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Abstract

Along with the globalization of business markets, more organizations are turning to multinational corporations (MNCs). Many MNCs hire local people in the operating country. These local employees, who typically work under expatriates sent from their headquarter, often encounter different cultures at the workplace. Although researchers have paid significant attention to the cross-cultural adjustment of expatriates or suggested effective management practices with local employees, few studies were conducted from a local employees’ perspective, and the adaptation process of local employees to an MNC has largely been overlooked. In addition, past studies identified the cultural differences in communication and feedback styles, yet little is known about how these differences influence employee adaptation to an MNC. Based on expectancy violations theory (Burgoon, 1978), this paper will describe how organizational members in MNCs react or make efforts to different communication and feedback styles in the workplace, and how the differences influence their adaptation process to an MNC.

The Effect of Cultural Differences in Communication and Feedback Styles on Employee Adaptation to a Multinational Corporation (MNC)
Introduction
Along with the globalization of business markets, more organizations have been extending their businesses internationally to gain a competitive edge, to obtain skills, labors, or technologies, or to increase their market share (Palmer & Varner, 2006). In short, more organizations today are turning to multinational corporations (MNCs), which operate across multiple nations with their headquarter in one nation (Stohl, 2001) and obtain a large percentage of revenues outside of the home country (Daft, 2007). 
Perhaps for this reason, many MNCs hire local people in the operating country, and these local employees often carry different cultures from the ones of its headquarter, yet typically work under expatriate people sent by its headquarter, and thus, they frequently face problems caused by cultural differences including communication. Researchers have paid great attention to the cross-cultural adjustment of expatriates (e.g., Caligiuri & Lazarova, 2002; Lee, 2007; Puck, Kittler, & Wright, 2008) or suggested effective management of local employees (e.g., Krishnan, 2001). Yet, few studies were conducted from a local employees’ perspective, and the adaptation process of local employees to an MNC has largely been overlooked. In addition, surprisingly, little research on MNCs has been performed in the field of communication, although cultural differences in communication styles may be the potential challenges for the success of employees of MNCs.
For instance, intercultural literature often discusses different communication styles in verbal or nonverbal communication and directness or indirectness (e.g., Hall, 1976; Gudykust & Kim, 2002; Samovar, Porter, & McDaniel, 2007). In addition, socialization literature suggests that employees need information to adapt to an organization (Jablin, 2001), and they seek feedback to modify their behavior and improve their performance in order to be successful in the workplace (Ashford, 1986; Morrison & Weldon, 1990; Renn & Fador, 2001). However, feedback styles also differ across cultures (MacDonald, Brown, & Sulsky, 2008; Sully de Luque & Sommei, 2000). 
In sum, past studies identified the cultural differences in communication and feedback styles, and empirical evidence was provided for the significant effect of communication and feedback on individuals’ adaptation to an organization, yet these studies were predominantly conducted in monocultural contexts, and little is known about how cultural differences in communication and feedback styles influence employee adaptation to an MNC. Based on expectancy violations theory (Burgoon, 1978), this paper will describe how organizational members in MNCs react or make efforts to different communication and feedback styles in the workplace, and how the differences influence their adaptation process to an MNC.
Literature Review

Expectancy Violations Theory

Expectancy violations theory (Burgoon, 1978) hypothesizes that people hold expectations or preferences of others’ behavior, and thus, expect others to follow the “rules.” Expectancies are defined as enduring patterns of anticipated verbal and nonverbal behavior that are influenced by individual (e.g., demographics, personality), relational (e.g., degree of familiarity, liking), and contextual factors (e.g., situation) (Burgoon, 1993; Burgoon & Walther, 1990). There are two types of expectancies: (a) predictive and (b) prescriptive expectancies. Predictive expectancy refers to the anticipated behavior that is most likely to occur in a given situation judged by individuals’ past behavior. Prescriptive expectancy refers to the appropriate behavior in a given situation, which is judged by cultural norms. In sum, expectancy violations theory suggests the significance of cultural norms on the judgment of appropriate social behavior, and when it is violated, people would react (Burgoon, 1993).

The theory purports that a violation of expectations (i.e., behavior that deviates from one’s expectations) could be positive or negative. Positive violation refers to more desirable behavior than expected, whereas negative violation is less desirable behavior than expected. Positive violation leads to positive consequences (e.g., liking, development of relationship), and negative violation leads to negative consequences (e.g., disliking, termination of relationship). 


The theory was largely tested in educational contexts (e.g., Hoser, 2005), yet it was also empirically supported in the intercultural and organizational contexts. For example, American males view assertive responses as appropriate social behavior, whereas Japanese males perceive nonassertive responses are socially appropriate (Bresnahan, Shearman, Lee, Park, Mosher, & Ohashi, 2002). Their study indicated that the individuals’ communication style (e.g., implicit, indirect communication) does not predict their perceived social appropriateness of assertive or nonassertive responses, yet consistent with the theory, positive violation of expectations leads to a positive consequence, liking of friends.


In an organizational context, Bolkan and Daly (2009) examined the organizational responses to consumers’ complaints relating to consumers’ expectancy and found that positive violation of explanation of organizational responses to complaints leads to people’s positive perception of the organization. Within an organization, as the significance of communication in the workplace has gained more attention in today’s diverse workplaces to achieve both individual and organizational goals (Harris & Nelson, 2008; Miller, 2009), organizational members consciously or unconsciously hold certain expectations of other members’ communication behaviors (e.g., specific task instructions) to be efficient at work. Thus, this paper will look into how the different communication styles, which are deviated from prescriptive expectations, influence the members’ adaptation process to an MNC.
Cultural Differences in the Workplace


The landmark research by Hofstede (1980, 2001) with 116,000 employees of IBM, a giant MNC in 50 countries and 3 regions identified four cultural values in the workplace: (a) individualism-collectivism, (b) power difference, (c) uncertainty avoidance, (d) masculinity-femininity. Individualism refers to the culture emphasizes individual identity and goals, whereas collectivism refers to the culture stresses on group identity and goals. Power difference indicates if the members of a culture values hierarchy or unequal distribution of power in the workplace or not. The uncertainty avoidance dimension refers to the extent to which the members of a culture are threatened by unknown situation. Finally, the members of a masculinity culture hold distinct gender roles, whereas the members of a feminine culture believe no gender roles in the workplace.

In his study, the United States was the highest and Guatemala was lowest in individualism. Malaysia was the highest and Austria was the lowest in the power distance values. Greece was the highest and Singapore was the lowest in the uncertainty avoidance values. Japan was the highest and Sweden was the lowest in the masculinity values (Hofstede, 1980, 2001). There have been substantial amount of intercultural and cross-cultural studies with these cultural values, and some studies verified the relationship between communication styles with some of these values.
Cultural Differences in Communication


It is well known that Hall (1976) identified two cultural differences in communication style: (a) low-context and (b) high-context communication. In low-context communication everything is verbally explicit and specifically described. In contrast high-context people use an implicit communication style by paying greater attention to the situation. High-context individuals often read between the lines, and they also expect others to understand their true intention in the statement. 

Referring to Hofstede’s (1980) study, past studies consistently reported that people in an individualistic culture (e.g., the U.S.) tend to use the low-context communication style, and people in a collectivistic culture (e.g., Japan) use the high-context communication style (e.g., Bresnahan et al., 2002; Gudykunst, Matsumoto, Ting-Toomey, Nishida, Kim, & Heyman, 1996). As a result, low-context (e.g., bold and direct) communication is not effective for collectivistic Japanese consumer who prefer high-context communication (Taylor, Franke, & Maynard, 2000).  

As discussed above, these communication styles are totally opposite. Thus, as expectancy violations theory predicts, when members face the opposite communication style from their style, they will experience violation, which will, in turn, produce consequences. Further, these differences in communication styles would also affect feedback behavior.
Significance of Feedback
Feedback is traditionally viewed as an important organizational resource to achieve organizational goals, yet later studies revealed the significant positive effect of feedback on individual performance. Indeed, feedback assists individuals achieve goals effectively. Thus, feedback is an important individual resource (Ashford & Cummings, 1985). 
Organizational members may receive feedback directly through performance appraisal (e.g., Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 1979; Larson & Callahan, 1990), yet substantial studies revealed proactive feedback-seeking behavior among members (e.g., Ashford & Cummings, 1985; Ashford & Northcraft, 1992). In addition, organizational members seek feedback through a variety of informal cues (Ashford & Cummings, 1983; Herold & Parsons, 1985). 
Past studies primarily investigated the effect of feedback on individual performance. For example, Williams and Johnson (2000) found that those who seek feedback more frequently have a better understanding about own performance. Likewise, Renn and Fador (2001) found that customer services representatives’ feedback seeking behavior is positively related to quantity and quality of work performance. Morrison and Weldon (1990) found that employees are more like to seek feedback when they have a goal, and they are more likely to meet a goal. Ashford and Tsui (1991) examined the effects of positive and negative feedback and found that managers who seek negative feedback enhance their overall effectiveness than those who seek positive feedback. 
Feedback-seeking is generally perceived a desirable individual behavior (Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003), yet the study by Ashford and Northcraft (1992) demonstrated that individuals who seek feedback are perceived as less confident and less competent when they have a history of average performance than when they have a history of superior performance.

In addition to contribution to individual performance, feedback assists individual adaptation to the organization. For example, Ashford (1986) found that newer employees seek feedback more frequently than longer-tenured employees to adapt to the organization by modifying their behavior to be socially appropriate in the workplace. More recent study examined the sources of feedback, and confirmed that feedback from task, supervisor, and organization predicts job satisfaction and role ambiguity, and feedback from the organization predicts job involvement, role conflict, and stress (Andrews & Kacmar, 2001). In sum, these studies demonstrated the significance of feedback on members’ adaptation to the organization. 
Cultural Differences in Feedback


As discussed, feedback is related to individual and organizational outcomes, yet feedback behavior differs across cultures. For example, members in holistic-oriented organizations (i.e., relationship-oriented, situation-oriented) provide feedback more through context using indirect and implicit messages. In contrast, members in specific-oriented organizations (i.e., goal-oriented) provide feedback more through by direct messages. In the same vein, individuals who are from a specific-oriented culture are more likely to use direct-inquiry whereas those who are from a holistic-oriented culture are more likely to use indirect-inquiry when seeking feedback. Likewise, organizational members shaped by an individualistic culture are more likely to use direct-inquiry, whereas those who are from a collectivistic culture are more likely to use indirect inquiry in feedback-seeking (Sully de Luque & Sommei, 2000). Because people from collectivistic cultures are typically high-context and individualists are typically low-context (Chen & Starosta, 2005), the following propositions were presented:

Proposition 1a: Low-context individuals prefer direct feedback received.
Proposition 1b: High-context individuals prefer indirect feedback received.

Sully de Luque and Sommei (2000) further discussed the effect of individualistic and collectivistic cultures on feedback behavior. For example, organizations in an individualistic culture tend to provide individual-focused feedback, whereas organizations in a collectivistic culture tend to provide group-focused feedback. In an empirical study European Canadians as individualists seek individual feedback when it is positive, yet Chinese people as collectivists do not like any individual feedback (Macdonald et al., 2008). Similarly, newcomers from the United States as individualists are more likely to seek feedback than those from Hong Kong as low-individualists (Morrison, Chen, & Salgado, 2004). Thus the following propositions were developed:
Proposition 2: Low-context individuals expect higher frequency of individual feedback than high-context individuals.

As stated earlier, although these differences are addressed, little is known what consequences would be produced by these different feedback behaviors. More specifically, little is known how the violated feedback style influences member’s outcomes in an MNC. As stated, with globalization of business markets more people are working for MNCs, and thus, this is a significant issue to be considered to assist organizational members.
Employee Adaptation to an MNC
Adaptation in organizational contexts traditionally referred to the process of accommodation between an organization and its environment (Lawrence & Dyer, 1983). At an individual level, Ashford (1986) used the term, “adaptation,” to adjust fittingly to an organization. Individuals try to adapt by tailoring their behaviors to fit the demands of a particular environment, and the tailoring is based on information they are given or obtain about that environment. In order to adapt to the environment, individuals give up their individualities to fit in with their new collectives (Bullis, 1999). Likewise, Jablin (2001) stated individuals become integrated into the culture of an organization when they are successfully assimilated into the workplace.

Successful adaptation reduces members’ anxiety, role conflict, and intentions to leave. In addition, successful adaptation increases organizational commitment, job satisfaction, confidence, and motivation (Ashford & Taylor, 1990; Saks & Ashforth, 1997a). Further, successful adaptation increases job knowledge as well as successful acculturation and establishment of relationship (Reio & Wiswell, 2006). 
Past studies on organizational adaptation were predominantly examined among new hires because some believe that employees can adapt to an organization within 9 months (e.g., Feldman, 1976). However, organizations always evolve as organizations are embedded in dynamic environments and always coordinate activities (Daft, 2007), and any organizational members constantly need to make efforts to adjust to their workplace to some extent. In addition, as described above, incumbents’ employees including managers also seek feedback in order to adjust their behavior in the workplace (e.g., Ashford, 1986; Ashford & Tsui, 1991). Further, those who work for an MNC experience cultural differences, and their adaptation process to the organization may be more similar to the adaptation to a different culture. In fact, some researchers argue that international business people experience the intercultural adaptation process (e,g., Ting-Toomey, 1999). In short, it is not only newcomers, but also any organizational members who continue to experience the adaptation process and make efforts to adjust to their organizations.

Despite the complexity of the adaptation process, many studies on employee adaptation were conducted in monocultural contexts in the past, and these studies failed to address the significant role of cultures in the adaptation process. Yet, some studies clearly identified cultures influence employees adaptation process. For example, Gomez (2003) found that Hispanic people who hold strong collectivistic values (i.e., group-oriented values) are less likely to adapt to individualistic workplace. In addition, collectivistic values are positively related to a preference for contextual job attributes (i.e., working conditions, company policies, company organization, company reputation, human relations, supervisory attention, compensation, and job security). In contrast, individualistic values are positively related to a higher preference for task-related job attributes (i.e., responsibility, autonomy, ability utilization, accomplishment, and challenge). Thus, it may not be easy for organizational members who hold individualistic values to adapt to an MNC that values members’ cooperation to achieve group goals. As expectation violations theory (Burgoon, 1978) suggests, positive violation would lead to successful adaptation, yet negative violation is the problem for MNC management because it would lead to unsuccessful adaptation, which may be voluntary leave. Incorporating previous propositions, the following proposition was developed:
Proposition 3: Violated individual feedback style is related to individual adaptation to an MNC. Specifically, low-context individuals are less likely to adapt to the workplace in which indirect individual feedback is primarily used, and high-context individuals are less likely to adapt to the workplace in which direct individual feedback is primarily used.
Individual Differences 
Literature also addressed some individual differences in the adaptation process. This section discusses some important individual factors that are associated with the members’ adaptation process.

Organizational tenure. Past studies consistently pointed out the effect of organizational tenure on members’ socialization. For example, longer-tenured employees are more likely to engage in positive impression management (Ashford, 1986; Saks & Ashforth, 1997b). As Ashford and Northcraft (1992) reported the negative relationship between the frequency of feedback seeking and perception toward the competence of information seeker, longer-tenured employees may not seek feedback frequently than newer employees. Thus, the following proposition was rasied:
Proposition 4a: Compared to newer employees, those who are longer with the organization are less likely to experience violated feedback styles. 
Pre-entry knowledge. For a newcomers’ adaptation process, pre-entry knowledge about work and proactive personality are related to organizational adjustment by increasing knowledge and mastering tasks (Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003). In addition, cooperative education experiences influence employee adaptation (Braunstein & Stull, 2001). In the MNC contexts, knowledge about the headquarter culture may play an important role in the adaptation process. Indeed, knowledge about the other person’s culture is often addressed as being interculturally competent (e.g., Chen & Starosta, 1996; Samovar et al., 2007). Thus, the following proposition was developed:
Proposition 4b: Those who have more knowledge about the culture of headquater are less likely to experience violated feedback styles.
Sensitivity to cultural differences. Chen and Starosta (2005) emphasized the significance of intercultural sensitivity for successful intercultural encounters. Defined as the ability of acknowledgment and respect of cultural differences, intercultural sensitivity provides the affective responses to different cultures and plays an important role for successful intercultural interactions. Thus, the following proposition was formulated:
Proposition 4c: Those who are sensitive to cultural differences are less likely to experience violated feedback styles.
different expectations to the instructor from traditional students. In addition, 
Figure 1 presents a hypothetical model based on the above discussions. 
Conclusion

This paper attempted to apply expectancy violations theory (Burgoon, 1978) to a multinational organizational context and described how different communication and feedback styles influence members’ adaptation process to an MNC. Despite increasing number of MNCs, the significant roles of cultures in communication and feedback styles and the members’ adaptation process to an MNC were overlooked, particularly in the field of communication. Because differences in communication styles may be the potential obstacles for members’ success at MNCs, this paper addressed the unidentified but critical area by paying attention to the effect of different communication and feedback styles on members’ adaptation to an MNC. Although empirical evidence should be provided for validity of this model, discussions based on the literature will assist MNC management people who wish to maintain local employees effectively for global success of their organization.

[image: image1]
Figure 1. 
A Hypothetical Model of Employee Adaptation to an MNC.
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