differences for the successful implementation of projects in China; especially 
regarding to the differences in the perception of power and the relationship between boss 
and employee?  
 
9. What you can learn from working in a different cultural environment? 
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Appendix 3: Transcript of Semi-Structured Interviews 

I stands for interviewee 

R stands for researcher 

Transcript of Interview 1 

I: Hello how are you doing? Sorry, I am a bit late for several reasons 

R: No problem 

I: One of the problem of the working with china is time different of course because soon 
most of the stuff in china will leave their working places because it’s already 5-6 o’ clock. 
All go home at 5-6 o’clock and it’s 6 o’clock soon. 

R: Yes, we are having the same problem because we are carrying out. Well, we are 
requesting some interview with the Chinese company and it is the same because of the 
time. 

I: Yeah, ok so I have a chance to at least look at the question again. I think it is so 
interesting. I wish we have the whole day to talk about them. I think we can start out today 
and I don’t know how long will you be working on this? 

R: Well. We are thinking about having like no more than 20 – 30 minutes so we can finish 
this and then we will start working on your comment to work out our thesis. Yes, so we 
were the last time we say were ok our background. We present our topic and also we are 
checking your profile. You are in mooring system company, right? 

I: That’s right 

R: Yeah. Interesting so it like some source of business for attaching stuffs to the sea, right? 

I: That’s right and, if you take that one of the project that we are talking about, this was 
initiated when it was clear that china will have the Olympic game in 2008. This was 
decided back in 2002 and, then, by 2004, I was contacted by the company and they wanted 
me to assist them because another Swedish company doing the pontoon has a good chance 
of winning it and they want to use our services so, from 2004 and onward up till today, I 
still have the main responsibility to maintain that installation and to follow up and make use 
of this because since we want it. It’s obviously one of the most precious examples for a 
good implementation of the product 

R: Ok on that thing this things where is the exactly the device you installed in China? 

I: Qingdao 
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R: Qindao 

I: let me see. Where do I write to you? 

R: You can write here in below conversation there is blue circle with a cloud of 
conversation inside. You can write stuff over there, just like that.  

I: I have to use another computer. I’m opening another one as well 

R: You can tell us what is the use for this device? The device or the system I don’t know 
because you say something about related to the Olympic game, right? 

I: Yes, um and the Olympic games were divided into different places according to 
conditions and the Qingdao which is very well suited place for sailing and boat sports in 
general. This is in the middle between Shanghai and Beijing on the Sandong island south 
side near the big bay  

R: Interesting, perfect 

I: So the project to the company was a very big project. Let’s put it like this. It was equal to 
one year total turnover so it was very very important that all the business was handled in a 
very good way and I can’t take all the credit for that at all because the other Swedish 
company did a very very good work and we just support in the whole process because the 
pontoon was supposed to be produced in China. This was a very strong demand from the 
Chinese side.  Then, already were into the issue of cultural differences and so forth. It‘s 
something like a national pride in China that they can do the things themselves. They want 
to be able to do the things themselves. And of course, the pontoon is not super high-tech 
really. You know it concrete. You have a mold then you fill it with steel and cement and 
you can have all kind of surface in coating and so forth. That’s one part. So it was 
important to make sure that they feel like they can be a part of this whole thing and so the 
city of Qingdao had the several companies and they set up a joint venture between the 
Chinese city company and the Swedish pontoon company and so they build a joint venture 
doing the pontoon production in Qingdao, just right in the harbor. In this way, they felt like 
that they were doing most of the job. They also gain some knowledge and they want that.  

R: We are very well covering the thesis question. That was the next question about 
partnership with other company like Chinese company. Well it like regarding to your 
comment. What we can see is that it’s very important for them to learn. This like they have 
this openness to the world but we feel like they are following the same policies like Japan 
follow some years ago by bringing foreign know how about several things to learn to 
develop their own stuffs in the future. 
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I: Correct and this is nothing new at all when I started working with China. I followed all 
the documents from the government and this was the policy already from the 80’s onwards 
to learn from the west, open to the rest of the world and learn from the best example in the 
world. You know that Deng Xiao Ping, it was his key idea regarding a cooperation with the 
rest of the world.  

R: Yes, it is something very similar to the emperor of the Japan. Following with the third 
question, you as a foreign manager, those your organization have a way to access. How did 
you access cultural differences before going to China? How did you manage that? Did you 
think that before? Did you think about that before going there or the company just went to 
China and tried to implement the project without going too deep into this? 

I: I will give you the first example may be, just has to do as well with the company. They 
decided that they would contact me because they thought the Chinese culturally is so 
different from Swedish so, in order to be successful, we have to have some kind of 
introduction. That’s what they are saying and so I took the manager and later the sales 
manager on 2 individual trips to China and the manager came with me the first trip to China 
in 2005. That gave the manager of the company also the understanding that this and this is 
important to think about that and that. How to avoid some pitfalls and also to understand 
the organization structure in China and so? 

R: So we understand that you met them before. 

I: Yes, to introduce them simply to China. I think generally speaking whenever you are 
dealing with another country. I just was in Metz in Holland which has the biggest marina 
exhibition and I met with some representative for example from Turkey and we were 
talking a lot. I was showing a picture to him which was taken. Today he is the number 3 in 
China. He is going probably to be the president of China in 2012. The background of the 
picture is that he was invited by Chinese ambassador in Sweden to a special meeting. His 
name is Xi Jin Ping. He was leading a delegation of almost 500 business people at the end 
of March this year including GE Company who bought Volvo and city hall of Stockholm 
was in the morning hour, there was a signing of agreement and speeches. Xi Jin Ping was 
having meetings with the prime minister separately, and the vice premier minister of trade 
and, then, with the parliament and the foreign affair office and. Then, at the end of the day 
before the gala dinner, he have one hour sitting with the especially invited friends so some 
of the most well known Chinese expert. He has a chance to talk to him.  

R: There is another topic we are addressing in our dissertation which is Guanxi. They are 
dealing with the relationship 

I: So in the same picture I sent you. One is the video from central Chinese television about 
the meeting. From 2 months ago, another company in Sweden approach to me and they 
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wanted to be agent for some company in China producing some farming equipments and 
agricultural machine and similar and I am helping these Swedish company to getting 
contact with them to figure out how to make a good cooperation with them. So, in order to 
make the Chinese company more happier to talk to this Swedish company, I am a sort of 
middle man and when they saw this picture and this movie, they respect for me is very very 
high and they were trusted the company much much more.  

R: Because you are interested in culture 

I: Yes, and also you have the question about the power. China, as you have understood the 
idea, is very much and it is very strong power country. People trust the government or do 
not trust it but they have to stay loyal and, just as you said, we are looking at power 
distance index. About the concept of Guanxi in China which is extremely important. That’s 
why in Sweden it would be ridiculous to send this picture mentioned above to a Swedish 
company. They will think so what but in China, I am representing the company in several 
of the project and in Metz I met with another partner of the company. I showed them this 
picture and the movie and they immediately said you must give me that. It is very useful for 
the business when we worked for the government. It is very very important, even important 
than international evaluation or so ever. They will trust this kind of Guanxi, the connection. 
It is to the politician who are not expert on the actual products and the technical quality and 
so forth they have to trust somebody else and if the president trust that guy and that guy is 
helping that company, we cannot go wrong. We will blame the president if we go wrong 
and that answer the couple of your questions, what is the power meaning in China and how 
does it influence business. It is very important thing, and with the Qingdao for example. 
The other Swedish company and mine together invited some of the top political leader to 
join the partner of that company to visit Sweden and they gave them a fantastic treatment of 
exciting sailing tour in Stockholm Archipelago visiting, top meeting in one location they 
had the chance to shake hand with the king at one place and that’s to the Chinese is 
extremely extraordinary because the king is the chairman of the royal Swedish sailing club 
and so he was invited to do that. This is the way of, if you are doing business with China, 
and some other countries, you may look about how do they in that country is access royalty 
and the nobility and so forth so different country will have different request. For the 
Chinese, it is the nice thing that they have a chance to meet some leader. 

R: So we can imply that you have to build this relationship in the high level. After that, you 
have to spend sometimes on that before you start actually working. 

I: Exactly, that will be the moment when he is more or less shifted because when it come to 
the deep technical thing somebody else from my company and somebody else from their 
company will get down to for the actual corporation or working and you are going to detail. 

R: Another question, can you tell us about any conflict that you have had? 
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I: One of an example is Qingdao Company as I mentioned to you. It is under when a very 
big change after the Olympic marina was completed. The city sold that company and 
dismantled that activity because it was obviously nothing that the city should be involved 
in. It was just to make sure that the Olympic really were successful because that is so 
important for the city of Qingdao and for the nation of China so it was extremely important 
for the project to be involved with. After the Olympic, they sold the company to a private 
entrepreneur and some other conflicts occurred is that some of staff member, especially one 
guy, who was involved in this business, is simply left from that company and set up his 
own business in the south of China and he change the name of his new company only with 
one letter and he was making use of all the references regarding the old company saying he 
was involved in that and that is not a lie. He was involved in that case but this has taken 2 
years of dealing and willing to figure out and I have to handle this very very delicately 
because we still maintain relationship with him and the old company. Nowadays, no one of 
the old staffs is in that old company, totally new people. I have to start from the scratch to 
build confident within that company and all the others has gone to other marina related 
business but not in that company and so I need to maintain good relationship with all those 
who have left and I have to be at least polite the guy who run away and eventually, we have 
even signed an agreement with run away guy and his company because they have a project 
and some projects that could be interesting and we do not give exclusivity to any company 
so we work together with everybody who want to promote our products and if they are 
reliable. They should also sign a non disclosure agreement which is very tough. If they steal 
our business secret, they are actually liable in court for 20 million Swedish Kr, very tough 
agreement and it show there are commitment so this is a kind of a problem and you 
mentioned the concept of “lose face” and I am talking to many people. Usually, I have to 
find out the whole truth from somebody else and then I will say the answer that they should 
be given to me if they were in an open conversation with me but they cannot dare to say too 
much unless they are obviously sure I know it already. They will not lie to you but they 
would rather not say anything unless you already know it so that is why I have to keep 
talking to everybody and try to get the whole picture. It likes 5 GB of puzzles, all, thrown 
in the same bucket and I have to put it organize.  

R: For example, about the problem that you have before. What do you think is the culture 
aspects that lead these kinds of issues? 

I: I think generally speaking it is not very unusual because for family reason, they do not 
want to stay aboard too long because your tradition you have to go back and may be you 
put in another position. To me is a little bit different and this may be why the Chinese will 
respect me more because number one I am sinologist that is somebody who know about 
Chinese culture. They even the middle age and   other people they think of me as much 
more Chinese than younger generation were watching MTV and influence by the western 
easy going, Taiwanese culture so this is a really a cultural differences and the young people 
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they cannot even imagine what I have seen. What I am telling is what I have heard from 
their grandparents so it is such a big change in China as you know in the past 30 years. I 
mean, turning 30 years ago, China was much poorer than Thailand definitely. I have visited 
those countries long time ago.  

R: Do you see a trend of changing for new generation of Chinese? 

I: Yes, very very clearly. We are talking about power relationship. There is an old saying 
the mountains are high and Beijing is far away. An original saying was mountains are high 
and emperor is far away. We can do what we want here. The big change today that we can 
see in the restaurant and my friend and I will talk about politician of today in China and 
they will say they will express their own opinions. They say this openly. They can say this 
thing and if something happen, they will criticize whoever is in charge and they will be 
quite quite open. The only thing you know you cannot organize a political movement 
started going into the street with. Then, the power will react against and the people know it 
and they know exactly the boundary. They know what they can do and they will do more 
and more and the younger people, they could be careless about politician and they are 
individualistic, very high individualist, like they think there is going to be a change. When 
we see the next generation moving up, it is going to be very fast development.  

R: Heading to the end of interview. What is the most important factor that will help to cope 
with this different and to overcome the cultural barrier, specifically about this issue of 
power distance? 

I: Generally speaking, it should be that you have to show respect to other cultures and there 
is strong and weak sides, especially, you should really learn to respect the strong side of 
any cultures and it likes one of the pedagogue of China. Pedagogue said that if you have kid 
that has problem, find out the strong side and good side of this kid, give space and promote 
this side and limit the others because, for me, I am from Sweden. I am from Europe. To me, 
I think that, I, as a Swedish or as a European, should be disloyal I cannot speak up in favor 
of Europe because of history. I should know that I should respect the fact that most of 
European actions in third world, in Asia, in Africa, in Latin America has caused so much 
damage and pain in this country that is still influencing the situation of all this country 
more or less,  some countries much more. If there is anything that Chinese will be sensitive 
about is chauvinism. If somebody comes to China and say how come you do this and that. 
That way that is so stupid. He practically closes the door for business. If you are dealing 
with big group of company and you have this kind of superiority attitude, your chances of 
even being successful business man are very poor and that is the way it is and I agree I 
really believe in that you have to be respectful for other cultures and their difficulties 
because each and every country has its own roles to go. If the country has some problems in 
some fields, have an open talk and see how you can come around it.  
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R: We think there is a limit to be open to the culture. We need to get into China because we 
want to sell to them so, because we are visitor, we have to show respect. However, there is 
a point where we need to do it our way so as you are saying, we have to talk to find 
common ground, right? 

I: Yes 

R: Thank you for your time to interview with us.  
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Transcript of Interview 2 

R: Is there any particular projects that the company you are working in implementing in 
China? Tell us something about it 

I: I am just hired in this new company so I have not got any involved completely so I 
cannot mention any project for the current company. 

R: Do you have idea what it is going to be your first task as the sales manager? 

I: My first task is like we already have some existed customers so I am going to do the 
customer service for existed customers and I am going to discover the new markets. 
Probably, it is more likely to be in automotive market, manufacturing and the suppliers of 
spare parts for the auto maker, and the car company. 

R: So we can imply that your first project will be to find new customer within automotive 
market 

I: In the former company where I was working, we were supplying to the construction 
company, construction side.  

R: Is the current company you are working with is partnering with the Chinese company or 
it is just standing alone? 

I: It is a standing alone. We do not have any partnership with Chinese company.  

R: How do you access cultural differences before you are joining this company? Do you 
think about it? 

I: Yes, before I worked for another foreign company and I have experienced working with 
foreigners but before joining my first foreign company, I worked with the Chinese 
company and I knew that It is going to be a difference with the foreigner but I was surprise 
how big the difference was. I like the atmosphere to work in a foreign company because it 
is more flexible and nobody will force you to do something. You can do the thing by 
yourself with your own ideas. Nobody will say if you were wrong or you were right. As 
long as you get the target, it is fine.  

R: Is your boss foreigner or Chinese? 

I: My boss is German.  

R: Do you have any subordinates? 



Guidelines to Overcome Cultural Barriers by Coping with the Power Distance for the 
Successful Project Implementation in China 

 

11 
 

I: No, I just a sales. Currently, I don’t have anyone but the last company I used to have 
people under my responsibility. I was a business manager. I have my boss to manage the 
whole company. 

R: Were you managing Chinese employees or just for the foreigners? 

I: Chinese.  

R: Do you know that there are any policies to deal with cultural differences in your current 
company? 

I: I really don’t know but I am not sure. 

R: Have you experience any conflicts due to cultural differences in your career? 

I: Yes, I have 

R: So can you tell us about it? 

I: Not for my personal. It is just conflict for company business. For example, if you do the 
business in China, you have to maintain the relationship with the nearly every department 
of the government, for example, the tax office, the customer office, and you have to work 
with this a lot. There is tradition to give a gift to the people in these offices. The first is 
because we appreciate what they did for us so we expect that in the future we can work 
closer. All Chinese understand it. For my former boss, he didn’t understand at all. Almost 
all of the company has to do it.  

R: So how you handle it? 

I: Well. I just explained to my boss and then he agreed but he didn’t understand because we 
have no choice. If you want to do business in China, you have to follow the rules. It is the 
rules for the game but it is not big money that we have to spend. We just give them some 
coupons for the supermarket. This is one of the ways we maintain the relationship.  

R: Are you familiar with the term power distance? 

I: No, I am not. 

R: The power distance is the perception that people from different country have about 
power, for example, in China, the perception of power between bosses and employees is 
very high. There is a big respect for the bosses, for the fathers, for the teachers at school 
and it is impossible to talk to boss or father as an equal. All the orders given by the figure 
of authority have to be followed. You cannot discuss with them and in exchange you expect 
they will give some protections and considerations. On the other hand, in other cultures like 
American culture is different. The bosses and employees are very closed. They talk to each 
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other as equal and it is not felt that there is a big different between bosses and employees. 
Refer to your situation, how do you feel when you compare your previous Chinese boss 
with German boss? 

I: It is totally different. With my Chinese boss, I feel that I cannot really talk with my own 
idea because my Chinese boss cannot make me critique of the work. With my German 
boss, if there is something that I don’t understand, I just say it and he will not be angry with 
me. He will explain me how to do and we are going to discuss and communicate together.  

R: So you feel more free and closer to your boss now? 

I: Yes, I feel more comfortable and more flexible.  

R: How does the concept of face affect your activity at the work site comparing Chinese 
environment to the foreign environment? How do you define face? 

I: I never thought about it. (The point is not clear) 

R: Comparing your experience in Chinese company and foreign company, what do you 
think are the critical factors to have a success in your work regarding to cultural 
differences?  

I: Communication!!! I think, for cultural differences, first thing, you have to communicate 
very well. You have to both sides to understand what each side want and why it is different. 
After the communication, you have to confident in yourself. 

R: Tell us what you can learn from working in different culture environment? 

I: First, I learn how to deal with different situation because I work with different people 
from different cultures so I learn the way their work and I take those skills for myself 
eventually so, in the future, culture difference will not be the big problem because I am 
learning from different people.  

The last point I would like to mention is that, in my experience, most of Chinese who are 
working in the local company, when they talked to boss, they will not talk to him directly. 
They always say something indirectly if they do not like it. If they don’t agree, they won’t 
say it in front of the boss. They will discuss with some other people but not to the boss and 
foreigner, they will talk directly to the boss that is wrong and Chinese will never do that. 
That is a really big different.  
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Transcript of Interview 3 

R: Thank you very much for your time. Thank you also for the information you sent us 
about the activities of your company. You mentioned that you are participating in some 
projects in cooperation with Chinese suppliers. Can you mention one of them? 

I: We are working in supplying a large line of car cleaning products to Carrefour in 
Colombia. The office is located in Shanghai. Our task is getting the manufacturers of the 
necessary products from local manufacturers and we also make the necessary changes on 
image and logos so they comply with the regulations of the Colombian market. 

R: Do you have Chinese employees? 

I: Yes, we have. We also provide the training for them to be able to work with us. 

R:  Are you partnering with a Chinese company for implementing this project? 

I: No, we are currently standing alone. 

R: You have been living in China for some time so you have experienced the cultural 
differences. Before the implementation of this project how did you assed them in order to 
cope with them. 

I: Something that is very important when doing business with China is that you “must” 
adapt to the culture. They will never adapt to yours. If foreigners impose their own way, it 
is very likely that they will go on bankrupt. You must adapt to all minimal details. One 
example is related to food and drinks. You will always be invited by your Chinese 
counterparts to have dinner and it is very disrespectful to say that you do not like 
something; you have to eat it, even if you really don’t like it. For them, it is very important 
to eat and drink whit their counterparts to maintain the business relationship. Even some of 
them make you smoke. Don’t send to China a business man that does not like Chinese 
food. 

Chinese do not like to try new stuff. If you want to do things in a way that they are not 
familiar with, they will say no. You have to be very patient to convince them. 

R: Did you have or do you have some guidelines or structured plan to deal with these 
differences? 

I: Well, not precisely but I am always aware that it is very important. For example, again 
related to food, when dealing with several suppliers I always remember that, depending on 
the region they are from, they will have different preference on spicy or sweet food. So I 
tend to invite them to specific places depending on this preference.  
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People in the north are not that open as in the south. If you want to talk to them for the first 
time, it is very likely that they will just talk to you on phone and no business will start 
without meeting before, whereas in the south they are friendlier and it is more likely to get 
the appointment. Sometimes you can even start business without meeting before.  

R: So you are telling us that when dealing with the suppliers, you plan your strategy 
depending on the region where they are from? 

I: Yes. There are several differences among them. Moreover, industries are concentrated in 
specific areas. Electronics are in one region, textiles in another. 

R: Can you give us an example of a conflict that you have had due to the cultural 
differences? 

I: I think I can adapt easily to these issues but when my bosses or some clients from 
Colombia come they do not understand the culture. For that reason, it is difficult to be the 
one in the middle trying to make both parties understand each other. One time, one of my 
bosses came to China. In our facilities there were some boxes outside the building in the 
loading area waiting that couldn’t be loaded because we needed to do something before. 
Suddenly, it started to rain and our Chinese employees started to load so my boss were 
upset and asked why they were doing that and the answer was “it is not our fault that it is 
raining”. My boss was really confused about the answer but I had already learned that 
common sense is different in China. Instructions to the employees must be very specific. 
Do not take anything for granted if it was not specifically explained. 

R: How did you handle the issue? 

I: I intervened by explaining to them, in Chinese, why it was not correct to load the boxes 
yet. I also dealt with my boss explaining these issues than for him were a mystery. 
Regarding to the language, it is very important that you learn or that you have someone to 
translate because, even when they speak English, there will be misunderstandings. When 
instructions are made in Chinese, they are clearer. 

R: After explaining what Power Distance is, how do you think this factor affect your 
project implementation? 

I: My impressions are that, for example, men are always the one in charge. Old bosses do 
not speak English so you can not address to them. When dealing with a counterpart you 
cannot speak to someone that is above you. You will always talk just to the representative 
such as sales men. Even they, sometimes, do not have access to their bosses. There as 
person in the middle like a coordinator that passes the message to the boss and to the sales 
men and is the boss who is going to give the prices not the sales men. This happens in some 
places, not everywhere. 
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R:  Do you try to adapt your way to your Chinese employees? 

I: Yes, especially with the young one. However, you have to understand their way first so 
you can model them. 

R: Regarding to the concept of “Face”. How does this affect your project? 

I: Referring to my last answer, you have to understand their way first. If you give an 
instruction or an order, even if they do not know how to do it they will not tell you. So you 
have to find the way by communicating to them all the time to make them feel confident to 
talk to you even when there is something negative. 

Another important thing is the Guanxi. Everything is about relationships in China. Even for 
paying taxes, so you have to keep respect to everyone in order keep the relationship. 

R: Based on your experience, which are the critical success factors that you have to take 
care of in order to implement a project in China? 

I: You have to know the language somehow, maybe using a translator, and the culture. You 
also have to be familiar with their behavior. You have to be aware that you have to travel to 
talk to people personally. Orders and instructions must be given to the detail and in the 
easiest way for them to understand what you want, visual communication is better. And 
you have to build relationship, this is so important. 

R: Just to finish. What have you learned from working in a different cultural environment? 

I: I’ve learned that everything is possible. You have to learn to expect the unexpected. You 
have to adapt to the place you are going. East Asians never adapt. Wherever they are they 
will keep their culture no matter if they live in a different country. 

R: Thank you very much for your time and good luck! 
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Transcript of Interview 4 

R: Did you have interaction with foreigners at work? 

I: Yes, the Director of the plant was South African. 

R: Can you mention any project in which you were involved when working in South 
Africa? 

I: Yes, well, we were developing a new model of stove. 

R: Were your company partnering with a local company, another foreign company or it was 
just standing alone? 

I: Just dealing with local suppliers. 

R: How did you assess the cultural differences when you were working with foreigners in 
your last project? 

I: Well, I was looking for information about the culture before arriving to South Africa and 
I was also asking to my managers how it was going to be. 

R: Before you joined this company in South Africa, did you have previous international 
experience or you were just working in China? 

I: Just in China. 

R: So, when the company hired you they were only interested on your technical skills. They 
were not interested about if you had previous international experience, were they? 

I: Yes, only technical knowledge. 

R: Did the company or you had a guideline to follow to deal with the cultural differences? 

I: No, neither they nor I had any guideline. 

R: Can you tell us about any conflict that you have had due to the cultural differences? 

I: Once we were looking for an internet supplier and there was a problem with the company 
we have chosen so the foreign manager was focusing on that particular supplier and we 
couldn’t get a solution. Then we approached to the Chinese boss and he just told us to 
choose another company and that was the solution. I felt like the Chinese boss was more 
able to find a new way to solve the problem. Regarding to the project issues, when there 
was an issue when manufacturing the stoves, the foreigners were focused on the problems 
and the Chinese were more focused on the roots of the problems so that way we can avoid 
them instead of solving them. 
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R: How did you handle it? 

I: It was very difficult. The internet problem was easy to solve but the other issues were 
always there. 

R: How do you think you should handle it? 

I: It depends on the nature of the problem. 

R: Regarding to the concept of Power Distance, China is considered a society where the 
perception of the distance between the people with status or higher position and people 
below is high. There is a high respect and consideration, compared to other countries, for 
the bosses, teachers, parents and everyone who has a high level. Do you think this is 
accurate? 

I: Yes, it is right. 

R: How do you think the Power Distance affected your project implementation? 

I: With a Chinese, if you have an idea that is contrary to your boss’s you cannot say it 
openly. You have to pay respect to his status and authority. If a subordinate want to 
comment something it is very important to find the right moment and have all proof an 
argument to sustain what it is said. With foreigner the discussion is open and we can 
express everything we want without hiding anything. 

R: Can you mention an advantage and a disadvantage of these different ways way? 

I: Chinese way can be faster and more efficient because time is not spent in discussion. 
However, if the one leading is wrong, the whole project will be affected. It is opposite for 
the foreign way. 

It is important to discuss but you have to find the right way. You have to be humble and 
willing to learn all the time especially as a young one, and the one in charge will choose a 
especial subordinate to pass the knowledge 

R: Regarding to the concept of face. How does it affect your project implementation? 

I: In some foreign companies they already know this concept and address to you in a proper 
way but some do not know. Chinese won’t say no but it doesn’t mean they agree. We keep 
face respecting everybody’s opinion but it is important to learn how to identify when 
agreement is achieved.  

R: Are you open to adapt to the other country’s culture. 
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I: Yes, I am. I think it is important to do it because you are in other country. “When in 
Rome you have to do as Rome”. 

R: What do you think are the critical success factors you should keep in mind to implement 
a project regarding to what we have discussed? 

I: First you have to be aware of the cultural differences then you will understand how to 
deal with it. However, I think it is important to be honest. That works in every culture. If 
you do not know something, say it. Then, people will understand more. You should change 
yourself sometimes. You have to be flexible. 

R: Just to finish, what have learned from working in a different cultural environment? 

I: There are so many different people and you will not always think in the same way. You 
have to consider different perspectives. You have to change a little bit your habits of 
communication so you can communicate better with the people. 

R: Thanks a lot! 
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Transcript of Interview 5 

R: Can you mention any project that you are currently implementing in China? 

I: We continuously work in projects that involve the entailment of Mexican and Chinese 
entrepreneurs. We recently organized a visit or a group of Mexican businessman to 
different cities in China.  

R: Are you partnering with a Chinese company to implement projects? 

I: Yes, we work side by side with the Chinese institution that could be the equivalent in 
China to the Mexican Council of Foreign trade. They help us to establish contact with the 
Chinese entrepreneurs. 

R: How did you assess the cultural differences before implementing projects in China? 
(Foreign manager) 

I: For me that is very important. I spent two years in China and I learned that culture 
knowing their ways was crucial to achieve business relationships.  

R: Do you have any guideline, policy or system to cope with cultural barriers? 

I: Yes. It is an important part of my job. All business agendas that we organize for the 
Mexican entrepreneurs going to China are based on the compliance with the Chinese way 
to make business.  

R: Can you tell us about any conflict occurred due to the differences between cultures? 

I: In the last commercial mission that we were organizing, we let all entrepreneurs 
registered in the council know about this project so they tell us with sufficient time in 
advance about their interest in being part of the mission and then we could arrange business 
meetings for them. 

One aspect of the Mexican business culture is the last minute decisions. A few days before 
leaving some entrepreneurs decided to come. That caused us a problem because Chinese, 
on the other hand, are people that are used to plan in advance. 

R: How did you handle it? 

I: I had to call all my contacts in China; in other words, I had to use my Guanxi to get some 
Chinese entrepreneurs that were available to meet our clients. Because I was always aware 
of the importance of building this kind of relationships I was able to make a business 
agenda for my customers in a short time. 

R: Are you familiar with the term of power distance?  
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I: No, I am not. 

R: (Explanation of the term Power Distance) How does it impact your project 
implementation? 

I: Ok, I understand. It has very big impact on it. For example, in China power is related to 
seniority. I am very young so I had to figure out the way of overcome this issue because for 
seniors in the same position as me or other in higher positions, being young does not help 
to be respected.  

Every time I have to go to meetings to China representing the Council I take with me one 
person from the Mexican Ministry of Economy that is older than me with a relatively high 
position. This way it is easier for me establish contact with important Chinese entrepreneurs 
and therefore we can offer a better service to our customers. 

R: Are you familiar with the term “keeping face”? Can you tell us about how this aspect 
impacts the implementation of a project? 

I: Yes, I am very familiar with it. That is another issue that should be taken care of every 
time you deal with a Chinese national. Regarding to the example I commented about the 
issue of arranging the business agenda in a short time, I was always careful to not make feel 
the Chinese counterparts stressed because we needed the agenda. It is very important to 
keep a good environment and sometimes Mexican business man have the idea that you 
have put pressure on the people and they neglect the concept of the Chinese face because 
business in Mexico are done differently. I have to function as a mediator between both 
cultures so they can get an understanding. 

R:  In your opinion, what would you consider to be the critical factors to deal with cultural 
differences for the successful implementation of projects in China; especially regarding to 
the differences in the perception of power and the relationship between boss and employee? 

I: You have to have a general knowledge on the Chinese culture and for that it is 
completely necessary to spend some time living in China because otherwise you will never 
understand them. Face is one of these concepts that you have to live to understand. There 
are things that are very difficult to explain so you have to live them. It is very important to 
keep the respect for the authorities, bosses, seniors in higher positions, etc. Status is 
remarked and it has to be considered. Moreover, you have to keep “face” of everybody 
involved in the business. Harmony is paramount. And you have to be always open to learn 
new things and being flexible so you are able to connect both cultures, your own and 
Chinese. 

R: Due to time related issues this was the last question. Thank you very much for your 
time. 
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Transcript of Interview 6 

R: Can you mention any particular project in which you are currently participating? 

I: We are opening a showroom of construction material in Mexico and this involve a lot of 
interaction among Chinese and Mexican and there is a lot of cultural and technical factors 
that are important to take care of. We have to work on a different mental framework and we 
have to figure out the way for our Chinese counterpart to understand what we want. We 
have 3 employees in China. They are all Chinese and the communication is not always 
easy. The first issue is language. Even they speak very good English, they do not always 
understand what you are telling them and they do not always mean what they are telling 
you because the communication is not only what they are telling you verbally. They try not 
to tell you everything. Somehow they do not want to undermine your authority.  

R: So it can be implied that even when the project is implemented in other country, it is 
very important to take care of cultural part.  

I: Yes, it is true because the way of communication is different. It is important to switch 
from written communication to visual communication. We try to send all the information in 
the most visual way possible. Otherwise, it is difficult to know if they are understanding. 
Chinese people in general they cannot say no. Some issue we have with the employees is 
that they can do something even if they cannot so we have to be very specific and to ask 
whether they are getting to the point or not.  Another example is sometimes they will know 
something that you do not know but they are very careful of not making you feel ignorance 
because they know that sometimes people is not expert in everything so they try to be 
polite. Is my point clear? 

R: Yes, actually it is covering pretty much the topic we are addressing in our study because 
we are indentifying important factors, defining them so at the end we can come up with 
some guidelines that may help managers to implement project in China. Before you work in 
this project, how you access the cultural differences? 

I: For example, I would tell you my story. At the beginning, it was very difficult to 
understand what is going on. I do not understand why when I am asking for something, 
everyone was agreed and the point seems to be clear. I was not getting what I was asking 
for. Everything was going to be circle but nobody was telling me the truth but, after a time 
there, I understood a lot of non verbal communication and I understood very important 
concept in the Chinese culture, social and Guanxi. All the fact is that, even you have 
contract or written agreement, it does not mean the business will be as stated. I understood 
that, after all this pulling and pushing to get a written agreement, I understood that that was 
just a starting point because even prices were discussed after agreement. So before 
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implementing the current project, I have all these issued came into my mind and I have 
always considered this cultural factors as a very important issue to be remarked.  

R: So because you have this idea and experience living in Chinese culture, before you were 
going to start planning this project, did you have a structured system to deal with cultural 
differences? 

I: There are some basic principles that I am following. First of all, you have to trust Chinese 
counterpart. You have to stress close cooperation and openness to help each other to solve 
any kind of problems, for example, once our supplier sent us an item with the wrong 
specification, when we realized the problem, we try to talk to our supplier in the most 
respectful way without attacking or arguing or threatening in order to better solve the 
problem. Then, after the mutual cooperation, we found out that it was a problem related to 
misunderstand from the employees who was managing the operation so we talk and we 
came up with the solution together and the problem was solved. This way of cooperating 
with Chinese counterpart has paid off much more than direct confrontation when there is a 
problem.  

R: Thanks for your answer because you already answered those how you handle it. Have 
you heard about this term called power distance? 

I: Yes, I have.  

R: How do you think this power distance impact your project implementation?  

I: When we have the impasse in our negotiation, we tell our Chinese counterpart that we are 
going to pass our negotiation to a higher level in order to overcome a lot of obstacles. 
Sometimes it is not true. We have just to pretend that the one who taking negotiation is in 
higher level. This way of dealing with the problem is used by them.  

R: Regarding to the concept to face, are you familiar with it? 

I: A lot.  

R: How face issue effect your project? 

I: This is perhaps the most important issue in our project. Most Mexican businessmen do 
not understand this concept very clearly. They cannot understand that when they push too 
hard, they can make the counterpart to lose face and Chinese prefer to lose the negotiation 
than to lose face. That is why this concept is milestone when dealing with Chinese 
counterpart. If you make them realize that you are aware of this and you work on keeping 
the face to them. They will start respecting you and they will help you more easily.  
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R: Among all the things we have discussed, what do you think are the critical success 
factors to implement the project in China? 

I: The first one a lot of flexibility, understand that they have totally different mental 
framework. You have to understand not to take the things literally. Another important thing 
is giving the respect. It is important to understand that Chinese national have values that 
they are not willing to give up. Negotiations in China take a lot of time. Another important 
is the relationship, Guanxi. From time to time, knowing someone will open the door for 
you. Having a good relationship with someone now can represent the good business in 3 
years or more. 

R: Just to finalize. From the way you feel, what have you learn from working in different 
culture environment? 

I: The first thing is learning is not understanding. Even if you know a lot of things about the 
theme, you do not have to feel that you are the expert. You have to keep open to learn 
anything because if you think like this, it will lead you to a failure. Regarding to business, it 
is very important to be open to new way of doing them and that will give you a competitive 
advantage because you will learn to solve problem in the way that is not traditional for you.  

R: Thank you very much  
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Transcript of Interview 7 

I: Some thought I have about culture in China is that culture is very important, especially 
for the implementation of the project. As you know, we, China, are followed eastern 
culture. The first thing we have to follow is to keep the good relationship with project 
member and project partner. Another important thing in project implementation is not only 
about asking your partner to share information with you but also sometimes you have to let 
them know what is your vision or what you prefer and also get something what you 
prioritize and what you should be concerned about. Another point in term of culture 
management is that you have to know something about your counterpart culture. In my 
opinion, people from the west like to write down everything and forward to everybody in 
the project but this sometimes does not work in China. It’s even worse. You should keep 
contact with your partner before you write something down. That is better way to solve 
problem, oral communication rather than written communication. It is much better. Of 
course, it is not good for dispute resolution sometimes but it is good for keeping a good 
relationship and I should emphasize on that. Another important thing is to share 
information as soon as possible and in time. In China, you cannot just say there is one 
culture in China. You have to make different between for example the north and the south. 
In the north part of China, people like to make friend with and speak everything.  For 
example, sometimes the project manager has a dinner and they enjoy drinking, very strong 
alcohol. If you are able to drink a lot with your project manager, it is a proof of trust and 
that the way to keep the relationship closer. For the people who cannot drink with them, it 
seems that they do not want to make friendship with them but in the south of China is 
different.  They take it easier. If a counterpart does not want to drink anymore, you just can 
stop drinking. In south part of China, it is different.  

R: Can you mention one last project when you were involved? 

I: There are several project I was involved. It is construction project in Chinese Olympic 
game, the world expo, and construction of Pudong international airport.  

R: In any of these projects were you involved with foreign companies for their 
implementation?  

I: In those last projects I had no interaction with foreigners for working in the project but 
we helped other foreign managers to implement their own by orienting them to deal with 
the formal procedures to be carried out in china regarding to construction projects issues. 

R: When you are going to deal with foreigners, especially westerner. Do you have any 
guidelines to cope with cultural differences? 

I: Not precisely but I can give an example of how I try to work with them. Sometimes we 
should keep in mind that what they are thinking is a bit different from us. We respect the 
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thinking some of them are very logic. For example, they like to write a lot of documents. 
Everything should be written down. Accordingly to the requirement, we will follow them 
sometimes but sometimes we suggest that, in China, it is a bit different but that is only my 
way of working.  

R: Because of this cultural difference, have you had the conflicts? 

I: Sometimes conflict is not conflict. It is just misunderstanding. For example, in China, we 
want to make thing as simple as possible. We do not want to make the problems solving 
process too complex but sometimes for foreigner every procedure should be put too much 
in details. We do not think that that sometimes we solve the problem but they want to do it 
step by step very logic but we have to explain this to those partners. You tell them that you 
do not want to make thing too complex because sometimes you cannot follow. My way of 
handling the misunderstanding is by explanation and discussion.  

R: Have you heard about the term power distance? 

I: No. 

R: Explaining. How do you think this concept impacts the project implementation in China 
when comparing to the foreign way, especially western? 

I: I feel that in western culture the relationship between subordinate and leader is closer. 
For example, in the university I am working, there is a professor. He is very kind. He all the 
time asks me what is going on but I think this issue depend on the people. Some leaders 
want to be considerate to the subordinated and to team members and also the subordinate 
prefer not to say their ideas to the leaders but, some of the leaders, they are very strong. 
They do not want their subordinate to joke with them for example but it depends. It is 
different way of working. In my opinion, it can be different for the power distance in 
China. 

R: How do you think the concept of face impact project implementation in China? 

I: The critical success factors are that you cannot let other people lose their faces in front of 
the leader, in front of the colleague. If you want to criticize somebody, you cannot criticize 
in open space, may be you can personally talk to the person, discuss with them to tell them 
what they are doing wrong and that is better. You cannot speak openly. Sometimes you 
cannot even directly speak to him. Sometimes that person is the expert, someone very 
qualified. They do not want to lose their faces in front of anybody. Then, may be if you 
want to say something to them, you can tell another person to tell another person to him 
what is wrong. That is another way of working. It is very important to solve the problem 
without other one to lose their face.  
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R: What do you think is the critical factors for successful project implementation in China? 

I: You have to try to respect others. You make friend and relationship with other and 
subordinates. You have to be considerate to your subordinates and do not keep you too far 
away from your team members. Sometimes power distance establishment of power distance 
is to make friend with other and also you can share your happiness or angry with others. 
You have to communicate your emotion to the other one in the project team. That will keep 
power distance shorter. From my point of view, in project team, you and your colleague 
have to share everything but some leaders prefer to keep a longer distance with subordinate 
because they want the others to think they are the leaders. That depend on different project. 
For example, in construction project, the leader should be very stronger because the worker 
do not want to follow others but you have to ask them to follow and you have to let them 
know that if they make mistakes, they will be punished. This is useful for you and for them 
in term of safety management but, in another kind of project like development of the new 
product, all the team members are expert, not just labor force so you can be more 
considerate and keep closer relationship. If you can solve daily life problems related to their 
family or you can help them to do that, you can be closer with them and they will work 
with you. Sometimes the project manager cannot be too much inquisitive with the other 
project members about when something is going to be done because they may be expert 
and project manager is just a coordinator. In conclusion, I think this depends on the project. 
30 years ago, things are different in China but now many foreign companies have come so 
things have changed a little bit. That means a kind of culture intervention. It is difficult to 
say that we have clear culture differences. Some of the best project managers graduated in 
western countries and now they are following the western thinking. They change a lot 
overseas.  

R: Do you think that, because you have been in contact with other cultures, you have 
changed? 

I: I think so. I can understand the way foreign expert think.  

R: Thank you for your time for interviewing with us.  
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Transcript of Interview 8 

R: Can you mention any project that you are currently implementing in China? 

I: The program I work for (Chinese language Flagship program run by US government) has 
a summer project in Qingdao, China. It’s a program helping American students to learn 
professional Chinese and do their internship in China. 

R: Are you partnering with a Chinese company to implement projects? 

I: Let’s say, one of my father’s companies doing importing business in Shanghai. I am 
involved in it.  

R: How did you assess the cultural differences before implementing projects in China 
working with foreign colleagues?  

I: Working in an American environment is quite different from working in a Chinese 
company/university. I didn’t expect the difference can be obvious till I work in States. For 
example, when I was working in Shanghai, the director of the department decides my 
working time and schedule. Here in the States, I decide my time and schedule first then 
confirm it with my boss (usually the boss won’t disagree on it).  

R: Do you have any guideline, policy or system to cope with cultural barriers? 

I: Well, I am working in a language/culture program, which means people pay lots of 
attention to culture difference and be willing to share experience about it. We even have a 
course to take which is to teach students how to behave proper in a second culture/in a 
foreign working environment.  

R: Can you tell us about any conflict occurred due to the differences between cultures and 
how did you handle it? 

I: There was once, I was having a project deadline and I was totally in a time crunch. There 
was a coworker who didn’t have too much work to do that day. We were kind of close. So I 
didn’t even hesitate when I asked her for help. She didn’t say yes or no to me, instead, she 
went to ask our boss if she should help me. That made me quite upset at the beginning. I 
guess this doesn’t happen too often in a Chinese company. But later I figure out sometimes 
that’s what Americans do, when they get extra work from coworkers, they might confirm it 
with boss first. 

R: Are you familiar with the term of power distance? How does it impact your project 
implementation? 
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I: I was not quite familiar with it. But just like I mentioned, I feel I can decide my time or 
schedule in a higher level when I work in USA than I was in China. That might be the same 
case when employees make bigger decisions about a project. In China, making decision is 
always boss’s job. That sometimes bothers me when boss makes all the decisions instead of 
listening to everyone’s opinions. You know, not each boss is smart enough and it will 
totally affect how projects goes.  

R: Are you familiar with the term “keeping face”? Can you tell us about how this aspect 
impacts the implementation of a project? 

I: Are you talking about the “keeping face” in a Chinese culture?  “Face issue” is a big part 
of Chinese profession relationships. Boss needs to give “face” to employees and of course 
employees need to give bigger “face” to their boss. This doesn’t cause a big problem when 
Chinese people are dealing with each other because, usually, we know when is the time to 
give “face” and when is the time people are keeping your “face”. But when it comes to a 
foreigner working in China, it might cause some misunderstandings in the work. One easy 
example can be when the boss tells you that you did a good job, maybe he’s just giving you 
a face. Then can you take it serious and even be proud of your work?  

R: In your opinion, what would you consider to be the critical factors to deal with cultural 
differences for the successful implementation of projects in China; especially regarding to 
the differences in the perception of power and the relationship between boss and employee? 

I: I will say sincerity is the golden rule, might be skillfully though. Sometimes it’s 
necessary to keep people’s face and listen to the boss as most of the Chinese employees do, 
but being sincere is very important when it comes to big decisions. First show people that 
you respect them and you appreciate their knowledge, then give your opinions honestly.  

R: What you can learn from working in a different cultural environment? 

I: To look at the world from different perspectives. Always remember to respect the 
difference between cultures and not to deny or judge it just because it’s not the same as 
what we have learned before.  


