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Abstract 
In order to make a clear identification about which leadership style can be appropri-
ate and effective for foreign leaders in China, a specific focus has put on the Chinese 
natives’ cultural values and its influence on foreign manager’s leadership styles. Six 
foreign leaders from two China-based international organizations in Chengdu and 
Shenzhen were interviewed on several issues, including decision-making, conflict 
management and work distribution. A qualitative analysis has been conducted through 
theme categorization which responds that transformational leadership style can be 
effective and appropriate for foreign leaders to strengthen their relationship with 
Chinese employees. 
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1. Introduction 

Along with the gradual removal of trade barriers as well as cross-border barriers 
around the globe, business expands speedily on a global scale, especially selectively 
flooding into the fast-growing developing countries, in order to exploit more oppor-
tunities in the international market. According to Habib-Mintz’s article, “MNCs and 
developing countries are intertwined with political and economic relationships of con-
venience” [1]. After implementing economic reform and the open-up policy in the late 
1970s, and then accessing into the WTO in the year 2001, China gradually became one 
of the important foreign investment destinations for international corporations, and 
about 90 percent of the world’s top 500 companies have invested in China [2]. Such 
kind of situation tends to make the local culture diversified and offers a large amount of 
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chances for intercultural interaction both within and out of the organization. However, 
although there is a large amount of international corporations in China, not all of them 
have the ideal market development. Many foreign managers “have often reported fru-
stration and confusion”, when they do business in China [3]. Thus, this will undoub-
tedly exert some conscious and unconscious pressures on both the foreign leaders and 
Chinese native leaders due to the potential seeds of cultural conflicts and misunders-
tandings caused by localization and regionalization in the cross-border alliances. 
Moreover, this will cause the failure in completing foreign leaders’ assignment in China 
because they will be confronted with difficulties such as lack of knowledge about cul-
ture in host country and different cultural perceptions about leadership effectiveness 
[4]. Therefore, it is essential for foreign leaders to meditate what kinds of the leadership 
style are effective and accepted by their colleagues to deal with this cross-cultural bar-
rier.  

In some of the studies, researchers present that concerning the effective leaders’ be-
havior across culture, some valid similarities and principles in leadership style that 
transcend cultures are necessary for the global leaders [5]. Thus, from their point of 
view, there might be a trend in leadership universality [6]. On the other side, many re-
searchers argue that the application of leadership styles may differ due to the influence 
of different cultures [7]. However, in spite of considerable research conducted on lea-
dership style effectiveness and differences in various countries in recent years, there is 
seldom research focusing on the impact of host countries’ culture values on foreign 
managers’ leadership style [8].  

Therefore, according to the cultural dimension put forward by Hofstede and the 
theories of leadership frameworks proposed by some scholars, the purpose of this re-
search is to put a specific focus on the influence of Chinese cultural values on foreign 
manager’s leadership styles so as to explore the cultural explanations behind cross-cultural 
management communication between foreign leaders and Chinese employees. At the 
same time, the research supposes to make a clear identification about which leadership 
style can be appropriate and effective for foreign leaders in China. 

To investigate on this issue has two main reasons. On one side, good cross-cultural 
management communication between foreign leader and local worker is one of the ba-
sic factors leading to successful management. That is, a leader who grasps these skills 
can have the ability to decrease turnover rate of employees, motivate their followers to 
make remarkable performance in managerial mission, and create a pleasant working 
environment [9]. On the other side, if we can explore effective and accepted leadership 
style for foreign leaders in China, they can be more professional in controlling commu-
nication conflict so as to enhance their leadership competence [10]. In general, the re-
sults of this research will have some values and implications for both the foreign leaders 
who come to China and try to make things work there and Chinese leaders who want to 
integrate different cultures into best leadership practices. 

2. Literature Review 

In order to get a better understanding of the relevance of different intercultural com-
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munication values and its influence on the leadership, first of all, this research explores 
the literatures on major cultures constructs. After that, it reviews the literatures on lea-
dership style and its relationship with culture, especially focusing on the culture and the 
currently prevalent transformational leadership. Indeed, from the cultural sight, it may 
examine the easily ignored aspects of leadership which include the cultural shaped be-
haviors and styles that influence the effectiveness of leadership [11]. 

2.1. Understanding Culture Values 

Culture values have a general impact on the implement of the international manager’s 
leadership [12]. To get a more specific understanding of how culture influences the 
practice of leadership, it is necessary to make a clear understanding of culture value. In 
respond to the increased research attention on the complicated characteristic of culture 
value and the relationship between cultural differences and leadership, Hofstede’s clas-
sic study of culture has become a gradually important framework [13]-[15]. According 
to the Hofested’s theory, there are five main dimensions: the first dimension is power 
distance which refers to the degree of accepting the power inequality in the society. 
Then, uncertainty avoidance is the extent to which the certain group of people endures 
the unknown issues. The third dimension, individualism-collectivism aims to investi-
gate how people keep the relation of the interest between individual and group. The 
fourth one, masculinity-femininity evaluates the gender orientation in the organization. 
At last, in order to explore the culture in Asian countries, here is long-term orientation 
which stands for most of the Confucian philosophies in Chinese traditional values [16] 
[17].  

To some extent, Hofstede’s culture dimensions is one of the well-known ways to cla-
rify the culture differences on the national level and has the value to enhance the cul-
tural cognition for the leaders who are working in the cross-cultural context [14] [15]. 
However, there are still some criticisms for this cultural dimension. Dorfman and Ho-
well, for example, argue that this culture framework has been done by only two surveys 
with IBM which has the limitation in the ability to include other organizations [18]. 
Moreover, Maznevski criticizes it by adding a serious issue that two of the dimensions 
and many of the items within dimensions seem to be separated and unrelated [19]. 
However, despite these criticisms about Hofstede’s theory, these cultural dimensions 
seem to provide validity and trustworthiness to the management studies.  

2.2. Cross-Culture and Leadership 

There are many definitions about leadership, but most of them have the conception 
that leadership is relevant to the “interaction between the leader, the follower, and the 
situation” [20]. That is, one leadership style or behavior will be accepted by the follow-
ers in one culture, but it can be regarded as inappropriate in another [21]. Therefore, it 
is necessary to consider a theoretical model which can illustrate the influence process 
for leadership under the cross-cultural situation [21]. The cross-cultural model of lea-
dership conducted by a few of researchers exactly indicates that culture has an encom-
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passing impact on leadership process including leader’s image, individual and group 
processes, and substitutes for leadership [21]-[23]. Ah Chong and Thomas clarifies the 
cultural influence on the expected leader’s behavior by giving an example that Pacific 
Islanders expect leaders to give specific instructions, but the same behavior is not re-
quired for an ideal leader in Anglo-European culture [24]. Similarly, Thomas shows 
that in the high power distance culture the paternalistic leadership are more likely to be 
accepted than in lower one [13]. In addition, Dorfman indicates that since culture can 
be treated as invisible element that determines the nature of the situational features 
which will act as effective substitute for leadership [22]. Moreover, the evaluation of 
leadership effectiveness is also subject to cultural influence [13]. For example, the lead-
er’s performance that does not focus on the group harmony and interest will be consi-
dered as negative and ineffective in the collectivist culture [22]. 

However, although this model reflects a clear frame for the relationship between 
culture and leadership, some theorists argue that it does not explain how to manage the 
interaction between the expatriate leader and the local followers. Thus, some scholars 
(e.g. Peterson, Brannen, and Simth, Ah Chong and Thomas) have done the research to 
address this matter for leaders who do not familiarize with the cross culture workforce 
by giving two important hints [25]. One is that the followers’ expectations on the lea-
dership are mainly based on the leaders’ culture background. The other is that too 
much adaptation of the behaviors in the followers’ culture will lead to ineffective lea-
dership for the foreign leaders.  

Nevertheless, notwithstanding either the limitation in the model or the insufficient 
evidence in the later work, all these literatures can provide the logical conclusion that 
because of the increasing need for having competent global leaders in workplace, it is 
essential for the managers, especially those who are assigned to foreign countries, to 
pay more attention on selecting the appropriate leadership style so as to have a suc-
cessful leadership practice in different cultural situation [26]-[28].  

2.3. Culture and Transformational Leadership 

Considering about the demand for the capable leaders with effective leadership to work 
across different countries, many scholars, like Yukl, suggest the value of the recent 
transformational leadership [21]. Similarly, Bass and Avolio indicates that transforma-
tional leadership which includes the well-known four leadership aspects: idealized in-
fluence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualized considera-
tion, is an effective and ideal leadership style since it emphasizes the process that lead-
ers influence followers by transforming their attitudes, beliefs and values to facilitate 
their motivation [29] [30]. According to the cultural-universal perspective supported by 
some scholars, specific aspects of transformational leadership are universally accepted 
across cultures around the world [6] [31] [32]. This kind of perspective implies that due 
to the common demands from the global organization, the leadership practice tends to 
be more similar than different. Thus in terms of this perspective, transformational lea-
dership style has some common qualities under the influence of different cultural 



Y. Ao 
 

103 

background. For example, the GLOBE study has found that some leadership behaviors 
in transformational leadership are universally endorsed across widely varying cultures 
[31].  

On the contrary, another recent set of studies present the notion that culture values 
dimensions influence how transformational leadership is conducted and perceived 
form country to country [33]. Depending on the culture, the transformational leader-
ship will be more effective within less traditionally entrenched cultures, such as in some 
Western countries, while it would have less positive impact in countries with traditional 
cultures, such as China, where the culture are characterized as high power distance so 
that the respect for hierarchical features and conformism are reinforced which to some 
extent will impede the development of transformational leadership [34]. On the other 
hand, however, unlike the findings from this research pertaining to China, in the study 
conducted by Jung, Yammarino and Lee, transformational leadership are perceived to 
be more useful in collectivist culture than in individualistic one [35]. It seems to be 
more prone to enhance the followers’ motivation to work for group goals instead of 
self-interests in collectivistic cultures, such as in China.  

In general, no matter cultural universal perspective or cultural specific one, they all 
aim to explore the influence of culture on transformational leadership and try to testify 
its effectiveness for leaders by identifying and comparing transformational leadership 
patterns in different countries [36] [37]. Thus, the overall review at these literatures re-
flects that very little research has been undertaken to investigate the area of the influ-
ence of host country’s cultural values on expatriate foreign leaders’ leadership style. 
Therefore, in order to examine this issue, this research put a specific focus on the for-
eign leaders in China-based international organization so as to address the research 
question of, what kind of leadership style do foreign leaders effectively espouse under 
the influence of Chinese cultures?  

3. Methodology 

Before carrying out a comprehensive analysis and discussion in the research, some 
space should be devoted to describing the methodology. In this research, semi-structured 
interviews, a commonly used method in intercultural communication research, is em-
ployed to explore foreign expatriate leaders’ leadership style under the impact of Chi-
nese cultural values in a China-based international organization. The methodology of 
interview research is mainly related to the criteria of research participant selection, the 
method to collect data, the principles of research instrument design as well as the pro-
cedure of data analysis.  

3.1. Overview of Semi-Structured Interview 

Unlike the aim of quantitative approach which emphasizes on doing survey, the pur-
pose of qualitative interview is to offer unique perspective and original explanations 
rather than underlining the predictions of relationships [38]. What is more, in spite of 
the large number of observations and easily comparable information provided by the 
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quantitative survey, it can only focus on the surface of values and practices in these or-
ganizations. However, although compared with quantitative survey, the number of ob-
servation in qualitative interview is low; several aspects of organizational area can be 
analyzed so as to provide thick description. That is, on one hand, it is really a great 
chance to gain a more accurate and clear picture of these leaders’ perspective and beha-
viors [39]. This is possible due to the open-ended questions and flexibility to answer 
according to their own thinking since there is no constrained choices for answers. On 
the other hand, for the ambiguous question, qualitative interview can be used to make a 
clarified explanation about these questions immediately [39].  

Further, in the qualitative interview, there are three types of interview, namely struc-
tured interview, unstructured interview and semi-structured interview. Compared with 
the structured interview style and unstructured one, the semi-structured interview, 
which has been done according to the prepared question list and schedule, is likely to 
provide more room to explore profound information since it is more flexible [40]. 
Thus, as semi-structured interview questions are not highly standardized, this method 
of data collection can encourage participants to tell more about their own opinions 
which can be highly suitable and collaborative for this type of study since it matches the 
purpose very well [38]. 

3.2. Participants 

The participants in this research are six foreign leaders from Western countries who are 
now working in China-based international organizations for average four years. In or-
der to protect the participants’ identities, researcher uses the pseudonyms to represent 
each participant. The leaders who are the typical representatives for the business de-
velopment in China are selected from two international organizations. Two (Boris and 
Zeal) of them are expatriate principals in an international school in Chinese city, 
Chengdu. The other four (Howell, Sean, Susan, and Ivy) are managers in a design in-
ternational corporation in Chinese city, Shenzheng. The criteria of participant selection 
are mainly based on their working experience in international team, their position in 
that organization and their willingness to accept this research project. The top level 
managers always have more opportunities to make the important decisions and strate-
gies, allocate task on behalf of the whole organization to subordinates as well as coope-
rate with different teams both within and out of the organization. Considering about 
this, all the participants in this research are those who hold senior level managerial po-
sition in the organization. In addition, the reason why these foreign expatriate leaders 
all have the average four years’ working experience in China is considered, because long 
working time in China would enable better acceptance and understanding of Chinese 
culture among them, calling some adaptive changes in value and behaviors, which can 
be helpful for their consideration of effective leadership choice. Thus, this aspect may 
strengthen the purpose of this study. 

3.3. Data Collection 

Generally speaking, this research took several steps to collect data from those leaders in 
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the China-based international organizations. First of all, the researcher had to have an 
overall understanding of background of leaders and organizations so as to gain a basic 
idea of how to ask the interview questions effectively. Then, the researcher had to make 
contact with the participants to briefly introduce the research to them and to make sure 
that they were willing to participate. When these participants indicated their interest in 
the research, the researcher arranged for the qualitative interviews to be conducted via 
the Internet (e.g., Skype). 

Since this is a semi-structured interview, the questions in it are all open ended one 
which are related to the research aim and objectives. According to the research question 
that seeks to investigate the kind of leadership style which foreign expatriate leaders effec-
tively espouse under the influence of Chinese cultures, the interview questions (Appen- 
dix 1) are designed from three main aspects. The first section of open questions talks 
about the managers’ duty and daily work in the organization, and their communication 
style with subordinates, especially how they deal with conflict in the specific situation. 
This set of questions provides a general understanding of the interviewee’s situation 
and give us some information about these leaders’ communication style in relationship 
construction. The second part of questions is related to work distribution and deci-
sion-making. That is, when these leaders assign task and make decision, how do they 
contact with their employees to accept that work and how the make the decision. To 
some extent, the answers from this kind of questions illustrate the degree of power 
control for these leaders. Then, the third series of questions has focused on their own 
preferred leadership style. In these questions, the interviewees are expected to define 
leadership from their point of view and to state out how they lead their employees. 
Thus, the answers from interviewees can be used to describe their leadership style. All 
questions which have been asked during the interview are based on Putnam and Wil-
son’s Organizational Conflict Communication Instrument and Bass and Hofstede’s 
Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire [41]. In this way, we can combine some scholar’s 
theory to sufficiently analyze the data and information which collected from the re-
search. 

Simply because these participants may not only do their business in China but also 
have business trip around the world, having interview via internet is the only a feasible 
way to communicate with the participants. Using this method, there is a limitation. 
That is, during the interview, there may be some noises, like network instability, inter-
ruption and language barriers. To some extent, it may influence the interview’s quality. 
However, compared with sending email, this method is much better, because at least 
the participants’ emotion, body language and communication behavior can be observed 
and this can make more contribution to the discussion. 

3.4. Data Analysis 

After effectively organizing the interview process and collecting data, all the informa-
tion should be analyzed. In terms of the data analysis, the thematic analysis of the in-
terpretive approach has been utilized to discuss the issue. During the process of data 
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analysis, the information collected from interview has been read again and again so as 
to locate the themes and assign initial codes or labels to condense the mass of raw data. 
Further, the second step was to conduct axial coding [42]. That is, the initial themes 
emerging from the first step were reviewed and examined by investigating causes and 
consequences; conditions and interactions, and then looking for categories or similar 
concepts, so as to develop a structure to analyze the collected information. In this exer-
cise, theme refers to particularly related words, items, concepts and experiences. To be 
a theme two criteria had to apply. One referred to the answers from interviewees tend-
ing to share the same or similar opinions. The other one referred to some frequently men-
tioned keywords which were related to the questions [43]. Thus, in this semi-structured 
interview, it is necessary to compare all the interviews so as to find out the themes con-
sisted of similar values, beliefs and events mentioned by these leaders. The processed 
data was finally sorted into various categories indicating the leadership styles that expa-
triate leaders favored. Additionally, after that, in order to get a constructive conclusion 
of the research, qualitative information from interview has been analyzed through the 
combination with some of the cultural dimensions and leadership theories which have 
been mentioned in literature review.  

4. Research Findings 

In this section, the results which come out through the qualitative interview will be re-
vealed so as to respond the research question. In the following part, the preferred lea-
dership characteristics of foreign leaders in China will be identified in order to provide 
some irradiative insight for either foreign leaders or Chinese leaders and for further 
study on cultural influence of leadership.  

For Western leaders who want to continue doing their business well in China, they 
should be aware of integrating the foreign leaders’ leadership qualities with Chinese 
culture organically and systematically since having things done in a way that satisfies 
the Chinese is a major source of success in China. According to the interview with these 
foreign leaders in China-based international organizations, there are some leadership 
behaviors that these leaders present in the cross-cultural context. Among these leader-
ship behaviors, five typical leadership practices have been highlighted by these Western 
leaders, which they combine with Chinese thinking, given the importance of culture 
reasons. 

4.1. Establishing Mutual Agreement with Adequate Empowerment 

Compared with some state-owned organization in China which has various rules and 
regulations, these China-based international organizations are more flexible. In addi-
tion, because of the different cultural influence between Eastern and Western countries, 
there will be different management concepts among them. Hence, when foreign super-
visor and local subordinates work together, it is important for the foreign leaders to 
help Chinese employees make sense of task through communication. Although under 
the influence of Chinese culture, such as Confucian doctrine, Chinese employees show 
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their respect for authority by obeying what the managers say, all the foreign leaders in 
interview, however, still emphasize that the consensus with the local subordinates is a 
crucial factor to lead the company successfully in China since it is a way to establish 
mutual respect which in turn is a core value in Chinese culture to establish long-term 
relationship. A foreign principal, Zeal, in this interview indicates that  

Hierarchy is a common phenomenon in China, so some Chinese workers hardly 
speak up their disagreement in the meeting. But I’d like to say, I am a leader not a 
dictator, so many times when the decision about teaching goals remained to be con-
sulted; I often created an open atmosphere and ask for opinions from local staff to 
make a consensus plan.  

Similarly, the foreign leader, Howell, in the design corporation has stressed that  

“I know Chinese people are used to having a power distance, but I have never used 
my power to order on my Chinese employees without communication. Many 
times, a project and a goal for a task, I think, needs discussion so that finally we 
can achieve mutual agreement on the plan which can produce desired and even 
better outcome. This is particularly true for foreign leaders doing business in Chi-
na, because this is a respectful leading style to build mutual trust.”  

Further, the importance of empowerment is a vital aspect which Western leadership 
always emphasizes in leading a team and stimulating potential and value from em-
ployees. Therefore, when Western leaders come to work in China, they always carry out 
their leadership with empowerment after reaching agreement. However, espousing 
large extent of power distance between superior and subordinates, Chinese employees 
sometimes are reluctant to accept empowerment due to the influence of values in Con-
fucianism, such as keeping order and respecting authority and their fear of being 
blamed for the failure. Thus, in order to make Chinese employees feel the importance 
and necessity of empowerment, foreign leaders cannot simply import the concept of 
this Western leadership quality into China and expect it to work (Howell, Zeal, and 
Ivy). The foreign leaders illustrate this perspective as below. 

“I’d like to empower my subordinates when we reach agreement on our plan. I 
have to say, implementing the empowerment culture is necessary in China, but 
honestly, it is more complicated. The significant point here I want to say is that we 
should provide guidance for Chinese employees after empowerment. It is best for 
the leaders to make sure that the employees are on the track and to see how things 
progress.”(Howell) 
“After reaching consensus, I have to underlie the empowerment. Actually, it is not 
as easily achieved in China as in the West. If we want to make it work, what we 
should do is to modify before we apply it in China. I mean it is better to use dele-
gation rather than empowerment in China. Chinese employees are more comfort-
able with delegation, because they have power and responsibility to do the work, 
but don’t have to bear the negative result.” (Ivy)  
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4.2. Encouraging Risk-Taking and Innovation 

Generally speaking, Westerners always lay the more stress on taking a risk and being 
creative. From their point of view, people who “keep on the rail” are regarded to be 
conventional and are not sought out by leading-edge firms due to the less competitive 
strength in innovation. On the contrary, traditionally, the Chinese are often reluctant to 
take risk and thus finally fail to be innovative. The reason that Chinese employees are 
unwilling to take risk is due to their lack of motivation. Thus, stimulating Chinese em-
ployees’ motivation is a way that foreign leaders always adapt to improve their willingness 
of risk-taking and being innovative. Some foreign leaders say that in order to stimulate 
the employees’ motivation, they have provided challenging new projects and activities: 

“After being the principal in this international school, I support my Chinese 
teachers in trying new teaching approaches. Based on my observation, the Chinese 
teachers are not creative enough. So I always try to find an appropriate time to as-
sign new assignment to them.” (Zeal) 
“In our company, creative is a core value. So I assign them (Chinese employees) 
task that are beyond their current comfort level and stimulate them to find new 
way to succeed. New challenge, new approach, new assignment is worth a try!” 
(Howell) 

In addition, although the leaders stimulate the employees’ motivation to take risk, it 
still may not have effect on some Chinese employees. To some degree, this can be at-
tributed to the large extent of uncertainty avoidance in Chinese culture. To be specific, 
there are multiple rules and regulations for people doing business in China so as to 
avoid some unexpected business issues. Hence, the Chinese are afraid of taking risk 
since they will be punished by these rules for making any mistake during the process of 
taking risk. Under such circumstance, on one hand, it is necessary for the leaders to 
emphasize that employees do not need to undertake the negative result if they take risk 
and try to be creative (Boris, Susan, Ivy, Howell). For example, the principal Boris and 
manager Howell stress that,  

“I prefer to encourage my staff to be creative during teaching process. At first, I 
found that the Western teachers are willing to do that, but Chinese teachers feel 
frustrated. When I got the feedback from Chinese teachers, I realize that they con-
sider that it is a big risk to do so, because if they fail, they have to bear the fruit. So 
I reassure them that they will not be penalized for making any mistake if they were 
trying to be innovative.” (Boris) 
“No punishment, no penalty for failure, this is what I should say before I assign 
any challenging task to Chinese employees.” (Howell)  

On the other hand, after undertaking the risk task, leaders should make their em-
ployees, especially those who do their work successfully, feel self-satisfaction of taking 
such challenging assignment. One leader in the interview explains that  

“Rewarding employees for being risk-taking is necessary. Money is important to 
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employees, but it is not as important as some people think. Stimulating employee 
and giving them a sense of personal satisfaction can make them passionate. They 
can see what they have done. I believe this is the best motivation. Such feedback 
can encourage more people to take risk in the future work.”(Ivy)  

4.3. Building Trust with Chinese Employees 

No matter in what organizations and countries trust is an indispensable factor for the 
leaders and other employees to work well together. Comparing with Westerners, Chi-
nese, however, are relatively slower to trust people with whom they do not have close 
relationship because Chinese people with collectivistic view tends to treat stranger as 
less valuable and meaningful. Chinese people do not build up the trust until the beha-
viors that supports one’s words. What is more, nowadays because of the requirement 
for the quick movement in business, the insufficient time makes it more difficult for the 
foreign leaders in China to establish the deep and strong reciprocal relationship. 
Therefore, in order to quickly build trust with Chinese employees, on one hand, it is 
necessary for the foreign leaders to be professional and capable so that they can be a 
role model to make Chinese employees trust their ability to lead the organization. For-
eign leaders’ judgment abilities to deal with Chinese teachers’ teaching issues, according 
to principal Zeal, is an important factor to establish Chinese teacher’s trust on them. 
Another principal (Boris) in this international school support this by emphasizing that 
only when foreign leaders prove their professional administrative ability, such as the 
capability in evaluating the Chinese teachers’ teaching strategy and performance, can 
they gain these teachers’ trust in an easy way. In addition to this, the leader, Sean and 
Susan, in a design corporation indicates the same meaning: 

“I feel one of the important things for me here is to gain trust from my Chinese 
employees. I know it is a tough work. When I was a new manager in China, the 
common expression by my Chinese employee, I always heard, is ‘lao wai’. For a 
long time here, I know this term does not mean my Chinese employees disrespect 
me, but contain the meaning of low trust. So I found what I have to do to make 
them trust me is to be capable. To have ability in organizing a big project is signif-
icant in our company. I think now my Chinese employees never suspect my abili-
ty, and I have built a comfortable trust relationship with them, although it is a long 
time with lots of give and take.” (Sean) 
“Employees in China respect those who have power, but they show their soul trust 
to those who have ability to be a role model. I have been told by my Chinese em-
ployees that they trust me on undertaking the important case because of my capa-
bility.” (Susan) 

On the other hand, Chinese people prefer to build deeper form of trust, personal trust, 
rather than the formal trust found in many Western countries. In relation to business 
in China, Chinese people always believe that it is better to make friends first and then 
do the business. Thus, for the foreign leaders in China, they can start by showing wil-
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lingness to openly talk about themselves in order to quickly build the personal trust. In 
the interview, Howell, the manager in the design corporation shows this point like this: 

“I’m proud to have my business in China, but the issue of trust here is one that 
concerns me very much. In simple way I can say in West, business is above any 
other relationship, while in China personal relationships come before the business. 
So when I build up the close personal relationship, I have to gain personal trust 
from my employees. In order to do so, I always satisfy my Chinese employees’ cu-
riosity about my background. I tell them about my history, my family, my home-
town, my educational experiences and business experiences. I mean I open myself 
instead of hidden myself.” (Ivy) 

4.4. Leading from the Heart through Caring Approach 

There is a central component of successful business leadership for foreign leaders in 
China that is, leading from their heart. This is a common trait for leaders in both 
Western and Eastern countries. However, considering about the influence of Chinese 
cultural values, particularly indirectness, foreign leaders who are accustomed to be 
straightforward should think about how they can apply this trait effectively in regard to 
China. According to the leaders in the interview, they all present the importance of 
leading their employees from heart through the caring approach, but most of them un-
derscore the necessity of adapting this approach to Chinese thinking.  

First of all, they show their care to both public and private issues of their Chinese 
employees. For example, principal Zeal notes that  

“I try very hard to use my heart to lead. I show my care to my employees, no mat-
ter in my country or now in China. But the difference is, in China, I need to dis-
play my care to them about not only the task-related issue, but also personal or 
family issues. Sometimes I feel myself to be a parent rather than a principal.”(Zeal) 

Then, the foreign leaders underlie the significance of showing concern on Chinese 
employee’s emotional reaction. Compared with Westerners, Chinese people are more 
likely to show their emotion in an indirect way. Thus, the foreign leaders should be 
more sensitive to Chinese employees’ reaction.  

“As for Chinese employees, they always hide their true feeling and keep silent 
when they dissatisfy with someone. Normally I keep a long time observation in 
daily interaction. I will show my care and empathy to their emotional reaction if I 
find.”(Sean) 

Lastly, many leaders show their care toward employees through giving praise. In 
doing so, Western leaders have to be careful in China of how the praise should be given 
to Chinese employees due to their value of “di diao” (low-key). 

“Working hard or not depend on each people. One incentive method to show my 
care about hard working staff is praise. But my Chinese employees told me that 
they feel embarrassment when I appreciate their performance in public meeting. 
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They said Chinese employees can regard the praise in public as show-off. So I al-
ways express my praise to Chinese employee privately.” (Howell) 

4.5. Managing Conflict with Obliging and Tender Style 

These leaders are working in the cultures which are different from theirs, so manage-
ment value sometimes will be different with the Chinese employees. Thus, when disa-
greement appears, the conflict sometimes will be unavoidable among them. According 
to data collecting from these Western leaders, all the leaders in the interview imply that 
when they consider about the management strategy that they used to deal with the con-
flict with their Chinese employees, they always tend to shift their original conflict 
management style into the one that satisfies the Chinese concerns. That is, given the 
mutual-face concern and the principle of harmony in China, most of the foreign leaders 
in interview demonstrate that they prefer to become obliging and soft in resolving con-
flict in China rather than still being aggressive and competitive which they often use in 
Western. (Howell, Susan, Boris, Zeal) 

When confronting with conflict with Chinese employee, the manager mentions 
that “At the board meeting, disagreement can frequently occur. If I argue with 
them directly, things may get worse. For me, I try to use placid attitude to solve 
these problems. I think it can support me to create a harmonious working atmos-
phere and to reduce the smell of gunpowder.” (Susan)  

Similarly, the principal Zeal echoes this point by saying, “Of course, conflict can be 
commonly observed among us. When I manage it, I need to concern about their face. I 
use some euphemistic way to mitigate the conflict. Usually, I need to be softer.”  

These are two female leaders who are typically regarded as someone with tender and 
soft feature. However, in the interview, two male leaders also indicate that under the in-
fluence of desire of keeping harmonious relationship with Chinese employees, they 
usually conform to others to bring them into harmony by lowering themselves. 

“Once, one of my Chinese members was not satisfied with my decision on a 
project. Another guy told me he got angry at me for making up my mind without 
considering about his plan. Actually, we have considered his plan for a long time, 
but finally we found it still has something unfeasible. So we give up his plan. The 
next week, I went to him and apologized for making him upset. I know Chinese 
people always concern mutual face, mutual relationship. So in this issue, I think it 
is necessary to lower myself. It is one of things that I can learn in China.” (Howell) 

To sum up, we can find five leadership styles in the interview that these Western 
leaders combine with Chinese cultures. These styles indicate that when Western leaders 
do their work in China, they should try to establish mutual agreement and then decen-
tralize the power to the right employee. Then, in order to build the trust with Chinese 
employees, the foreign leaders always do so by enhancing their ability and revealing 
themselves. Moreover, when assigning task, these leaders are used to encourage Chi-
nese employees’ motivation of taking risk and being innovative. Further, leading from 
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their heart, especially showing their care and concern, are also demonstrated by these 
foreign leaders as an effective way. Lastly, not only female foreign leaders but also male 
ones manage conflict with obliging and tender style so as to save their Chinese em-
ployees’ face and create a harmonious relationship with them. 

5. Discussion 

Then combined with some of the cultural dimensions and leadership theories which 
have been mentioned in the literature review, the qualitative information from in-depth 
interview will be processed and analyzed. From the above results, we can see the five 
features in the expatriate foreign leaders’ cross-cultural leadership style. The following 
part will compare these research results with some of theories and literatures that men-
tioned in previous section to discuss the findings. 

First of all, according to the Hofstede’s cultural dimension, under the influence of 
Confucianism for thousands of years, China gets high index in power distance and un-
certainty avoidance. Thus, on one side, the leader and follower have the hierarchical 
relationship in which the leaders provide a less open environment and control the 
power of decision making when distributing work. On the other side, there are many 
rules to prevent uncertainty issues which hinder Chinese people’s motivation of risk 
taking and thus reduce their creativity. This may influence Chinese leaders. But for the 
foreign leaders in China, they may still remain their original leadership behavior, such 
as decentralizing their power and encouraging employees to take risk and be innova-
tive. This situation exactly supports the perspective which mentioned in the literature 
review that the leadership behavior relating to the leader’s culture will be expected by 
the local followers [24] [25]. However, from the data collecting in interview, we can see 
that these Chinese cultures also have some influence on part of Western foreign leaders’ 
leadership behaviors, when they consider about how to continue conducting their 
Western leadership quality well with Chinese cultural values.  

From the first and second leadership behavior that we find in these foreign leaders, it 
obviously shows that the leader’s Western leadership behaviors, such as empowerment 
in work assignment and encouraging risk taking, are likely to be accepted in China, on-
ly if the leaders combine them with Chinese employees’ concern. In addition, as we can 
see from the remaining three leadership behaviors, considering about the Chinese cul-
tural values such as creating harmonious atmosphere, saving face and indirectness 
which are the typical values in collectivistic and long-term relationship country, the 
foreign leaders decide to adapt to the followers’ culture. That is, they should show more 
care and positive feedback in the job evaluation, tend to build personal trust with Chi-
nese employee and manage conflicts with obliging and tender attitude. Therefore, as 
Dorfman, Erez and Earley, and Yukl illustrated in the cross-cultural model, the leader’s 
competence to influence others, to a large extent, is determined by whether their prac-
tices are correspond with followers’ conceptions of a ideal leader, which are largely af-
fected by cultural differences [21] [22]. Although this result is inconsistent with the 
point of view presented by Ah Chong and Thomas, we should not ignore that when the 
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leader’s behavior was accepted as genuine by the followers [24] [44]. 
Moreover, based on the literature review and the result from the interview, it is not 

hard to find that the transformational leadership style will be effective and appropriate 
for the expatriate leader in the cross-cultural context since it is to influence followers 
from the emotional and valuable aspects. As mentioned in the literature review, there 
are four influential components in transformational leadership, which include idealized 
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consid-
eration, while the five leadership behaviors shown by these foreign leaders in this re-
search are consistent with some of the features in transformational leadership. To start 
with, the leaders’ leadership behaviors of empowerment, leading from heart through 
caring approach, and managing conflict with obliging and tender style, match the cha-
racteristic of individualized consideration in the transformational leadership style 
which shows that the leaders provide individual care and concern to each follower. The 
leaders may decentralize their authority but offer guidance so as to develop their ad-
vantages and give immediate feedback to individuals from the individualized aspect.  

Secondly, from the interview, we find that, the employees need to be creative in their 
working process, so the foreign leaders always appreciate to provide challenge of new 
activity to the staff. This leadership behavior is undoubtedly consistent with the feature 
of inspirational motivation in transformational leadership which indicates that the 
leader motivates the followers to be creative and innovative by giving them challenging 
tasks. In this way, leaders encourage employees to find out new solutions for old issues 
and thus provide them a good chance to enhance their competence [45]. Then, as for 
the idealized influence in transformational leadership, it shows that the leader should 
be a role model that employees want to follow. These leaders can be trusted and ad-
mired by the employees due to their capabilities. This exactly echoes these foreign lead-
ers’ leadership behavior of building trust with Chinese employees by showing their 
competence. In conclusion, the five leadership behaviors conducted by these foreign 
leaders in China mostly correspond with the features of transformational leadership 
style.  

6. Implication of Research 

According to the previous findings, this study indicates that although cultural differ-
ences have some impact on the choice of leadership style, the effective leadership quali-
ties in China for both Chinese and foreign leaders have something in common. Hence, 
this perspective shown in this study is consistent with the culture-universal perspective 
put forward by Bass and Avolio, which supports that the universal aspects of transfor-
mational leadership can offer a global application [6].. 

Therefore, given the rapid development in economy and change in culture, this re-
search indicates that it is effective for both Chinese and foreign leaders to try to mainly 
practice transformational leadership style and integrate this kind of leadership style 
with Chinese reality. That is, leaders, especially foreign leaders in China should strive to 
empower followers with guidance and encourage their motivation of being creative, to 
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build their trust, and to give sufficient concerns and care. 
If these findings can be extended, they can have the practical implication for en-

hancing both Chinese and foreign leaders’ leadership competence across culture. On 
one hand, the foreign leaders can understand that they can successfully take the trans-
formational leadership behaviors into practice in China, and they can provide an ex-
planation about why this kind of leadership style is valuable and potentially important 
for the business in China. On the other hand, Chinese leaders can also make sense of 
how the transformational leadership style can integrate an effective leadership practices 
under the influence of different cultures, especially when Chinese leaders work with 
foreign leaders, no matter as colleagues in international organization or as cooperative 
partner.  

7. Limitation and Future Direction 

Clearly, it is valuable from the perspective of culture to explore a deeper understanding 
of challenge that the expatriate leaders face in the cross-cultural context and the effec-
tive leadership style for foreign leaders in China. Moreover, it is useful for the foreign 
leaders to learn how to choose a more effective leadership style in different situation. 
However, merely understanding of cultural influences is insufficient to achieve an ef-
fective leadership in cross-cultural context. Therefore, for the future research, first it is 
necessary to look into deeper area, like exploring the organizational culture rather than 
the national culture. Furthermore, culture is not the unique factor to influence the lea-
dership style, so combing more leadership theories and stepping into other variables 
like gender, language and political influence is essential. Finally, as for the method, it 
suggests that both quantitative method such as doing questionnaire survey and the qua-
litative method like interview should combine together in order to get a more accurate 
and persuasive results. For example, it would be better to make a comparison between 
the viewpoint collecting from foreign leaders through interview and the perspective 
gathering from Chinese employees via survey. 

8. Conclusion 

Based on the in-depth interview analysis and discussion in the previous parts, the re-
search question is worked out. First, it finds out that culture differences do not totally 
affect the foreign leaders’ leadership behavior, but it will influence the expatriate their 
leadership style in some of the aspects. For instance, because under the influence of 
Chinese culture, the local followers are used to save face and create harmonious at-
mosphere, the foreign leaders manage conflict with tender attitude and give more care 
and concern. In addition, as for the relationship between leadership and cross-culture, 
it reveals that there are two factors to influence the leadership behavior, including the 
cultural values and situations. That is, the foreign leaders will vary the leadership beha-
vior to satisfy some of the culture values that the local followers hold. Meanwhile, the 
leader will show different leadership behavior because of the different organizational 
situation. However, no matter the leaders decide to change into which leadership beha-
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viors, this research finds that in the cross-cultural context, transformational leadership 
will be more effective and appropriate for the foreign leaders since it is a process to in-
fluence followers from both emotional and rational aspects. 
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Appendix 1 

He interview will take approximately 45 minutes of your time. Your responses will be 
used to write an explorative research. Only researcher will have access to the informa-
tion you provide me in the notes, tapes and the paper written of the interview. After-
wards, all notes will be destroyed and tapes erased. I will keep a copy of the paper on 
file but will treat it with the strictest confidentiality.  

If you take part in the study, you have the right to: 
1. Refuse to answer any particular question, and to withdraw from the study “state a 

withdrawal date”. 
2. Ask any further questions about the study that occurs to you during your participa-

tion. 
Be given access to a summary of the findings from the study when it is concluded. 

Interview Question 

1. How long have you held your leadership position in your organization? 
2. What are your responsibilities in workplace? Please tell me about your main items 

that you do every day in this organization. 
3. What major changes did you make after you got this position? 
4. In your work, you have to communicate with the Chinese employees and the for-

eign ones. What are the differences? 
5. Do you think yourself a good role model for your Chinese employees? Why? 
6. When you communicate with Chinese employees, what are the communication bar-

riers and challenges? How do you deal with them? 
7. How do you deal with conflict with your native colleague? Can you give an exam-

ple? 
8. Do you treat all your members the same, or do you treat them different based on 

their traits or something else? 
9. How do you distribute the work to your Chinese employees? Are there any difficul-

ties? How do you deal with it? 
10. Do you support your member to try new approaches when you distribute work to 

them? If do so, how do you support them? 
11. How do you motive your members to have more commitment and shared vision in 

your organization? 
12. Do you give feedback to your colleagues? If so, please describe how do you give 

feedback to them? 
13. How do the different cultural values between Chinese employees and yours affect 

your leadership? 
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