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Molding a Global Corporate Culture i
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Organizational culture is comprised of the beliefs,
values, and actions of people in the company. As
companies globalize, this organizational culture runs
up against another culture-the culture of a particular
country or region. When the organizational culture at
the Headgquarters of a global company is quite different
than the norms and expectations at the overseas
subsidiary, I say that the Cultural Gap is wide. Let's
consider how HR Department can lessen this gap by
influencing others in the company and by following
some guiding principles.

Molding a Global Organizational Culture from the

Japan Headquarters:
—Identifying HR's Core Constituents—

At times, it may seem that the Cultural Gap is wide and
unbridgeable. As an HR professional, T think that we need to
maintain an awareness of the local cultural context while
striving to unify groups of people from various cultures under

one organizational roof. For this, the Headquarters HR
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Department has an opportunity to be at the forefront of

molding a global corporate culture.

As organizational culture is developed and instilled on a
daily basis, T would like to suggest that we consider how HR
can influence the beliefs, values and actions of four distinct
groups of constituents in the organization who play key roles
in the development and dissemination of the organizational
culture:

1) Expatriates sent from Japan to work in and manage the
overseas subsidiaries

2) Executives at the Headquarters in Japan

3) Headquarters employees in Japan, other than the HR

Department

4) Locally hired managers and employees at overseas

subsidiaries

Expatriates sent from Japan to Work in
and Manage the Overseas subsidiaries

B s HR ensuring that expatriates from Japan are
equipped with the knowledge and mindset to
balance local context with global direction?

B Are expatriates encouraged and/or held
accountable for the growth and development of
next-generation leaders in the local subsidiary?

For many years, the expatriate from Japan has been sent
overseas as a local business manager (or sometimes as a
trainee for one's own growth and development). The
expatriate is in a unique position as a“cultural ambassador"
from the Headquarters. In this role, the expatriate needs to
understand the local context of the overseas subsidiary
business and country, but also needs to be a strong
representative of the Headquarter's globalizing mission,
vision, values and respected behaviors. In other words,

although the success of the expatriate may derive from how
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well he/she adapts to the local context, the role of the
expatriate should be to bridge the cultural differences. For
this, the expatriate should be armed with two inter-related
but distinct capabilities: 1) The ability to observe and analyze
the local context and be able to discern important differences
between home country norms and local behaviors, and 2)
The ability to communicate a “message” from the
Headquarters that instills a sense of belonging and purpose to
the local employees so that they themselves can grow and
develop within the company.

While on business trips to overseas subsidiaries, I have
entered some companies where I observe expatriates huddle
in a room together alone without any locally hired employees
present; in effect, they carry out business activities in spite of
their locally hired team. In other companies, expatriates are
fully integrated and encouraging to the locally hired
emplovees. I see a direct correlation between the behaviors of
such expatriates and the overall work satisfaction, and
environment of the locally hired employees. The importance
of the relationship and experience that expatriates have with
locally hired employees as a linchpin for instilling a globally

unified organizational culture cannot be overstated.

In other words, the expatriate should be expected not only
to carry out work and produce results during the period of
assignment, but also to raise up and encourage the locally
hired pool of employees based upon a Headquarters-directed/

locally-adapted organizational culture.

Executives at the Headquarters in Japan

B s HR creating opportunities for disseminating the
global strategic message and corporate
philosophy down from the executives to overseas
subsidiaries?
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Executives at the Headquarters
in Japan likewise have a role
similar to expatriates sent abroad,
albeit they need to be able to exhibit
the abovementioned capabilities
from their geographic base in gﬁ‘”;“‘ v
Japan. Therefore, any assumptions :
which can be made within the
home market regarding values and

actions need to be confirmed and
tested on the local subsidiary level.
Executives should have the strength to make bold forward-
looking statements, while also seeking out the opportunity to
directly interact and influence the locally hired overseas
subsidiary management (in addition to expatriates from
Japan). In other words, for the sake of the global
organizational culture, executives in Japan should consider
their “organizational presence” not just at the Headquarters,
but worldwide as well.

HR can help the executives to do this through initiatives
such as the planning and executing of global training and
development events at the Headquarters for top talent of
overseas subsidiaries; such events which are normally
planned for the benefit of the overseas employees are also
great opportunities for the executives to have an experience
of conveying the values and ideas from the Headquarters

which make up a global organizational culture.

Headquarters Employees in Japan, '
Other than the HR Department

B s HR checking to ensure that the functional
departments in the Headquarters are capable of,
and effectively, interacting with overseas

counterparts?
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Headquarters employees in Japan should be able to
develop broad-based plans and guidelines which need to be
clearly communicated to overseas subsidiary counterparts.
With responsibility for delegating general processes and
frameworks from the Headquarters to the subsidiaries,
Headquarters employees should also be open to questions
from subsidiary employees and flexibly allow for local level
interpretation of how to implement such directives.

In this regard, HR should ensure that Headquarters
employees not only have language skills, but also have the
right mindset and skills to communicate effectively with
overseas counterparts.

Locally hired subsidiary employees

B s HR overseeing the growth and development of
key employees at overseas subsidiaries who
represent the company's global organizational
culture?

Locally hired subsidiary employees need to appreciate that
their company is owned and managed by a Headquarters
operation in Japan. For this purpose they should be open to
the ideas and direction coming from Headquarters, but at the
same time, they should be provided with enough room to
question why directives are made and the leeway to determine
how to implement such directives. HR can ensure that such

opportunities exist for locally hired employees.

Molding a Global Corporate Culture:
Rifts Amongst Japanese Companies

Amongst the Japanese companies I observe, I see a wide
rift between the ways in which companies are approaching

activities for molding a global organizational culture. Clearly,
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the Headquarters HR needs to expand its scope of influence

on the globalizing company by developing relationships at
all levels of the organization inside Japan and abroad. At the
companies that are struggling to mold an integrative global
organizational culture, language barriers and cultural
differences are viewed as unavoidable impediments to
integration. I have a distinct memory of a conversation with
the HR manager of one company who spoke of his interest in
enhancing global HR initiatives. But the HR manager
conceded that he had no intention of having direct
communication with counterparts at overseas subsidiaries.
The HR manager in this case explained that because there
are expatriates sent from Japan to the overseas subsidiary, all
communication from the Headquarters is simply funneled
through to the expatriate.

On the other hand, there are HR departments that
immediately begin their globalization efforts by arranging
programs and opportunities to bring employees from overseas
subsidiaries to Japan for functional meetings or training
events. HR managers and staff from the Headquarters
themselves communicate directly with the overseas subsidiary
employees and create a direct communication route from the
Headquarters to the subsidiary.

Guiding Principles for Molding
a Global Corporate Culture

To this point, [ wrote about the importance of conveying a
strong organizational culture from the Headquarters. Now,
let's focus on some guiding principles for what type of

organizational culture can be most easily globally rooted.
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Guiding Principle 1: Openness is Key I
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An “open culture” invites change and does not quell
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differences just because new ideas o
may conflict with the traditional
ways we have operated until now.
Culture itself is dynamic; it changes
with the times and people in the

environment. To operate in an open

culture is to operate within an
expanding framework. An open
culture does not limit the options
for action to “this way or that way”
but leaves open the possibility for
“this way AND that way” or “NEITHER this way NOR that
way.” An open organizational culture can be accommodating
to different cultural tendencies because it recognizes that
tendencies are “context” specific-sometimes, it may be
appropriate and necessary to collaborate closely in a team to
overcome a challenge. Sometimes, it may be necessary to
boldly take individual action. An open culture does not

stereotype or limit options.

My suggestion is to lead from the Headquarters with a
pride in one's corporate history and accomplishments, but
not blindly insist upon adherence to tradition or past success

cases when disseminating a global organizational culture.

~ Guiding Principles

1. Openness is Key

= "C,Ommon Japanese BUSine§§:,: -
- Concepts are Understandable
 to Overseas Employees

k 3. A Company is an Important
Element in a Person's Identity
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Guiding Principle 2: Common Japanese Business
Concepts are Understandable to
Overseas Employees
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The Headquarters itself needs to speak in terms of
universal ideals and principles. For example, when trying to
create a global organizational culture, it is not helpful to
emphasize a point by stressing that “this is the Japanese
way!” or by stating, “We Japanese do it this way...” Once a
statement of national identity is used to emphasize a

particular action, the speaker creates tension with others. I
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particularly warn expatriate managers from Japan to avoid
such statements when abroad, because it immediately sets
the expatriate up for a situation of failure.“Yes, but this is
NOT Japan. . .so here in London, we MUST do it this way,” the
locally hired employee may retort.

The above being said, I have witnessed how employees at
overseas subsidiaries accept and understand some concepts
that are particularly well-grounded in Japanese business
culture. For example, the word KAIZEN itself has been
adapted into the English language. On recent business trip
overseas, foreign employees were speaking of going to the
GENBA and reporting in the HO-REN-SO style. Such terms
may not have a direct translation into other languages, but

the appeal of the concept behind such words is universal.

My suggestion is to introduce concepts from Japan but not
to overemphasize “being Japanese.”
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Guiding Principle 3: A Company is an Important
Element in a Person's Identity
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Although the understanding of what it means to have
“loyalty” may be culturally specific, I think it can be said that
people the world over inherently seek identity in their group
affiliations. A company is an important affiliation in one's
life and an element of one's identity. As I have recently been
facilitating Corporate Philosophy Programs at the overseas
subsidiaries of my Japanese client organizations, I have been
pleasantly surprised to see how enthusiastic and appreciative
employees respond when given the opportunity to learn more
about their company's history, values and management style.
When such endeavors succeed in explaining core ideas in
terms that overseas employees can understand, it creates a

“glue” that brings people together regardless of the national
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cultural differences.

77 Guiding You to Global Business!
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We can wish for everyone to have the same approach to
business issues, but experience shows us that human
interaction is complex and in global business, the difference
in cultural backgrounds adds another layer of complexity.
Although we may never be able to eliminate cultural gaps, we
can bridge the gaps by recognizing that various constituents
have roles in our company to convey and exchange ideas
globally. As well, we can keep in mind the principles discussed
in this article to ensure that the Corporate Culture has as
much global appeal as possible. Then, over time, mutual
understanding will grow and a new Global Organizational
Culture can take root.

As the conductor of the global cultural symphony, how
well is your HR Department molding your company's Global

Corporate Culture?
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