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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

American Managers’ Lived Experience in U.S. Affiliates of Korean Companies: A 

Phenomenological Study in Cross-Cultural Followership 

 

 

Foreign direct investment is an important part of the U.S. economy, and foreign 

companies employ 6.8 million Americans. Therefore, it is critical for American managers 

to possess effective cross-cultural leadership and followership skills.  However, it is 

widely recognized that leadership theories are too leader-centric, and cross-cultural 

followership research remain scarce. 

This phenomenological study aimed to contribute to cross-cultural followership 

research. It investigated the lived experiences of American managers (as followers) as 

they worked with their Korean leaders to co-construct leadership and its outcomes in the 

context of U.S. affiliates of South Korean companies. It explored how the American 

managers’ national culture and followership schema impacted their work relationship 

with Korean leaders. The study also explored the following behaviors that they used in 

this context. Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, and Carsten (2014) constructionist framework of 

followership that emphasized the dynamic interactions between leaders and followers 

was used as the framework of inquiry.  

Using modified Seidman’s (2013) in-depth interview method, eight upper-level 

American managers who worked for South Korean companies in the U.S. were 

interviewed. The data were analyzed using the four-step interpretative phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) method suggested by Smith and Osborn (2008), and the emergent themes 

were identified. From emergent themes, 26 recurrent themes and eight superordinate 
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themes were identified. Collectively, the emergent themes produced five significant 

conclusions. 

The conclusions of this study indicate that American managers: (1) found 

themselves in a perplexing environment of an American workplace with “Korean” flavor, 

(2) strived to be a change agent in Korean companies, (3) found Korean leaders to be less 

collaborative and praiseful compared to American leaders, (4) yearned to be more trusted 

and empowered in Korean companies, and (5) sought creative ways to achieve the 

organizational goals in Korean companies no matter what, up to a point. This study 

contributed to the theory by enhancing Uhl-Bien et al.’s (2014) constructionist 

framework of followership and providing evidence of what happens when proactive 

followers work in an authoritarian business environment. 
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Glossary of Terms 

 

 

Culture: The collective programming of the mind distinguishing the members of one 

group or category of people from others (Hofstede et al., 2010). 

Follower: Individuals acting in a subordinate role (Carsten et al., 2010) or individuals 

having status differential (with leader having higher status) that leads to some 

form of deference to the leader (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). 

Followership: The characteristics, behaviors and processes of individuals acting in 

relation to leaders; it is not general employee behavior (Uhl-Bien et al. 2014). 

Followership theory: The study of the nature and impact of followers and following in 

the leadership process (Uhl-Bien et al. 2014). 

Host country national (HCN): a MNC’s employee who is a resident or citizen of the 

host country is where the MNC’s affiliate or subsidiary operates. 

Leader: Individuals acting in a supervisory role; they lead, guide, command, direct, and 

support other people who are called the followers (Baker, 2006). 

Leadership: A process by which a person fills the role of leader, influencing others to 

achieve goals held in common with the leader or organization.  The others are 

called followers, and their active participation is essential to the process (Baker, 

2006). 

Multinational Corporation (MNC): A corporation that has its headquarters in one 

country and operates wholly or partially owned subsidiaries in other countries. 

National culture dimensions: The cultural dimensions representing independent 

preferences for one state of affairs over another that distinguish countries (rather 

than individuals) from each other (Hofstede et al., 2010). 
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Parent country national (PCN): a MNC’s employee who is a citizen of and is hired 

from the nation where an organization has its original and current headquarters 

(the parent country) (Wankel, 2009). 

UAFC: US affiliate (including subsidiary) of foreign company, for example: Samsung 

Electronics America, Inc., Tech Mahindra (Americas) Inc., etc. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Context 

Technological revolution in the last 25 years has greatly sped up the momentum 

of globalization (Friedman, 2007). While many Americans worry that globalization will 

take away their jobs (Berger, 2005), globalization also brings foreign companies and jobs 

into the U.S. Indeed, the U.S. is the largest recipient of foreign direct investment (FDI) in 

the world. In 2015 and 2016, foreign companies invested $477 billion and $468 billion in 

the U.S. economy; respectively, each more than doubled the investment in 2014 (OFII, 

2017a). Foreign companies employ 6.8 million U.S. workers, which is 5.5% of private 

sector employment (OFII, 2017b). 

Despite the important role that FDI plays in the U.S. economy, more attention has 

been given by the academic community to the management and performance of U.S. 

companies in foreign countries than to the management and performance of foreign 

companies in the U.S. (Jones & Gãlvez-Muñoz, 2002). There are anecdotal evidences of 

the managerial problems experienced by U.S. affiliates of foreign companies (UAFCs), 

but only a minimal number of case studies exist (Jones & Gãlvez-Muñoz, 2002). Many of 

those case studies point to the lackluster performance of UAFCs, e.g., lower profits and 

return-on-assets compared to U.S. domestic companies (Wilkins, 2002).  

One general problem faced by foreign companies is exercising control over their 

affiliates in the U.S. Jones and Gãlvez-Muñoz (2002) acknowledged that “… American 

managers have a strong emphasis on ‘autonomy’ and ‘independence’ which makes them 

resistant to control from elsewhere, especially if it is by foreigners.” (p. 13). Transfer of 

knowledge and management system from the parent company to its U.S. affiliate and 
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vice versa is often hampered by “the unwillingness of U.S. executives to compromise 

their authority” (p. 14). Top management turnover at UAFCs also persisted longer than in 

domestic acquisition cases (Krug & Nigh, 1998). It is certainly plausible that cross-

cultural problems contribute to the departure of the American executives from UAFCs 

(Jones & Gãlvez-Muñoz, 2002). 

The phenomena mentioned above point out that in this global economy, as much 

as it is important for American managers to learn the effective cross-cultural leadership 

skills and behaviors, it is equally important for them to understand how to be an effective 

cross-cultural follower. American managers understanding cross-cultural followership is 

critical because the globalization and FDI trends indicate that in the future, it will be 

more and more likely that American managers will report to foreigners, i.e., people from 

different ethnics, nationalities, and cultural background. Molinsky (2013) posited that:  

If you think that it’s hard to impress your boss in your native culture, imagine 

what it’s like in a different culture … one’s effort to do ‘good work’ and ‘making 

good impression’ can fall flat because the foreign boss may have a very different 

expectation of what constitutes ‘good work.’ (para. 4) 

Statement of the Problem 

It has been widely recognized that our leadership theories are too leader-centric 

(Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014). Current leadership theories focus on the 

leader’s characteristics and view the followers as the passive recipients of the leader’s 

actions. Furthermore, current leadership theories exaggerate the influence of the leader 

(Baker, 2007; Kelley, 1988, 2008; Shamir, 2007). Often in organization, however, we all 

know that most significant achievements require the participation and contribution from 
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both the leader and followers. Followers have an active role to play in organizational 

success, and success is not solely dependent on dynamic leaders.  

Leadership is a process that involves social exchanges between the leader and 

followers in varied situations (Hollander, 1978). Both leader and followers give to and 

take something from their engagement. Followers give deference, authority, and more 

influence power to the leader… in return, the leader is expected to reduce uncertainty, set 

standards, guide followers to achieve organizational goals, and rewards good behaviors. 

Hence, leaders and followers should be studied in relation to one another, not separately 

(Baker, 2007; Riggio, 2014).  

 In leadership research, GLOBE researchers found that although some leadership 

attributes are universally desirable (e.g., honest and trustworthy, encouraging and 

positive, and visionary (Yukl, 2013)), different societal cultures dictate different set of 

leadership attributes and behaviors that will be effective in a particular culture (Dorfman, 

Javidan, Hanges, Dastmalchian, & House, 2012). To successfully navigate the cross-

cultural business environment, unique competencies such as global mindset (Javidan, 

Steers, & Hitt, 2007), cultural intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003), and boundary spanner, 

bridge maker, and blender (Butler, Zander, Mockaitis, Sutton, 2012) have been proposed 

by leadership scholars. As such, it is reasonable to expect that additional competencies 

are needed for one to become an effective cross-cultural follower in a global business 

environment. 

All the factors above point out to the need of studying “followers as key 

components of the leadership process through their enactment of followership” (Uhl-Bien 

et al., 2014). By definition, without followers and followership, there is no leader and 
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leadership. Although followership is growing in stature, it remains a smaller research 

field than leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) and empirical investigation of the 

phenomenon is scant (Carsten, Uhl-Bien, West, Patera, & McGregor, 2010). Cross-

cultural followership research is even scarcer, which is concerning considering that: (1) 

The U.S. is projected to become more racially and ethnically diverse in the coming years 

(Colby & Ortman, 2015); (2) We live in Globalization 3.0 era (Friedman, 2007) in which 

multinational corporations (MNCs) wield powerful force (Gabel & Bruner, 2003); and 

(3) Approximately, 22.4 million American people depend on foreign MNCs for their 

livelihood (Ikenson, 2013). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research was to explore the lived experiences of American 

managers (as followers) as they worked with their Korean leaders to co-construct 

leadership and its outcomes in the context of U.S. affiliates in South Korean companies. 

The study was expected to provide a better understanding on how followers contribute to 

the formation of positive leadership processes and outcomes in cross-cultural contexts. 

Research Questions 

The overarching research question in this study was: What is the lived experience 

of American managers (as followers) as they work with their Korean leaders to co-

construct leadership and its outcomes in the context of U.S. affiliates in South Korean 

companies? 

The sub-questions were: 

1. How do American managers compare their work collaboration with their Korean 

leader(s) to their past American leader(s)?  
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2. Considering their national cultural differences, how do American managers feel 

the impacts (if any) of their followership schema to the work relationship with 

their Korean leader(s)? 

3. How do American managers describe following behaviors used in this cross-

cultural context (e.g., deferring and complying, challenging and resisting, 

correcting and advising in a respectful way)? 

 Statement of Potential Significance 

Carsten et al. (2010) conducted what was considered the first formal research on 

social construction of followership in North American business context. Similarly, both 

Carsten and Uhl-Bien’s (2012) examined the relationship between co-production beliefs, 

context variables, and upward communication. Uhl-Bien (2013) investigated whether 

followers’ beliefs about the coproduction of leadership is related to their willingness to 

comply with a leader’s unethical request that used a North American sample. Kean, 

Haycock-Stuart, Baggaley, and Carson (2011) and Clarke, Killeavy, and Ferris (2015) 

conducted research on co-construction of leadership in Scotland and Ireland, respectively, 

but they were mono-cultural studies nonetheless. Medcof’s (2012) dissertation centered 

on followership in a cross-cultural context that explored the influences of national culture 

and personality on follower-held followership prototypes using Canadian and Indian 

MBA students in Canada.  

Since there is limited cross-cultural followership studies, this research aimed to 

address the existing gap by studying the co-production of leadership from the vantage 

point of followers in cross-cultural business environments, specifically in the context of 

U.S. affiliates in South Korean companies. South Korea was chosen because: (a) its 
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national cultural dimensions are significantly different from the U.S. (Hofstede, Hofstede, 

& Minkov, 2010), and (b) it is among the top 20 foreign investors in the U.S. (OFII, 

2017a).  

By employing a phenomenological method, this research would add depth to the 

understanding of following behaviors. Uhl-Bien et al. (2014) noted that:  

Because our predominant approaches in leadership research have been survey 

data that capture individual perspectives, we know little about the nature of actual 

following and non-following behaviors in the leadership process. … research in 

this area would need to include a range of methodologies, and not just survey 

measures. Such methodologies could include qualitative approaches. (p. 99) 

This research would also benefit practitioners by studying the effective cross-

cultural followership behaviors in the global business environment of the 21st century. 

Globalization and FDI trends indicate that it is important for American managers to learn 

that effective cross-cultural leadership skills and behaviors are equally important because 

it enhances the understanding of how to be an effective cross-cultural follower.  

Consequently, the success of the American managers in UAFCs benefits not only 

their supervisors and the parent company, but also the American employees, the 

community where the subsidiary operates, and the U.S. economy.   

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study is shown in Figure 1.1. It is based on 

Uhl-Bien et al.’s (2014) constructionist framework of followership. This framework 

emphasizes the dynamic interactions between leaders and followers as they co-construct 

leadership and followership and their outcomes. It acknowledges that: 



   

 7 

1. Followers and leaders are roles at a particular time and situation, not personal 

characteristics (Baker, 2007; Kelley, 1988).  

2. Leaders are not leaders all the time. In other situations, leaders become 

followers (Hollander, 1978).  

3. Supervisors can follow, and subordinates can lead sometimes (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2014).  

The constructionist framework of followership was apt for this research because 

this study explored the experience of upper-level American managers as followers. The 

American managers had many years of working experience, and they knew the American 

market, customers, regulations, and business practices in their fields. Therefore, they 

certainly had the capacity to advise and guide their leaders. Conversely, Korean leaders 

knew how things work in the Korean company. Therefore, the American managers and 

their Korean leaders need to work together to co-construct leadership and achieve 

organizational goals. 

This constructionist framework moves followers from being the recipients and 

moderators of leadership to the co-producers of leadership (Shamir, 2007). It 

acknowledges that leadership is a relationship between leaders and followers; hence, 

“both sides contribute to its formation, nature, and consequences” (p. xix). Figure 1.1, 

conceptual framework, depicts the interactive relationship and bidirectional influence that 

represent a bidirectional arrow between the leader and the follower. Both the leader’s 

leading behaviors and the follower’s following behaviors impact the leadership process 

and its outcomes. In an effective leadership relationship, both the leader and the follower 
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motivate each other, and they share a common purpose to advance organizational goals 

(Gilbert, 1985; Kurtzman, 2010). The result is positive leadership outcomes. 

Contextual factors such as the leader’s leadership style and the quality of 

relationship between the leader and the follower influence the follower’s behaviors 

(Carsten et al., 2010). Participative and empowering leaders elicit more proactive, 

leadership-style behaviors from their followers (Kim & Schachter, 2013). Followers 

perform more upward communication to this type of leaders (Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012) 

and they are more likely to use tactics that emphasize consultation and inspirational 

 

Figure 1.1. The constructionist framework of followership in the context of U.S. 

affiliates of South Korean companies. 

 

American managers’ 
following behaviors 

Korean leader’s 
leading behaviors 

Leadership 
Leadership 
Outcomes 
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appeal to influence their leaders (Cable & Judge, 2003). Conversely, followers who work 

for authoritarian leaders tend to exhibit more passive behaviors (Carsten et al., 2010; Kim 

& Schachter, 2013), and they use tactics such as ingratiation and blocking to influence 

leaders (Ansari & Kapoor, 1987).  

Moreover, Carsten et al. (2010) posited that that how followers construct their 

followership schema (i.e. how they view themselves as followers) and their ability to act 

in alignment with that followership schema may be dependent on the context that is 

created by the leader. Mismatch between them may create ineffective followership 

behaviors. Moreover, followership schema may vary across culture. Medcof (2012) 

reported such difference between Canadians and Indians. 

In the arena of management and organizational studies, culture has mostly been 

operationalized at the country level, i.e., as a national culture with several dimensions. 

This national culture context is depicted as the national flags in Figure 1.1. Three popular 

national culture models are Hofstede, GLOBE, and Schwartz (Venaik & Midgley, 2015). 

Even though the national culture models have been widely used in management 

and organizational studies, some scholars have criticized them as too broad (Dupuis, 

2014), i.e., they ignore the heterogeneity of culture within a country (Venaik & Midgley, 

2015). They are also too static (Dupuis, 2014) and does not capture the changes in culture 

over time (Tsui, Nifadkar, & Ou, 2007). This is especially important in the era of rapid 

economic and technological changes, similar to what is experienced today. The national 

culture models do not take into account the effect of acculturation (Zhang & Lopez-

Pascual, 2012), a process that happens when a foreigner comes in contact with the host 

country’s culture and modify his/her cultural attitudes and behaviors as a result. In Figure 



   

 10 

1.1, this dynamic nature of culture is represented by the globe and the concentric circles 

around it. (The globe and the concentric circles depict the “shrinking world” brought by 

globalization and technological advances.).  

It would be interesting to see how – in the context of U.S. affiliates of South 

Korean companies (henceforth called Korean companies) – American managers and their 

Korean leaders adjusted (or not) their schema to achieve a successful leadership process 

and outcomes. Would Korean leaders embrace the American schema; or conversely, 

would American managers embrace the Korean schema? Or, would they compromise and 

come to a middle ground? Which behaviors did American managers use effectively to co-

produce leadership in this context: deferring and complying, challenging and resisting, or 

correcting and advising in a respectful way? To gather in-depth understanding of this 

process, this study used the phenomenological research method with in-depth interview 

as the data collection tool. 

Summary of Methodology 

Qualitative research methods were chosen for this study because the author 

wanted to explore, in great depth, the experiences of co-producing leadership in a cross-

cultural setting. The rich description of this phenomenon could only be gathered by 

talking directly to the American managers in the context, hearing their perspectives, and 

learning the meaning that they held about their experiences. This would allow the author 

to develop a holistic and complex account of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). 

More specifically, from the various qualitative research methods, the 

phenomenological research method was employed. Phenomenology had been “designed 

to study the essence and meaning of experience,” and it provides the theoretical 
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framework and method designed specifically “to study lived experiences of phenomena 

from the perspective of those who experience them” (Cilesiz, 2011, p. 492). Hence the 

phenomenological approach was appropriate for this study that seeks to capture a deeper 

understanding of American managers’ common or shared experiences of following and 

co-producing leadership with their Korean leaders in Korean companies. 

Among the types of phenomenological studies, this author used interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA). IPA was developed by psychologist Jonathan Smith in 

1996 as an experiential qualitative approach in psychology (Gill, 2014), but a growing 

number of management scholars used it to study diverse topics such as the experiences of 

professional female expatriates (Fitzgerald & Howe-Walsh, 2008), entrepreneurs’ 

learning to lead (Kempster & Cope, 2010), and entrepreneurs’ learning from failure 

(Cope, 2011). 

Smith and Osborn (2008) noted that “IPA is a suitable approach when one is 

trying to find out how individuals are perceiving the particular situations they are facing, 

how they make sense of their personal and social world” (p. 55). And, IPA is especially 

useful when one is studying complexity, process or novelty. IPA also allows researchers 

to capture individual variations between participants (Vagle, 2014). Hence, these 

descriptions matched the objective of this study and brought the appeal of IPA. 

Population 

The purpose of this study was to explore leadership processes between American 

managers (as followers) and Korean leaders in the context of Korean companies. 

Purposeful and snowball sampling were used to select eight participants. In accord with 

IPA’s commitment to produce an in-depth, detailed, interpretative account of the 
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participants’ experience, the sample size was small (Smith & Osborn, 2008). The criteria 

for participants were: 

1. Currently working, or have worked in the past five years, in a Korean 

subsidiary or affiliate company in the U.S.; 

2. Have 10 years plus work experience; 

3. Have reported (formally or informally) to a Korean-national leader for one 

year or more; 

4. Have reported to American leader(s) in the past; 

5. Not Korean-Americans; and 

6. Have never worked in Korea. 

Data Collection Method 

In general phenomenology and in IPA, the best way to collect data is through in-

depth, semi-structured interviews (Smith & Osborn, 2008). An in-depth interview is a 

method designed to elicit detailed perspective from the participants regarding the 

research topic (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005). Semi-structured 

interview denotes an interview method in which the researcher has a specific area of 

interest in mind and an initial list of questions to ask; however, the researcher can probe 

by asking more clarifying questions when richer context or data emerges during the one-

on-one interview process. In-depth, semi-structured interviews allows the researcher and 

the participant to establish rapport and engage in a dialogue (Smith & Osborn, 2008). 

A modified version of Seidman’s three-interview method was used. The original 

Seidman’s method calls for a series of three interviews to be conducted with each 
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participant, each 90-minutes long. However, asking senior management people to do 

three 90-minute interviews would likely be difficult. Hence, research subjects were asked 

to participate in two 60-minutes interviews. To aid in data collection, a pre-interview 

questionnaire was administered before the first interview to obtain general knowledge of 

the participants. 

All interviews were conducted over the phone using UberConference. They were 

recorded using the recording feature of UberConference and the voice recording app in 

the smartphone. Afterwards, the interviews transcribed, verbatim. The data were analyzed 

using a four-step IPA data analysis method suggested by Smith and Osborn (2008) 

through MaxQDA software.  

Limitations 

This study used a phenomenological method to explore the lived experience of 

American managers (as followers) as they work with their Korean leaders to co-construct 

leadership and its outcomes in the context of U.S. affiliates in Korean companies. A 

phenomenological study is not intended to be generalizable (Maxwell, 2013). The goal of 

phenomenology is to search for the meaning and essence of human experiences, rather 

than measurements or explanations (Moustakas, 1994). 

This study also relied on the participants’ candor and ability to accurately describe 

and correctly recall their experiences. Since the time period of the experience ranged 

from recently to several years back, the information provided by the participants might 

have been affected by their memory, interpretation, and rationalization. The participants 

may have given answers that they thought the author wanted to hear, and they might 
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withhold certain information that they were not comfortable sharing, even under the 

anonymity and confidential nature of the study.  

The findings of this study depended on the author’s interpretation of what the 

participants conveyed. The interpretation process might have been influenced by the 

author’s personal beliefs, values, cultural background, and personal experience working 

as a manager in a U.S. affiliate of a Korean company. 

These limitations are inherent in phenomenological study. In phenomenology, a 

person’s reflection of his/her experience is always retrospective, as one “cannot reflect on 

lived experience while living through the experience” (Van Manen, 1990, p.10). IPA also 

emphasizes a double-hermeneutics (or two-stage interpretation) process (Smith & 

Osborn, 2008). While participants tried to make sense of their experiences, the researcher 

tried to make sense of the participants’ sense-making efforts.  

Delimitations 

This study explored one particular combination of leader-follower experiences, 

i.e., American managers as followers and Koreans as leaders in the specific context of 

Korean companies in the U.S. Hence, the results may not be applicable to other cross-

cultural leader-follower combinations, or to Korean companies’ subsidiaries outside the 

U.S.  

This study did not distinguish the educational background of the Korean leaders, 

i.e., whether they were educated in Korean universities only and/or in American 

universities. When a Korean company sends a high-level manager to its U.S. subsidiary, 

it is reasonable to expect that it sends people with some knowledge and/or experience of 
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the U.S. Having a degree from an American university will certainly be viewed as an 

advantage. Hence, the author decided that it was not realistic to limit the study to 

American managers reporting to Korean supervisors who were educated in Korea only. 

A small sample size presents another delimitation to the study. Using purposive 

sampling, the author looked for participants who have 10 years-plus work experience. As 

such, the participants must have had senior role(s) within a Korean company, and their 

experience might not reflect the junior employees’ experience even within the same 

context of Korean companies.  

Summary 

This chapter has provided the context for this study, the research question, the 

statement of potential significance, the conceptual framework, the methodology 

summary, limitations, and delimitations. Chapter 2 will review the relevant literature that 

supports this study.   
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experience 

of American managers (as followers) as they worked with their Korean leaders to co-

construct leadership and its outcomes in the context of U.S. affiliates of Korean 

companies. Hence, the focus of this research is on cross-cultural followership.  

This chapter provides the foundation for the study by reviewing the theoretical and 

empirical literatures on the two constructs used in the author’s conceptual framework, i.e., 

followership and culture. Here “culture” does not refer to “organizational culture,” but to 

culture in Hofstede-sense, i.e., how people’s cultural background impacts leadership and 

followership process in organizations. 

Organization of This Chapter 

The literature review in this chapter is organized under four sections:                 

(1) followership, (2) culture, (3) national culture and its dimensions, and (4) cross-

cultural followership. In the first section, the review of followership will progress through 

the four key premises of followership identified by Baker (2007), i.e., (a) followers and 

leaders are roles; (b) followers are active, not passive; (c) followers and leaders share a 

common purpose; and (d) followers and leaders must be studied in the context of their 

relationship. 

The second section will discuss culture, which is one important context in 

followership study. Just as culture influences leadership prototypes, behaviors, and 

practices (Gelfand, Erez, & Aycan, 2007; Natt Och Dag, 2014), it is likely that culture 

also affects followership (Carsten et al., 2010). The construct of culture is most often 
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operationalized at the country level, i.e., as national cultures. As such, the third section 

will review three popular national culture models used by management researchers, i.e., 

Hofstede, GLOBE, and Schwartz (Venaik & Midgley, 2015). 

As the pace of globalization intensifies and the amount of foreign direct investment 

(FDI) into the U.S. increases, more Americans will work for foreign multinational 

corporations (MNCs). Inevitably, more American managers will find themselves reporting 

to foreign national supervisors. The fourth section in this chapter will review the small 

body of extant research on cross-cultural followership. 

Method of Review 

The literature on culture and national culture, come from the seminal book on 

national culture dimensions by Hofstede (the latest version, 2010), Schwartz and Bardi’s 

(2001) paper on values across cultures, and papers written by GLOBE researchers on 

their findings (Dorfman et al., 2012). Further, the author reviewed the literature listed in 

their reference list as needed. Subsequently, the author browsed the contents of Journal of 

International Business Studies (a premier journal in international management area) from 

January 2014 to April 2016 and searched for review articles on the construct of culture. 

The search on the construct of culture yielded several articles that offer the latest view on 

culture, such as Caprar, Devinney, Kirkman, and Caligiuri (2015), Rohlfer and Zhang 

(2016), and Venaik and Midgley (2015). 

For followership, the author used two main methods to find the literature 

reviewed in this paper. First, the author viewed the references listed in the important 

articles of followership, i.e., Baker (2007), Carsten et al. (2010), and Uhl-Bien et al. 

(2014). Using Google Scholar, the author also specifically searched for research articles 
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that used Uhl-Bien et al.’s (2014) theoretical framework on followership (the basis of this 

study’s conceptual framework). 

Second, the author performed an electronic search in ScienceDirect and SAGE 

databases. These two databases were selected because they include prominent journals on 

leadership and cross-cultural management such as Leadership Quarterly, Journal of 

Leadership and Organizational Studies, Journal of World Business, Journal of Cross 

Cultural Management, and Organizational Dynamics. The search terms used were 

follower, following, followership, cross-cultural leadership, multicultural leadership, and 

global leadership. The author focused on the recent articles from 2010 and later. The 

author also searched for relevant special issues such as Journal of World Business special 

issues on “Leadership in A Global Context” in 2012.  

Followership 

This section will start with the definition of followership theory, followed by the 

literature review on the four key premises of followership (Baker, 2007). The 

constructionist framework of followership from Uhl-Bien et al. (2014), which forms the 

basis of this study’s conceptual framework, is discussed next. This section is closed with 

a short discussion of culture as a context of followership, which then leads to the 

literature review on culture. 

Definition of Followership Theory 

First it is important to note how followership theory is different from leadership 

theories. Followership theory proposes behaviors, styles, and characteristics of effective 

followers and posits interdependency in the leader–follower relationship. While 

leadership studies treat the follower’s characteristics as the outcome of the leader’s 
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characteristics and actions, followership studies reverse the causal relationship (Shamir, 

2007). Doing so allows us to ask, for example, whether leaders are shaped by their 

followers’ actions (Kelley, 2008). 

It is also important to note that followership is different from follower-centered 

leadership (Carsten et al., 2010). The former centers on followership behaviors, i.e., 

behaviors of individuals acting in relation to a leader, while the latter is based on leadership 

behaviors (e.g. shared leadership and self-leadership). By definition, followership 

behaviors must involve status differential (with leader having higher status) that leads to 

some form of deference to the leader. It also gives the leader a greater influence on the 

organization than that of the followers (Shamir, 2007). 

Key Premises of Followership 

In her review of followership theory development from the 1950s to December 

2006, Baker (2007) identified four key premises of followership:  

1. Followers and leaders are roles. 

2. Followers are active, not passive. 

3. Followers and leaders share a common purpose. 

4. Followers and leaders must be studied in the context of their relationship. 

These key premises are discussed below, along with the corresponding results of 

empirical studies. Following the discussion on the four key premises, a theoretical 

framework on followership from Uhl-Bien et al. (2014) is discussed with the results of one 

empirical study employing that framework. 

(1) Followers and leaders are roles, not people with inherent characteristics. 

Hollander and Webb (1955) argued that “the popular dichotomy between leadership and 
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followership is in need of reappraisal” (p. 167). Hollander and Webb challenged the 

common assumption that followers are people with low leadership talent. In an empirical 

study of 187 cadets, they found that “good leaders are also judged as good followers” (p. 

166). Hence, leadership and followership qualities are interdependent. Therefore, leaders 

are not leaders all the time—in other situations, functions, and time—leaders are 

followers (Hollander, 1978; Hurwitz & Hurwitz, 2009). Hence, leaders and followers are 

roles, not people with inherent characteristics. What differentiate them are their roles at a 

particular time and situation, not their personal characteristics (Kelley, 1988). As such, 

several common qualities have been identified in effective leaders and followers: self-

management, commitment to the organization’s goals, competence, courage and honesty, 

good interpersonal skills to work with others (Kelley, 1988), intelligence, enthusiasm, 

and creativity (Hurwitz & Hurwitz, 2009).  

Three empirical studies that tested the hypothesis that leaders and followers share 

common qualities are discussed below: Tanoff and Barlow (2002), Agho (2009), and 

Baker, Mathis, and Stites-Doe (2011). Through the survey method, they generally found 

support for the hypothesis although not unequivocally. 

Tanoff and Barlow (2002) conducted surveys among 130 military college students 

(20-22 years of age, racial composition unknown) using LPS (Leadership Personality 

Survey) and PFS (Power of Followership Survey). They found positive association 

between four factors in LPS (dynamic, collegial, conscientious, and hardy) and two 

factors in PFS (active engagement and independent thinking). Hence, it was concluded 

that there is a relationship between the constructs of leadership and followership. 
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Furthermore, “the behaviors exhibited by the exemplary follower may not be that far off 

from those displayed by the effective leader” (p. 163). 

Agho (2009) administered questionnaire to 302 U.S. senior executives (mostly 

white Americans) in the profit, non-profit, and government agencies and asked their 

perceptions on the characteristics of effective leaders and followers. The study found that 

there are differences between the two. In fact, of the top five characteristics of effective 

leaders and followers, only two are similar, i.e., “honesty/integrity” and “competent.” 

However, most study participants agreed that “leadership and followership are 

interrelated roles” and that “effective followership skill is a prerequisite to be an effective 

leader,” and, “everyone knows how to follow” (p. 162). 

Finally, Baker et al. (2011) surveyed 200 health-care workers (75% female; 61% 

white, 20.5% African-American, 6% Asian-American, and 2.5% Hispanic) in the mid-

Atlantic region using LPI (Leadership Practices Inventory – Self) and PRQ (Performance 

and Relationship Questionnaire). They found positive correlation – albeit some of them 

were marginal – between two leadership traits (“challenging the process” and “enabling 

others to act”) and three followership traits (“doing the job,” “working with others,” and 

“embracing change”). Hence, Baker et al. (2011) concluded that “followers … also 

appear to share characteristics common to good leaders” (p. 357). 

(2) Followers are active, not passive. Kelley’s (1988) article “In Praise of 

Followers” is widely thought as the trigger for the discussion on followership. Kelley 

replaced the negative concept of passive followership with a positive concept of active 

followers. However, Baker (2007) contended that the discussion started in the early 

1930s when Mary Parker Follett discussed the interdependence of leaders and followers 
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and the active role of the followers. Follett believed that group members must not 

passively conform to the group’s norms but instead actively propose their ideas, voice 

their disagreements, and work with other group members to achieve the best ideas for the 

group (Tonn, 1996).  

The same follower qualities described by Follett are identified by Kelley as the 

characteristics of the so-called “Effective Followers” (1988) or “Star Followers” (2008), 

i.e., people with positive energy and independent critical-thinking trait will not accept 

their leaders’ decision without considering its merit. When they agree, they give it full 

support, and when they do not, they propose alternatives. Do real-world leaders and 

followers agree with this typology? Empirical studies by Carsten et al. (2010), Agho 

(2009), and Benson, Hardy, and Eis (2015) found that the answer is “yes” but with some 

qualifications. 

Real-world followers agree that critical thinking is an important aspect of 

proactivity. Based on interviews with 31 people from various industries, organization 

levels, and backgrounds in the U.S. and Canada, Carsten et al. (2010) found three 

followership schemas (i.e., how they view themselves as followers) among the 

participants. 

• Passive followers emphasize the importance of following the leader’s order 

and doing it his or her way. They see minimum responsibility associated with 

their roles (and some enjoy it), and they defer to the leader’s knowledge and 

expertise to make the right decision. 

• Active followers provide their opinion and feedback when they are asked to do 

so by the leaders. They believe that leaders have greater expertise and more 

knowledge, hence they are in better position to make the final decision. 

Nevertheless, they see the importance of helping leaders to make the right 

decision. 

• Proactive followers offer their opinion and feedback to their leaders before 

they are asked to do so. In fact, they emphasize the importance of influencing 
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the leader’s decision, challenging their thinking, and offering alternatives 

based on valid information. 

Further analysis revealed that proactive followers believe that “expressing 

opinions” and “taking initiative” are the most important personal behaviors of effective 

followers. “Being obedient,” on the other hand, is considered not important. 

In Agho’s (2009) study mentioned above, the next three effective follower 

characteristics that the senior executives identified (after “honesty/integrity” and 

“competent”) are “dependable,” “cooperative,” and “loyal.” These are not the 

characteristics that are emphasized in Kelley’s (1988, 2008) “effective/star follower” and 

Carsten et al.’s (2010) “proactive follower.” This phenomenon, however, is in-line with 

Kelley’s (2008) practical experience that many executives like “yes-people,” because 

they are loyal and dependable. At most they want just a small group of star followers 

because they “can get demanding, … think for themselves too much, … [and] will 

[easily] grow bored …” (p. 13).  

(3) Followers and leaders share a common purpose. Follett viewed leaders and 

followers as partners in following. They both follow something outside themselves, a 

common purpose, a calling to enact a response to a situation (Maroosis, 2008). Follett 

called this the “invisible leader.” 

Gilbert (1985) suggested that on highly productive work teams, there is a 

“psychological commitment” between the leader and the followers to achieve the 

organizational goals and to motivate each other to the next level of success. He likened it 

to the relationship people had with their coach when they were on a winning team in their 

youth. The players do not want to let their coach down while the coach has a genuine 

interest in the well-being of the players that goes beyond the game. 
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Kurtzman (2010) defined “common purpose” as the:  

… rare, almost palpable experience that happens when a leader coalesces a group, 

team, or community into a creative, dynamic, brave, and nearly invisible we. It 

happens the moment the organization’s values, tools, objectives, and hopes are 

internalized in a way that enables people to work tirelessly toward a goal. (p. xii) 

Common purpose creates the feeling that “we are in it together” and propels employees to 

support one another. That, in turn, enables organizations to reach peak performance.  

(4) Followers and leaders must be studied in the context of their relationship. 

Leadership is a process that involves social exchange between the leader and the 

followers in the situation that they are in (Hollander, 1978). Both leader and followers 

give to and take something from the experience. The followers give deference, authority, 

and more influence power to the leader, and in return, the leader is expected to reduce 

uncertainty, set standards, guide the organization to achieve its goals, and rewards good 

behaviors. Hence, leaders and followers should be studied in relation to one another, not 

separately (Baker, 2007).  

Carsten et al. (2010) posited that how followers construct the followership schema 

(i.e. how they view themselves as followers) and their ability to act in alignment with that 

followership schema depend on the context that is created by the leader. Kim and 

Schachter’s (2013) study of U.S. federal employees found that leaders who used 

participatory leadership style elicit more active, leadership-style behaviors from their 

followers. Conversely, followers who work for authoritative leaders tend to exhibit more 

passive behaviors. The hierarchical context of an organization also influenced 

employees’ perception of their leadership and followership roles (Clarke et al., 2015). 
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Additionally, contextual factors influence how leaders interpret proactive 

followership behaviors (Benson et al., 2015). The leaders (college sport coaches in this 

case) appreciate independent, critical thinking from their followers (assistant coaches and 

athletes) and expect their followers to offer ideas and alternative strategies, but with a 

few caveats. Any voice critical of the coach needs to be given in private, not in front of 

other followers. Followers’ ideas and alternative thoughts are not welcome in 

performance-critical moments (like in the last minutes of the game) and when the leader 

has considered the team’s input and made a decision. At those times, obedience is 

expected. In other words, proactive followership behaviors should be exhibited at the 

right time and the right place. 

Constructionist Framework of Followership 

Based on their systematic review of followership literature, Uhl-Bien et al. (2014) 

proposed two theoretical frameworks to advance the study of followership. The first one 

is based on role-based approach. It sees followership as a role played by individuals 

occupying a formal or informal position or rank, e.g., subordinate vs. manager or 

follower vs. leader. It is described as “reversing the lens” approach (Shamir, 2007), since 

it considers how followers influence leader attitudes, behaviors, and outcomes. The 

second framework takes the constructionist approach. The author will focus and elaborate 

more on this second framework as it is the basis of this study’s conceptual framework. 

Uhl-Bien et al.’s (2014) constructionist approach views followership and 

leadership as co-constructed in social and relational interactions between people. 

Contrary to the first approach, it does not assume that leading and following are equated 

with one's hierarchical position in an organization. Both managers and subordinates can 
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lead and follow and they can also not lead and not follow. This framework assumes that 

leadership can only occur through the combined acts of leading and following from 

individuals on both sides. Hence, this exchanged is referred to as “the leadership process” 

framework of followership. Figure 2.1 below shows the model of the framework. 

 

Figure 2.1. Constructionist framework of followership. Source: Uhl-Bien et al. (2014). 

 

The main questions of this framework are: (1) “What characterizes following 

behaviors?” and (2) “How do following behaviors work together with another’s leading 

behaviors to co-construct leadership and its outcomes?” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014, p. 99). 

Co-production of leadership is defined as “the joint contribution of leaders and followers 

to the formation, nature, and consequences of leadership” (Shamir, 2007, as cited in 

Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012, p. 210) and it involves the interdependent and dynamic 

interaction process between them (Collinson, 2005). One factor that influences the 

reciprocal process is the similarity/difference in followership schema between leaders and 

followers (DeRue & Ashford, 2010).  

Within this framework, Uhl-Bien et al. (2014) proposed several theoretical 

constructs and provided examples of variables within each construct. 
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1. Followership characteristics: follower traits (e.g. intellectual capability, 

political skill, goal orientation), follower motivation (e.g. motivation to lead, 

power orientation). 

2. Followership behaviors: e.g., proactive behavior, obedience, resistance, etc. 

3. Followership outcomes: individual follower outcomes (e.g. career 

advancement, informal leadership), individual leader outcomes (e.g. 

derailment, changed attitude), relationship outcomes (e.g. more/less trust 

between leader and follower), and leadership process outcomes (e.g. 

organizational change, goal accomplishment). 

Clarke et al. (2015) used Uhl-Bien and colleagues’ framework in an exploratory 

study to the investigated the intertwined leadership and followership aspects of the roles 

performed by mentor teachers in second-level schools in Ireland. The mentor teachers 

support newly qualified teachers during their induction year to develop their pedagogical 

and interpersonal communication skills. Mentor teachers perform complex and wide-

ranging roles, maintain multiple relationship, and balance competing demands. The 

teacher-mentors used collaborative approaches in their work: “constructionist in their 

approach to followership, co-creating leadership with their principal and other 

colleagues” (p. 370). 

 

Culture as a Context of Followership 

In discussing the limitations of their studies, various researchers (e.g. Baker et al., 

2011; Carsten et al., 2010) mentioned the necessity to broaden followership research to 

various other contextual conditions, e.g., different industries, organizational levels, 
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organizational climates, work environment, and national cultures. This study will focus 

on the context of culture in shaping followership. 

Recognizing that “culture affects people’s belief system and behaviors,” Kelley 

(2008) pondered the cultural aspects of followership (p. 10). He notes: 

If you were raised in Japan, are you going to think about followership and carry 

out the role differently than if you were raised in the United States or Kenya? … 

Do cultures characterize followership differently, thus producing different 

followership styles and behaviors …? (pp. 10-11) 

Carsten et al. (2010) suggested that “it is highly likely that social construction of 

followership schema will vary across culture” (p. 55). Hence, culture forms a context for 

followership study, just as research has shown that culture influences leadership 

prototypes, behaviors, and practices (Gelfand et al., 2007; Natt Och Dag, 2014). 

This brings us to the next topics in this literature review: culture and national 

cultures. They will be covered in the next two sections. 

Culture 

There is no universally-agreed definition of culture among social scientists, but 

the construct of culture usually refers to the fairly stable characteristics of a group of 

people that differentiate one group from another group (Tsui et al., 2007). Culture is a 

collective phenomenon because people who grow up and live in the same social 

environment learn the same patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting (Hofstede et al., 

2010). Therefore, common experiences and shared meanings are two important 

components of culture. For example, Hofstede et al. (2010) defined culture as “the 

collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or 
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category of people from the others” (p. 6). The Global Leadership and Organizational 

Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) defines culture as “shared motives, values, beliefs, 

identities, and interpretations or meanings of significant events that result from common 

experiences of members of collectives that are transmitted across generations” (House, 

Javidan, Hanges, & Dorfman, 2002, p. 5).  

These conceptions of culture in management and organizational studies originated 

in cultural anthropology which acknowledges that: 

Culture is socialized, whether as behaviors passed down and reinforced by 

socializing agents (such as parents, teachers, religious leaders, or government 

officials) or as responses to collectively shared events and circumstances (such as 

historical, religious, environmental, or educational experiences). (Caprar et al., 

2015, p. 1015)  

Anthropologists did not offer a single or simple definition of culture, as they realized that 

culture contains many possible significant elements: patterns of behaviors, traditional 

ideas and their attached values, religious beliefs and practices, form of social 

organization, etc. (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). Consequently, management researchers 

have created various definitions of culture that match their research agenda. This leads to 

the plethora of definitions today which have both negative and positive effects in 

management studies (Rohlfer & Zhang, 2016). 

Despite the differences, the various conceptions of culture in management studies 

seem to follow the six-dimensional value framework developed by Kluckhohn and 

Strodtbeck (1961). Their framework contains six elements that correspond to six issues 
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that societies around the world have faced throughout history (Hills, 2002; Rohlfer & 

Zhang, 2016), i.e.,  

• Time orientation: On what aspect of time should we primarily focus – past, 

present or future? 

• Man-nature orientation: What is the relationship between humanity and its 

natural environment – mastery, submission or harmony? 

• Relation orientation: How should individuals relate with others – 

hierarchically (which Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck called "lineal"), as equals 

("collateral"), or according to their individual merit? 

• Activity orientation: What is the prime motivation for behavior – to express 

one's self ("being"), to grow ("being-in-becoming"), or to achieve? 

• Human-nature orientation: What is the nature of human nature – good, bad 

("evil") or a mixture? 

• Space orientation: How do people think about space? How does one view its 

use? 

As we will see below, the concepts of national culture from Hofstede, 

Trompenaar, and Schwartz all have dimensions corresponding to Kluckhohn and 

Strodtbeck’s six elements.  

National Culture and Its Dimensions 

In the arena of management studies in general, and in international management 

and business in particular, culture has mostly been operationalized at the country level. In 

other words, culture is characterized as a set of typical behaviors, values, and perceptions 

of people from a certain country, e.g., Americans, Japanese, etc. Each national culture 

dimension is usually assigned a “national score” that allows researchers to compare it 

across two or more nations. For example, Japanese society tends to be more hierarchical 

than Scandinavians. Hence, Japan is given a higher national score in the relation 

orientation dimension than Sweden.  
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The work on national culture and national scores have been useful for many 

scholarly purposes. Venaik and Midgley (2015) cited: 

By focusing on the differences and similarities between nations, work on national 

culture contributes to our understanding of the richness and diversity around the 

globe and – through the various cultural dimensions – provides us with a language 

with which to describe these differences and similarities. (pp. 1051-1052)  

Among the national culture models, three have been popular among management 

researchers: Hofstede, GLOBE, and Schwartz (Venaik & Midgley, 2015). They are 

discussed in the following sections.  

Hofstede 

Geert Hofstede developed his national culture model based on the survey data of 

the employees of IBM and its subsidiaries around the world in the 1970s (Hofstede et al., 

2010). The four original dimensions were power distance, individualism vs. collectivism, 

femininity vs. masculinity, and uncertainty avoidance. Two more dimensions were 

added: long-term vs. short-term orientation and indulgence. Hofstede’s four original 

dimensions are arguably the most widely used measures of culture in cross-cultural or 

international management (Tsui et al., 2007) 

Power Distance. Power distance is a measure of inequality in a society. In 

countries where power distance is low, the emotional distance between the followers and 

their leaders are relatively small. They consider each other as basically equal human 

beings, and the “leader” and “follower” roles are changeable, not a fixed status. In this 

environment, it is relatively easy for the followers to approach or even argue with their 

leaders. People in low power distance countries prefer consultative decision-making 
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method. Conversely, in countries where power distance is high, the emotional distance 

between the followers and their leaders are relatively large. Subordinates are unlikely to 

approach their boss with ease, let alone argue with them. Subordinates depend on the 

boss. Often, they wait to be told what to do. In countries with high power distance, the 

preferred decision-making process is autocratic: the manager makes a decision with no or 

little consultation with the employees.  

Table 2.1.  

National Cultural Dimension Indices for Several Countries  

Country PDI IDV MAS UAI LTO IVR 

Mexico 81 30 69 82 24 97 

China 80 20 66 30 87 24 

India 77 48 56 40 51 26 

Brazil 69 38 49 76 44 59 

South Korea 60 18 39 85 100 29 

Spain 57 51 42 86 48 44 

Japan 54 46 95 92 88 42 

U.S. 40 91 62 46 26 68 

Netherlands 38 80 14 53 67 68 

U.K. 35 89 66 35 51 69 

Note. Source = Hofstede et al. (2010). 

The Power Distance Index (PDI) for several countries are shown in Table 2.1, 

together with the Individualism Index (IDV), Masculinity Index (MAS), Uncertainty 

Avoidance Index (UAI), Long-Term Orientation Index (LTO), and Indulgence vs. 

Restraint Index (IVR). 

Individualism vs. Collectivism. Individualism refers to “societies in which the 

ties between individuals are loose; everyone is expected to look after him- or herself and 
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his or her immediate family” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 92). On the other hand, 

collectivism refers to “societies in which people from birth onward are integrated into 

strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout people’s lifetime continue to protect them 

in exchange for unquestioning loyalty” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 92). One easy way to 

think about this dimension for a particular society is whether people’s self-image is 

mainly reflected as “I” or “we.”  

Femininity vs. Masculinity. This dimension is labelled so because in the IBM 

survey, this dimension is the only one where there was a consistent difference in scores 

between IBM male and female employees. This dimension measures, among other things, 

the preference for assertive vs. modest behavior in a society. Although the U.S. and the 

Netherlands have similar PDI and IDV, for example, they differ in MAS significantly. 

Uncertainty Avoidance. Uncertainty Avoidance derived from the American 

organizational scholar James G. March. It comes from the fact that uncertainty produces 

anxiety, and people learn to cope with it differently in different society. It is defined as 

“the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown 

situation” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 191).  

Long-Term Orientation and Indulgence. The dimensions long-term orientation 

and indulgence were not part of the original national culture dimensions that Hofstede 

developed from the IBM survey. World Value Surveys (WVS) defined the terms in the 

1980s and subsequently analyzed by Misho Minkov. Long-term orientation is defined as 

“fostering of virtues oriented toward future rewards – in particular, perseverance and 

thrift” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 239). Indulgence is defined as “a tendency to allow 
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relatively free gratification of basic and natural human desires related to enjoying life and 

having fun” (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 281).  

GLOBE 

Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) is a 

major research project investigating the complex relationship between national culture, 

leadership effectiveness, and societal phenomena (Dorfman et al., 2012). GLOBE Phase 

1 and 2 involved more than 160 researchers from 62 nations. They surveyed more than 

17,000 managers in 951 organizations. GLOBE Phase 3 (which focused on 

strategic/executive leadership) involved 40 researchers in 24 countries and interviewed 

more than 1000 CEOs and 5000 of their direct reports. 

GLOBE took the contingency approach to leadership: There are no universal 

behaviors and skill sets for effective leadership. GLOBE researchers posited that different 

societal cultures dictate different leadership attributes and behaviors that will be effective 

in a particular culture. Hence, leaders should be able to modify their behaviors to match 

the local environment and culture. 

Starting from the implicit leadership theory (ILT) (Lord & Maher, 1991), GLOBE 

developed Culturally Endorsed Implicit Leadership Theory (CLT). ILT theorized that 

people have the tendency to judge others, and in organizational settings, that includes the 

tendency to classify others as leaders or followers (Sy, 2010). Based on their ILTs, 

individuals build preconceived notions of what personal attributes a leader should have. 

Those leadership prototypes or schema subconsciously affect how they act towards and 

respond to leaders (Junker & Dick, 2014). 
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In GLOBE’s questionnaire, 112 traits, skills, behaviors, and abilities that are 

potentially relevant to leadership effectiveness was determined. The 112 items were then 

grouped into 21 primary leadership dimensions such as inspirational, diplomatic, and 

modesty. A second-order factor analysis then produced six global leadership dimensions 

(Dorfman et al., 2012). Table 2.2 lists these global leadership dimensions together with 

the corresponding primary leadership dimensions. 

Table 2.2 

GLOBE 6 Global Leadership and 21 Primary Leadership Dimensions  

Global CLTs Primary CLT leadership dimensions 

Charismatic/value-based (CV) 

Charismatic 1: visionary 

Charismatic 2: inspirational 

Charismatic 3: self-sacrifice 

Integrity 

Decisive 

Performance-oriented 

Team-oriented (TO) 

Team 1: collaborative team orientation 

Team 2: team integrator 

Diplomatic 

Malevolent 

Administratively competent 

Self-protective (SP) 

Self-centered 

Status-conscious 

Conflict-inducer (internally competitive) 

Face-saver 

Procedural (bureaucratic) 

Participative (P) 
Autocratic 

Non-participative 

Humane-oriented (HO) 
Modesty 

Humane-orientation 

Autonomous (A) Autonomous 

Note. Source = Dorfman et al. (2012). 

GLOBE researchers argued that national culture affects the ILT of people in a 

country. For example, people from a country with high power distance tolerate, and even 

expect, autocratic leaders (Dorfman et al., 2012). GLOBE researchers then identified nine 
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societal culture dimensions that correlate with the six global leadership dimensions. They 

are shown in Table 2.3. 

 

Table 2.3  

Societal Cultural Values’ Correlation with Global Leadership Dimensions  

Societal cultural values CV TO SP P HO A 

Performance orientation ++ + -  ++ + ++ 

Humane orientation + + ++ ++ ++ -- 

Uncertainty avoidance  ++ - -- ++  

In-group collectivism ++ ++ ++    

Power distance --  -- --   

Gender egalitarianism ++   ++   

Future orientation + +   +  

Assertiveness    - ++  

Institutional collectivism      -- 

       

Note. “++” = strong positive correlation, “+” = positive correlation, “-“ = negative correlation, “-- 

“ = strong negative correlation. Source = Dorfman et al. (2012).  

 

Subsequently, GLOBE identified 10 cultural clusters in the world, i.e., Anglo, 

Latin Europe, Nordic Europe, Germanic Europe, Eastern Europe, Latin America, Middle 

East, Sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia, and Confucian Asia. Figure 2.2 shows the 

clusters and the countries inside each cluster. Countries in a cluster have similar cultural 

orientation, and countries in two clusters that are far apart have significant differences in 

cultural orientation. 
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Figure 2.2. GLOBE 10 cultural clusters. Source: House et al. (2004). 

Schwartz Value System 

Values is defined by Schwarz as “desirable, trans-situational goals, varying in 

importance, that serve as guiding principles in people’s lives” (Schwartz & Bardi, 2001, 

p. 269). Values reflect universal human responses to survive as biological organisms, to 

maintain social organizations and facilitate its smooth functioning through social 

interactions (Schwartz, 1994). Hence, values represent motivations that, in turn, will 

propel behavior (Caprar et al., 2015). 

Schwartz and other researchers collected data using Schwartz Value Survey in 13 

countries. The survey questionnaire asked people to rate the importance of 56 values in 

their life from –1 (opposed to my principles) to 0 (not important) to 7 (of supreme 

importance). Samples were drawn from adults with the full range of ages, gender, 

occupations, educational levels, etc. Approximately 13 countries vary significantly in 
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religion, political and economic systems, history, and socioeconomic development. 

Additionally, two more samples were used to validate the results from the 13 nations, i.e., 

samples of school teachers (Grades 3 to 12) from 56 nations (N = approximately 14,000) 

and samples of college students from 54 nations (N = approximately 19,000) (Schwartz 

& Bardi, 2001). 

Schwartz found that 45 single values have similar meanings across the nations. 

They are values such as wealth, successful, creativity, and helpful. The other 11 values 

(e.g. true friendship and inner harmony) do not exhibit similar meanings across cultures. 

The 45 single values are then grouped into 10 groups of core values differentiated by the 

motivational goal they express. These 10 core values are “intended to be comprehensive 

of the core values recognized in cultures around the world from universal requirements of 

the human condition” (Schwartz & Bardi, 2001, p. 269). The values are listed in Table 

2.4 in the order of value importance (as identified by the respondents). 
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Table 2.4  

Schwartz’ 10 Universal Core Values  

Core Values Single Values Definition 

Benevolence 

Helpful 

Honest 

Forgiving 

Loyal 

Responsible 

Preservation and enhancement of the 

welfare of people with whom one is in 

frequent personal 

contact 

Self-direction 

Creativity 

Freedom 

Independent 

Curious 

Choosing own goal 

Independent thought and action 

choosing, creating, exploring 

Universalism 

Broad-minded 

Wisdom 

Social justice 

Equality 

A world at peace 

A world of beauty 

Unity with nature 

Protecting the environment 

Understanding, appreciation, tolerance, 

and protection for the welfare of all 

people and for nature 

Security 

Family security 

National security 

Social order 

Clean 

Reciprocation of favors 

Safety, harmony, and stability of 

society, of relationships, and of self 

Conformity 

Politeness 

Obedient 

Self-discipline 

Honoring parents and elders 

Restraint of actions, inclinations, and 

impulses likely to upset or harm others 

and violate social 

expectations or norms 

Achievement 

Successful 

Capable 

Ambitious 

Influential 

Personal success through 

demonstrating competence according 

to social standards 

Hedonism 
Pleasure 

Enjoying life 

Pleasure and sensuous gratification for 

oneself 

Stimulation 

Daring 

A varied life 

An exciting life 

Excitement, novelty, and challenge in 

life 

Tradition 

Humble 

Accepting my portion in life 

Devout 

Respect for tradition 

Moderate 

Respect, commitment, and acceptance 

of the customs and ideas that 

traditional culture or religion 

provide the self 

Power 

Social power 

Authority 

Wealth 

Social status and prestige, control or 

dominance over people and resources 
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Preserving my public image 

Note. Source = Schwartz & Bardi (2001). 

 

Beyond National Culture Models 

Despite their popularity, the national culture models have been criticized for being 

too broad and static. They ignore the heterogeneity of culture within a country (Venaik & 

Midgley, 2015), do not capture the changes in culture over time due to globalization and 

the rise of East Asian economy (Rohlfer & Zhang, 2016), and do not take acculturation 

(Tsui et al., 2007) and organizational context into account (Nardon & Steers, 2014). To 

overcome the limitation of the national culture models, several scholars have proposed 

improved models: Venaik and Midgley’s (2015) culture archetype model, and Nardon 

and Steers’ (2014) multidimensional contextual model.  

Culture Archetype Model 

Venaik and Midgley (2015) defined culture archetype as “a configuration of the 

fundamental values shared by a group of people and represented by a hypothetical 

individual who perfectly embodies these values” (p. 1055). The actual characteristics 

(configuration of values) of each group member itself will vary – some are closer to that 

hypothetical individual than others. It is important to note that culture archetype 

represents a configuration of values, not a single value or dimension like power distance, 

because “culture is best understood in terms of patterns of values and behaviors across 

multiple dimensions rather than as individual traits” (p. 1054). The configuration of 

values is operationalized as Schwartz’ 10 universal core values (Schwartz & Bardi, 

2001). 
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In a large and diverse set of population like a nation, there are more than one 

culture archetype. Venaik and Midgley (2015) hypothesized, however, that a small 

number of archetypes can adequately describe the heterogeneity of culture. Furthermore, 

some culture archetypes will be transnational, and some will be subnational (country-

specific). Drawing upon Schwartz’ (1994) work, some archetypes will have 

predominantly self-enhancement (power and achievement) and openness to change 

values, while some will have predominantly self-transcendent (universalism and 

benevolence) and conservation value. 

Venaik and Midgley (2015) used WVS 2005 data to develop their culture 

archetypes. They selected the data from the U.S., China, India, and Japan to represent the 

global cultural diversity. Using archetypal analysis, they identified four culture 

archetypes each for the U.S., China, and Japan. India, which is the most diverse among 

the four, needs six culture archetypes. Figure 2.3 shows the culture archetypes of the U.S. 

 

Figure 2.3. Culture archetypes of the U.S. Source: Venaik and Midgley (2015). 
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Archetype A represents individuals who do not regard any of the 10 values as 

important. Conversely, Archetype D represents individuals who think all of the 10 values 

are important. These two archetypes are also present in China, India, and Japan. 

Archetype B represents individuals who have predominantly self-transcendent and 

conservation value. This archetype is present in China and India, but not in Japan. These 

three archetypes are good candidates of transnational archetypes. Conversely, archetype 

C, which has no similarity in China, India, and Japan, is an example of subnational 

archetype. 

 

Figure 2.4. Five transnational archetypes identified from the pooled samples from the 

U.S., China, India, and Japan. Source: Venaik and Midgley (2015). 

 

Venaik and Midgley (2015) pooled the samples from the four countries and ran 

the archetypal analysis. This resulted in five transnational archetypes shown in Figure 

2.4. Transnational archetype A, B, and D are similar to the U.S. archetypes mentioned 

above. Archetype C represents individuals who regard as important four self-transcendent 
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and conservation values (universalism, benevolence, tradition, and conformity) and two 

self-enhancement and openness to change values (stimulation and self-direction). This 

archetype is also found in China and India. Archetype E represents individuals who only 

regard benevolence and self-direction as important.  

The five archetypes cover 51.7% of the pooled samples. This means the other 

48.3% of the samples belong to subnational archetypes. Figure 2.5 shows the percentage 

of each transnational archetype within each country in the annular sectors. The donut 

holes show the portion that belong to the subnational archetypes.  

 

Figure 2.5. Transnational and subnational archetypes in each country. Source: Venaik 

and Midgley (2015). 
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Figure 2.6. The depiction of culture in the national culture model and the culture 

archetype model. Source: Venaik and Midgley (2015).  

 

Circles represent countries and colors represent cultures/ archetypes. 

With their culture archetype model, Venaik and Midgley (2015) moved the 

depiction of culture as a homogeneous construct within a country (in national culture 

model) to a heterogeneous construct within country and across countries. Their model 

recognizes similarities and differences among individuals within and across countries. 

Figure 2.6 illustrates the difference between the national culture model and the culture 

archetype model. 

The culture archetype model has two implications to this cross-cultural 

followership study: (a) There is more than a 50% chance that the leader and the follower 

do not have the typical cultural values of their countries as depicted by the national 

culture model; and (b) If the leader and the follower happen to have the same archetype, 

they may not have much cross-cultural issues.  

Multidimensional Contextual Model 

Nardon and Steers (2014) posited that there are at least three sets of contextual 

factors that surround cross-cultural encounters: cultural and institutional, organizational, 

and situational contexts. National cultural differences “will be interpreted differently 

(a) National culture model (b) Culture archetype model 
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depending on the specific context of the [expatriate’s] assignment” (p. 142). For an 

example, Nardon and Steers (2014) used Korean-based Kia Motors’ expatriate managers 

working in two facilities: a manufacturing plant in Georgia and a sales and marketing 

office in Southern California. Understanding American (national) culture only help them 

to a certain extent because the situations or contexts in those two locations are different.  

 

Figure 2.7. The contexts surrounding cross-cultural encounters at Kia Motors’ US 

facilities. Source: Nardon and Steers (2014). 

 

Figure 2.7 shows three different contexts surrounding Kia Motor’s managers’ 

cross-cultural encounters:  

1. The cultural and institutional context represents the macro environment, i.e., 

national culture (US and Korea), regional culture (American South and West), 

and the industrial or professional characteristics (automobile).  

2. The organizational context represents Kia Motors’ organizational culture, 

policies, and procedures.  

3. The situational context represents the specific circumstances surrounding Kia 

Motor’s managers’ cross-cultural interactions, i.e., their position within 

organization (top executive or junior manager, marketing manager or plant 
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manager, etc.), the physical setting (including the geographical location) 

where the interaction takes place, and the socio dynamics or the nature of the 

interaction (face to face, over the phone, etc.). 

Understanding the context is important because different sets of contexts focuse 

individuals’ attention toward different things; influence their interpretation of other 

people’s behaviors differently; and as a result, influence their reactions to the situation at 

hand. Nardon and Steers (2014) acknowledged that “for many managers, context, not 

culture, represents their biggest challenge in succeeding in global transactions” (p. 139). 

This implies that in this cross-cultural followership study, the lived experience of 

American managers in the UAFCs may be different depending on their cultural and 

institutional, organizational, and situational contexts.  

Cross-Cultural Followership 

Currently, there is not much research on cross-cultural followership. Medcof’s 

(2012) dissertation used a sample of 54 graduate-level business students in Canada from 

Indian and Canadian cultural backgrounds. Medcof conducted in-depth interviews to 

understand participants’ conceptions of followership from a follower-centric perspective. 

The findings suggest that different individuals hold different cognitive representations of 

prototypical followership behaviors, and those representations differ between national 

cultures.  

Several aspects of the prototypical behaviors revealed by Medcof (2012) align 

with findings from extant articles such as Kelley (1988) and studies like Carsten et al. 

(2010) and Sy (2010). For example, when followers are viewed in a dyadic or 

organizationally-centered context, their performance-related behaviors seem to take 
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precedence because leaders expectations of followers mainly center on how followers 

perform their assigned duties. These similar findings at the organizational and dyadic 

levels seem to confirm the universality of some of the more typical, dyad-focused, 

follower behaviors revealed by previous research.  

However, in addition to those findings, a follower-centric perspective reveals 

other behaviors per Medcof (2012): 

1. Respondents described the ability to have multi-level self-identity, i.e., to 

align their personal interests with those of the organization and of the leader. 

2. Followers often consider themselves responsible for establishing and 

maintaining good relationships, as well as their traditional task-centered 

responsibilities. 

3. Participants in this study felt that by deducing what behaviors their leaders 

considered prototypical and adapting their behaviors to fit various leaders and 

situations, they could improve the relationship. While leaders may have fixed 

standards by which they evaluate the appropriateness of follower behaviors 

(Lord & Maher, 1991; Sy, 2010), evidence from this study suggests that 

"good" follower behaviors are often contextually subjective, depending on 

existing norms and the particular interaction between the leader, the follower, 

and the organization. 

4. While previous studies have found that descriptions of prototypical leader 

behaviors and characteristics vary significantly between India and Canada 

(Dorfman, Hanges & Brodbeck, 2004), this study found a great deal of 

overlap between descriptions of effective follower behaviors by both Indian 
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and Canadian participants. This finding implies that one cannot presume 

generalizable leader-follower prototype matches, either within or between 

cultures. 

5. Effective followers must adapt their behaviors to match the expectations of 

their leaders. Although many participants described giving feedback as a 

responsibility of effective followers, they were reluctant to do so if they felt 

the leader might perceive their feedback as a challenge to their position or 

authority. 

6. The meaning and acceptability of "following" seemed to derive from the 

myths and stories shared within cultures, rather than being influenced by 

broad cultural dimensions, such as those revealed by the GLOBE studies 

(House, et al., 2004). 

The notion that effective followership behaviors encompasses two aspects—task 

accomplishment and relationship building—is in line with Rosenbach, Pittman, and 

Potter (2012). Rosenbach and colleagues proposed that effective followers demonstrate 

four behaviors in the performance initiative and relationship initiative dimensions. The 

former refers to one’s active effort as a follower to do a good job, and it consists of the 

following behaviors: doing the job, working with others, embracing change, and treating 

oneself as a valuable but limited resource (hence the awareness to maintain one’s well-

being). The latter refers to one’s active effort to keep a good relationship with the leader. 

It is one’s initiative to identify with the leader, build leader’s trust and confidence in 

them, communicate the truth to the leader, and negotiate differences with the leader.  
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Summary of Literature Review 

Followership theory proposes behaviors, styles, and characteristics of effective 

followers and posits interdependency in the leader–follower relationship. The first key 

premise of followership is that leaders and followers are roles, not people with inherent 

characteristics. What differentiate them are their roles at a particular time and situation, 

not their personal characteristics (Kelley, 1988). Research has shown that leaders and 

followers share common qualities (Agho, 2009; Baker et al., 2011; Tanoff & Barlow, 

2002). 

Followers are also active participants of the leadership process, not passive ones. 

This is the second key premise of followership. Effective followers actively propose their 

ideas, voice their disagreements, and work with other group members to achieve the best 

ideas for the group (Follett as cited by Tonn, 1996). Effective followers are people with 

positive energy and independent critical-thinking traits (Kelley, 2008). They believe that 

“expressing opinions” and “taking initiative” are the most important follower behaviors 

(Carsten et al., 2010), even if it is sometimes risky.  

The third key premise of followership posits that followers and leaders share a 

common purpose. Both followers and leaders work to achieve organizational goals, and 

they motivate each other to the next level of success (Gilbert, 1985). Common purpose 

molds a team into a creative and dynamic “we” that enables organizations to reach peak 

performance (Kurtzman, 2010). 

Finally, leadership/followership is a process that involves social exchange 

between the leader and the followers in the situation that they are in (Hollander, 1978). 

Both leader and followers give to and take something from the others. Hence, leaders and 
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followers should be studied in relation to one another, not separately (Baker, 2007; 

Riggio, 2014). This is the fourth key premise of followership. 

Building on these premises, Uhl-Bien et al. (2014) suggested a constructionist 

framework of followership. This framework examines the co-production of leadership, 

i.e., the joint contribution of leaders and followers to the formation, nature, and 

consequences of leadership (Shamir, 2007). This research will explore the co-production 

of leadership in a cross-cultural context. 

Culture has been recognized by scholars as an important context in followership 

study (Baker et al., 2011; Carsten et al., 2010; Kelley, 2008) and they have called for 

more followership research in this context. The conception of culture currently used by 

management and organizational studies researchers originated in cultural anthropology. It 

usually refers to the fairly stable characteristics of a group of people that differentiate one 

group from another group (Tsui et al., 2007). Those characteristics are “patterns of 

thinking, feeling, and acting” Hofstede et al. (2010) and/or “shared motives, values, 

beliefs, identities, and interpretations or meanings of significant events” (House et al., 

2002, p. 5). 

From the vantage point of management studies, international management, and 

business in particular, culture has been operationalized at the country level. Among the 

national culture models, three have been popular among the management researchers: 

Hofstede, GLOBE, and Schwartz (Venaik & Midgley, 2015). Each has its own 

dimensions, but there are similarities between them… for example, in the 

individualism/collectivism dimension between Hofstede and Schwartz, and in the power 

distance and uncertainty avoidance between Hofstede and GLOBE. To address the 
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limitations of the national culture models, more recent ones such as Culture Archetype 

and Multidimensional Contextual models have been proposed. 

Despite the increase of globalization, research on cross-cultural followership is 

still rare. Kelley (2008) and Carsten et al. (2010) posited that followership schema may 

vary across national cultures, and indeed, the extant empirical result confirmed that 

individuals from different national cultures hold different cognitive representations of 

prototypical followership behaviors (Medcof, 2012). Therefore, a leader coming from a 

national culture with high power distance can be expected to have a different 

followership schema from a follower coming from a national culture with low power 

distance. Additionally, follower behaviors are also influenced by the leader’s leadership 

style (Carsten et al., 2010; Kim & Schachter, 2013). If leader and follower are rigid in 

their schema and behaviors, ineffective leadership process may result (Carsten et al., 

2010). This will potentially impact the leadership outcomes negatively (Kim & 

Schachter, 2013). 

Effective followers have the initiative to foster good relationship with their leader 

and to adapt their behaviors to match the expectations of their leaders (Medcof, 2012; 

Rosenbach et al., 2012). Furthermore, effective followers understand the importance of 

giving feedback to the leaders, but subsequently, followers should provide feedback in a 

cautious and respectful manner (Kim & Scachter, 2013) without directly challenging their 

leaders’ position or authority (Medcof, 2012). 

With the increase in globalization and flow of foreign direct investment (FDI) into 

the U.S., it is more likely that American managers will report to foreign nationals. Hence, 

the author is interested in studying the lived experience of American managers as they 
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work with their foreign national supervisors to co-construct leadership and its outcomes 

in the context of U.S. affiliates of foreign companies (UAFCs). This study will provide 

contribution to scholarship in the cross-cultural followership area. It will also contribute 

to practice by exploring the effective cross-cultural followership behaviors in the global 

business environment of the 21st century.  
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 

Overview 

The globalization and FDI trends indicate that in the future, it will be more likely 

for American managers to report to foreigners, people from different ethnics, 

nationalities, and cultural backgrounds. As such, it is important for American managers 

to understand how to be an effective cross-cultural follower. Followership is limited in 

research (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), and cross-cultural followership research is scarcer.  

This study aimed to provide a contribution to cross-cultural followership research 

by using a phenomenological research method that explored the lived experiences of 

American managers as they worked with their foreign national supervisors to co-

construct leadership and its outcomes in the context of U.S. affiliates of South Korean 

companies. This chapter will discuss (a) research procedures, with an overview of 

phenomenology, (b) research design, including the unit of analysis, sample selection, and 

pilot test, (c) data collection method, (d) data analysis method, and (e) information on 

trustworthiness and human subjects review.  

Research Procedures 

Epistemology 

This study explored the lived experience of several American managers in the 

context of U.S. affiliates of South Korean companies, looking for both the common 

meaning of the experience among them and the individual variations between them. The 

author sought to develop a description of the essence of the experience for all the 

American managers participating in the research. The emphasis is on the description, not 

on explanations or analyses (Moustakas, 1994). The description has “what” and “how” 
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components. “What” refers to the objective side of the experience, i.e., that the 

experience is shared by the participants, while “how” refers to the subjective side of the 

experience, i.e., how each participant perceives the experience and makes sense of it 

(Creswell, 2013). The “what” and “how” components are inextricably linked. Reality is 

not divided into subjects and objects as “reality of an object is only perceived within the 

meaning of experience of an individual” (Creswell, 2013, p. 78). 

Since the goal of this study was to understand the meaning of the experience from 

the participants’ perspectives, using their statements and stories as the data was the corner 

stone of the study. Hence the study used an epistemology of constructivism. In 

constructivism epistemology, meanings are constructed by people as they “engage with 

the world they are interpreting” (Crotty, 1998, p. 43). Constructivism recognizes that 

people’s perception and belief are shaped by their prior experiences, assumptions, and the 

context of their situation (Maxwell, 2013). The subjective meanings people ascribe to are 

developed through their social interactions and are affected by the historical and cultural 

norms that people operate within daily. As such, constructivism is apt for research that 

studies the “processes of interaction among individuals” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 25) and 

lends itself nicely to phenomenology.  

Theoretical Perspective 

Qualitative research method was chosen for this study because the author wanted 

to explore in great depth the experience of co-producing leadership in a cross-cultural 

setting. This experience or phenomenon was not a variable that is easily measured. The 

rich description of this phenomenon could only be gathered by talking directly to the 

American managers in the context, hearing their perspectives, and learning the meaning 
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that they hold about their experiences, allowing the author to develop a holistic and 

complex account of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). 

Specifically, from the various qualitative research methods, phenomenological 

research method was employed. Phenomenology is “designed to study the essence and 

meaning of experience,” and it provides the theoretical framework and method designed 

specifically “to study lived experiences of phenomena from the perspective of those who 

experience them” (Cilesiz, 2011, p. 492). This fits the aim of this study since the goal of 

this work is to capture a d deeper understanding of American managers’ common or 

shared experiences of following and co-producing leadership with their Korean 

supervisors in U.S. affiliates of South Korean companies. Cross-cultural followership is a 

developing research area, and more in-depth understanding of the process of followers in 

cross-cultural context is should build stronger theories.  

Phenomenological Research Tradition 

Phenomenology as a theoretical framework and method designed to study 

individuals’ lived experience of a phenomenon is rooted in the work of German 

philosopher and mathematician Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and those who expanded 

his work, such as Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and later on Giorgi and Moustakas (Cilesiz, 

2011; Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). As such, phenomenology has a strong 

philosophical component.  

The word phenomenology comes from the Greek word phainómenon which 

means "that which appears" and lógos which means “study.” Constructed from phaino, 

phenomenon means “to bring to light, … the totality of what lies before us in the light of 

the day” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 26). “That which appears” provides the stimulus for 
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experience and for generating new knowledge (Moustakas, 1994). In other words, a 

phenomenon is “the object of a conscious subject’s experience as it presents itself” 

(Cilesiz, 2011, p. 494). Hence Hegel, an early 19th century German philosopher, defined 

phenomenology as “knowledge as it appears to consciousness, the science of describing 

what one perceives, senses, and knows in one’s immediate awareness and experience,” 

and phenomena are “the building blocks of human science and the basis for all 

knowledge” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 26). 

There are several different types of phenomenology. This section will discuss the 

two main approaches: Husserl’s transcendental or descriptive phenomenology and 

Heidegger’s hermeneutic or interpretive phenomenology. It is then followed by a 

discussion on one particular variation of interpretive phenomenology called interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) which the author has chosen to use in this study. 

Husserl’s transcendental/descriptive phenomenology. Husserl’s ideas came 

from Cartesian dualist ontology of Realism and Idealism which holds that there is a dual 

nature of subjects and objects as they appear in consciousness (Creswell, 2013). Husserl 

developed transcendental phenomenology based on the “interrelatedness of real-ideal 

duality and a search for essential structures of experience” (Cilesiz, 2011, p. 494). The 

reality of an object is only perceived within the experience of an individual (Creswell, 

2013), and the meanings of the experience is derived from interaction between the object 

and the individual’s consciousness (Cilesiz, 2011). 

Husserl’s phenomenology aims to describe the essence of human experiences; 

hence, his methodology is called descriptive phenomenology. He refers to his method as 

“reduction,” and the first one is the transcendental-phenomenological reduction (Gill, 
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2014). It is called transcendental because it moves beyond our everyday understanding to 

see everything freshly, as if for the first time. It is called phenomenological because “it 

transforms the world to mere phenomena” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34). This reduction 

requires the phenomenological researcher to engage in epoche (or bracketing) – an 

exercise where the researcher suspends his/her assumptions and presuppositions about a 

phenomenon. The researcher analyzes the phenomenon through unbiases lenses and 

openness. Through the transcendental-phenomenological reduction exercise, the 

researcher develops the textural description of the phenomenon, i.e., what the participants 

experienced.  

The second reduction is eidetic reduction (Gill, 2014). The word eidos means the 

“essence,” and it refers to the essential quality, condition, or structure of an experience 

that is common or universal, that which makes an experience what it is and without 

which an experience would not be what it is (Moustakas, 1994). Husserl suggested that 

the researcher should search for these essences through intuition (as all things become 

clear through an intuitive-reflective process per Moustakas (1994)) and imaginative 

variation. In the process of imaginative variation, the researcher imagines “different 

variations of the phenomenon under study to see what remains as its invariant or essential 

aspect” (Gill, 2014, p. 120). The objective is to generate the structural description of the 

phenomenon… how the participants experienced the phenomenon in their context. The 

textural and structural descriptions are then synthesized to convey an overall essence of 

the experience (Creswell, 2013). 

Within phenomenology, the word "experience" carries a very precise meaning. 

Figure 3.1 illustrates the concept of experience in phenomenology (Cilesiz, 2011). The 
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items in the rectangular boxes represents the element of experience, and the items in the 

oval boxes represent the underlying concept.  

 

Figure 3.1. The concept of experience in phenomenology. Source: Cilesiz (2011). 

Husserl’s phenomenology contains the real-ideal duality of experience. Every 

experience has a material/thing (real) component and an idea/consciousness component. 

Ideas (conscious subjects) and things (objects) are separate, but their interaction gives 

meanings to the experience. Consciousness is always intentional and directed toward 

objects. Hence, the essence of the experience always has an object component to it, 

although that object may be imaginary and does not actually exists (Moustakas, 1994). 

Every experience has two dimensions: noesis and noema (Moustakas, 1994). 

Noesis refers to the act of experience such as feeling, perceiving, and judging, while 

noema refers to the object that is felt, perceived, and judged. Hence noema is “not the 

tree but the appearance of the tree” (p. 29). Noesis and noema make up the 

consciousness—the feeling, the perception, and the judgment. Every noesis has a 
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corresponding noema, and vice versa (Cilesiz, 2011). This relationship forms the concept 

of intentionality in phenomenology.  

Intentionality refers to consciousness, the orientation of mind toward an object. 

The act and the object of consciousness are intentionally related. In phenomenology, all 

experience is intentional experience: A person cannot be conscious without being 

conscious of something, and the consciousness of an object requires a mind to harbor it 

(Moustakas, 1994). Intentionality refers to how people are meaningfully connected to the 

things of the world, the objects. When studying something phenomenologically, a 

researcher is studying how people are connected meaningfully to other people, places, 

events, etc. The intentional relationship may manifest as respect, frustration, awe, 

hopelessness, etc. (Vagle, 2014).  

The various manifestations of an experience represent the textures of the 

experience. The textural component of experience describes the “what” of the experience, 

i.e., what is experienced? In describing this, nothing should be omitted; all dimensions 

and angles should be included. From the extensive description of the textures, the 

researcher can then describe the “how” of the experience, i.e., the structures underlying 

the textures, by focusing on the commonalities of the nature of that experience (Cilesiz, 

2011; Moustakas, 1994).  

Heidegger’s hermeneutic/interpretive phenomenology. Martin Heidegger 

(1889-1976), a student of Husserl, developed hermeneutic or interpretive 

phenomenology. The word hermeneutics comes from the Greek word hermeneusin which 

means to interpret, and hermeneutics is the theory and practice of interpretation (Van 

Manen, 1990). Heidegger focused on exploring the human experience of being and 
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emphasized the role of interpretation (Gill, 2014). Heidegger did not agree with Husserl’s 

idea concerning the importance of descripting human experience rather than 

understanding it; therefore, he promoted the use of hermeneutics as a research method 

based on the ontological view that lived experience is an interpretive process (Dowling, 

2007). While Husserl focused on epistemology, he considered experience as the 

fundamental source of knowledge (Dowling, 2007), Heidegger focused on ontology.  

Heidegger explored the human experience of Dasein. Dasein has no direct 

translation to English but it refers to “our humanness which is capable of wondering 

about its own existence” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 176). Heidegger also used the term In-

der-Welt-sein – often translated to Being-in-the-world – to refer to the way human beings 

exist, act, or involved in the world. The term emphasizes the inseparability between our 

being and our world: We are submerged in our world all the time (McConnell-Henry, 

Chapman, & Francis, 2007). And, we are always in an environing world (Gill, 2014).  

In Heidegger’s view, 

… everyone exists in a culturally and historically conditioned environment from 

which they cannot step outside. Existence is always set against a background that 

contextualizes experience. In this way, an individual’s culture and traditions 

influence their understanding of an experience. (Gill, 2014, p. 120)  

Heidegger challenged the idea that researchers can be free of assumptions and 

presuppositions. “Understanding is never without presuppositions. We do not, and 

cannot, understand anything from a purely objective position. We always understand 

from within the context of our disposition and involvement in the world” (Johnson, 2000, 

p. 23). Consequently, Heidegger challenged Husserl’s idea of bracketing.  
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In Heideggerian phenomenology, interpretation is an integral aspect of the 

research. Researchers are viewed as Being-in-the-world of the participants and the 

research question. Their goal is to enter the world of the participants and interpret the 

meaning the participants assigned to their experience. In doing so, they rely on their 

previous knowledge. Therefore, there is no research that is void of the judgement or 

influence of the researchers (McConnell-Henry et al., 2007).  

Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). IPA was developed by 

psychologist Jonathan Smith, from U.K. in 1996, as an experiential qualitative approach 

in psychology (Gill, 2014). Since then, IPA has been used in a range of areas like health, 

social, and clinical psychology. Between 1996 and 2008, 293 research articles employing 

IPA were published. Majority of the research on IPA came of the U.K. (Smith, 2011). 

Smith also encouraged the use of IPA in other related disciplines, and a growing number 

of management scholars have done so (Gill, 2014). 

IPA is a strand of interpretive phenomenology. It ‘‘concurs with Heidegger that 

phenomenological inquiry is from the outset an interpretative process’’ (Smith, Flowers, 

& Larkin, 2009, p. 32). The aim of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is “to 

explore in detail how participants are making sense of their personal and social world” 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 53). IPA is concerned more with the individual’s personal 

perception of an object or event instead of trying to produce an objective statement of the 

object or event. 

One distinct feature of IPA is its double-hermeneutics process. While the 

researcher tries to understand the participant’s personal experience, he/she “cannot do 

this directly or completely. Access depends on, and is complicated by, the researcher’s 
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own conceptions; indeed, these are required in order to make sense of that other personal 

world” (Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 53). Therefore, while the participant is trying to make 

sense of his/her world, the researcher also tries to make sense of the participant’s sense-

making effort. IPA researcher realizes that participants may struggle to express their 

thought and feeling, and they may have reasons not to reveal certain experience. It is the 

researcher’s job “to interpret people’s mental and emotional state from what they say” 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 54). Hence, a double-hermeneutics (or two-stage 

interpretation) process is involved.  

Another distinct feature of IPA is its idiographic nature. Lamenting the decline of 

idiographic approach and single person case study in social psychology (Smith, 2004), 

Smith argued for small sample sizes, down to even one participant. The goal is to capture 

the richness and details of an individual’s unique lived experiences. While descriptive 

phenomenology aims to build an integrated picture of a particular phenomenon, IPA is 

“interested in the diversity and variability of human experience” (Eatough & Smith, 

2008, p. 182). In other words, IPA focuses on the particular rather than the universal.  

Research Design 

This phenomenological study in cross-cultural followership aspired to explore the 

lived experience of American managers as they work with their foreign national 

supervisors to co-construct leadership and its outcomes in the context of U.S. affiliates of 

South Korean companies. Smith and Osborn (2008) acknowledged that “IPA is a suitable 

approach when one is trying to find out how individuals are perceiving the particular 

situations they are facing, how they are making sense of their personal and social world” 

(p. 55), and IPA is especially useful when one is studying complexity, process or novelty. 
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IPA also allows researchers to capture individual variations between participants (Vagle, 

2014). The elements and descriptions of IPA matched the objective of this study and 

brought the appeal of IPA to the author. 

One of the typical topics in IPA research is participants meaning-making and 

interpretation (Eatough & Smith, 2008), and a few management scholars have used IPA 

in that direction. From management and organizational studies vantage points, IPA has 

been used to study diverse topics such as the experiences of professional female 

expatriates in Cayman Island (Fitzgerald & Howe-Walsh, 2008), entrepreneurs’ learning 

to lead (Kempster & Cope, 2010), British and American entrepreneurs’ learning from 

failure (Cope, 2011), and British global management consultants’ elite identity and status 

anxiety (Gill, 2015). These applications of IPA enhanced the appeal of the methodology; 

hence, the author opted to use IPA as the research design approach to drive the inquiry of 

American managers’ relationships with their Korean managers in Korean companies. 

The main method of data collection in IPA is semi-structured interviews, and 

Seidman’s modified three-interview method will be used to collect data (Seidman, 2013). 

IPA’s four stages of inductive analysis with double-hermeneutics process will be used to 

analyze the data (Smith & Osborn, 2008).  

Unit of Analysis 

The unit of analysis in this study was individual. The sample consisted of eight 

American managers who work in the U.S. affiliates of South Korean companies at the 

time of the interview. In accordance with IPA’s commitment to produce an in-depth, 

detailed interpretative account of the participants’ experiences, the sample size was small 
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(Smith & Osborn, 2008). Information saturation is not an important requirement in IPA 

(Gill, 2014).  

Sample Selection 

Purposeful sampling is used in IPA to find a fairly homogeneous sample, i.e., a 

group of people with similar experience and for whom the research question is significant 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008). The author used purposeful sampling and snowball sampling to 

solicit eight study participants.  

With its idiographic nature, IPA scholars acknowledge that one participant is 

appropriate. Smith and Osborn (2008) recommended five to six participants for their 

students’ IPA project. Recent IPA studies in management and organizational studies have 

been published with sample sizes of six (Fitzgerald & Howe-Walsh, 2008), eight (Cope, 

2011; Gill, 2015), and nine (Kempster & Cope, 2010). Creswell (2013) suggested three to 

ten participants for phenomenological study in general. In the question of “enough,” 

Seidman (2013) advised doctoral students to err on the side of more than less. Otherwise, 

they may “struggle to make sense of data that are just too thin because they did not 

interview enough participants” (Seidman, 2013, p. 58). Heeding to Seidman’s point, the 

author decided to obtain eight participants for this study. 

The participant criteria for this study: 

1. Currently working, or have worked in the past five years, in a Korean 

subsidiary or affiliate company in the U.S.; 

2. Have 10 years of work experience or more; 

3. Have reported (formally or informally) to a Korean-national supervisor for 

one year or more; 
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4. Have reported to American supervisor(s) in the past; 

5. Not Korean-Americans; and 

6. Have not worked in Korea before. 

The second criterion was designed to ensure that the participants are experienced 

people with senior roles in the company. The participants’ experiences would put them in 

a position to advise, guide, and even lead their supervisors when applicable—in other 

words, to co-construct leadership with their supervisor.  

The third criterion ensured that the participants had spent enough time working 

with their Korean supervisor. One year is enough time for participants to experience their 

Korean leaders’ behaviors and determine how their experiences with Koreans leaders 

differ from past experiences with American leaders. The reporting relationship could be 

formal (usually depicted by a solid line in a company organizational chart) or informal 

(usually depicted by a dotted line). This provision was important because some Korean 

companies employed a dual reporting system in which an American manager formally 

reported to an American supervisor while at the same time informally reported to a 

Korean manager.  

The fourth criterion was set so that the participants would have a reference to 

compare, experiences with American leaders vs. Koreans leaders. The fifth and sixth 

criteria ensure the existence of the cross-cultural condition. 

Although the author did not talk to the Korean supervisors themselves, effort was 

made to find variations with regards to the length of time the Korean supervisors worked 

in the U.S., i.e., from one year to X years. A small number for X would presumably 

increase the cross-cultural condition but decrease the potential sample population. A 
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higher number of X would increase the potential sample population but might eliminate 

the cross-cultural condition (because the Korean supervisor would have completely 

acculturated into the American culture). Hence, a wise choice for X needed to be made 

considering these two factors. 

To select the appropriate number for X, the author needed to estimate the number 

of Korean managers in the high-tech industry in the U.S. Data from U.S. Census Bureau 

(2014) revealed the numbers shown in Table 3.1.  

No Population % # of People 

1 Korean, one-race (not mixed with other race)      1,476,577  

2 Foreign-born 

(Note: 98.8% of them were born in Asia, most likely Korea.) 

    1,062,062  

3 Population 25-64 years of age 60.0%         637,237  

4 With bachelor’s degree and graduate or professional degree 54.4%         346,657  

5 In management, business, science, and arts occupations 

(Note: This is the closest group to being managers in high-

tech industry.) 

49.7%           172,289  

6 In two industries: 

• Professional, scientific, & management, and 

administrative & waste management services industry 

• Information industry 

(Note: These are the closest groups to high-tech industry.) 

16.1%             27,738  

7 Entered the US in 2010 or later 

(Note: 4 years or less in the US) 

11.8%             3,273  

8 Entered the US in 2000 to 2009 

(Note: 5 to 14 years in the US) 

24.4%             6,768  

9 Entered the US before 2000 

(Note: More than 14 years in the US) 

63.8%             17,697  

Note. Source = US Census Bureau (2014). 

Based on the data above, the author decided to set X = 5, i.e., the author made an 

effort to find participants whose Korean supervisors’ tenure in the U.S. ranged from 1 to 

5 years. Approximately 4,000 Korean managers in U.S. high-tech industry (3,273 + 10% 

Table 3.1 

  

The Estimated Number of Korean Managers in the U.S. High-Tech Industry 
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of 6,768). If each Korean manager supervised two Americans, this would provide the 

author with the potential sample population of 8,000.  

Recruitment Process. 

Identifying potential participants. Initially, the author identified three 

acquaintances that fit the participant criteria. The author contacted them via email, 

explained the research, and asked them to participate in the study. The three initial 

contacts opted not to participate in the study. They neither said yes or no; however, 

requests for their participation were unanswered.  

Subsequently, the author asked his business contacts who worked in Korean and 

non-Korean companies if they knew people who met the criteria. This effort was largely 

unsuccessful. Of the names provided, only one person met the study’s criteria. Initially, 

the candidate was interested, later changed his/her position, citing risks to the job. Others 

provided did not meet the criteria because they did not have the work experience, did not 

report to a Korean manager, or ignored the request to participate in the study. 

As another attempt to recruit participants, the author used LinkedIn. First, the 

author collected the names of Korean companies in the U.S. using sources like Korean 

companies exhibiting in trade shows, members of Korean Chamber of Commerce and 

trade organizations, and Uniworld online database. Second, the author sought to find out 

whether the Koreans companies found, employed U.S. citizens; if so, were Americans 

employed in upper-level management positions. Given the time and considerable effort to 

obtain participants who matched the study’s criteria, the author received LinkedIn 

premium membership status to expand search pool. Over a one-year timeframe, the 

author identified approximately 70 potential participants through LinkedIn.  
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Of 70 possible participants, five agreed to participate in the study. During the 

second interview, the author used the snowball sampling method by asking the five 

participants to recommend others who met the criteria and might be interested in the 

study. This snowball recruiting method yielded five names. Of the five that met the 

criteria, three agreed to participate in the study.  

Contacting potential participants. Once a potential participant was identified, 

the author sent a LinkedIn connection request to the person. Initially, the author sent a 

lengthy recruitment message; however, no one responded, prompting the author to 

reconsider the recruitment approach. Hence, the author sent a request containing a basic 

generic business message, with the intent to gain an acceptance, not to be recruited for a 

study. Most people accepted the connection request. 

Once the person became a LinkedIn connection, his/her email address became 

available. The author then sent an email introducing himself, explaining the purpose of 

the research, and stating that the author thought the potential participant had valuable 

experience to share. Over time, this introductory email was shortened to ensure that busy 

people could read it within 15 minutes.  

Throughout the year, the author sent introductory emails to the 70 potential 

participants (the numbers varied between 3 to 18 people per month). Some did not reply, 

some replied as not interested or did not have time, some replied not qualified, and some 

suggested other possible participants. Finally, eight participants were selected and agreed 

to participate in the study.  

Gaining participant’s commitment. The author scheduled a 10-to-15-minute 

introductory call with the eight participants. On the call. the author reintroduced himself, 
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explained the purpose of the research, the data collection procedure, and the study’s 

confidentiality policy. After the participant agreed to participate in the study, the author 

sent the Informed Consent Form and the Pre-Interview Questionnaire via email. Five of 

eight participants returned the forms. Repeated attempts to contact them went 

unanswered. Hence, only five participants were interviewed. 

The same process was followed for the five candidates obtained through the 

snowball recruiting method. Three of five participants agreed to interview: one did not 

respond to the author’s email, and one was initially interested, but stopped responding. 

Data Collection 

In general phenomenology and IPA, data is collected through in-depth, semi-

structured interviews (Smith & Osborn, 2008), although other data collections methods 

are possible, e.g., diaries (Smith & Osborn, 2008), observations, documents (Creswell, 

2013), and written description (Vagle, 2014).  

In-depth interview is a method designed to elicit detailed perspective from the 

participants regarding the research topic. In an in-depth interview, the researcher is 

considered the student and the participants are considered the expert. The goal of the 

researcher is to learn and gather rich data and context from the participants; hence, he/she 

listens closely to the participants and follow-up with probing questions based on the 

participants’ responses. In-depth interviews are appropriate for “eliciting individual 

experiences, opinions, and feelings,” and to uncover “interpretive perspective, i.e., the 

connections and relationships a person sees between particular events, phenomena, and 

beliefs” (Mack et al., 2005, p. ). In-depth interviews are usually conducted face-to-face, 

the researcher and the participant. 



   

 70 

The semi-structured interview is dialogue in which the researcher has a specific 

area of interest in mind and an initial list of questions to ask. Additionally, the researcher 

is free to probe during the interview. The order of the questions is not relevant since the 

interview can deviate from the original “script” and into a novel area introduced by the 

participant. This form of interview allows the researcher and the participant to establish 

rapport and engage in a dialogue (Smith & Osborn, 2008).  

Following the protocol of the in-depth, semi-structured, face-to-face data 

collection process, a modified version of Seidman’s three-interview method was also 

used in this study that explored the American managers’ experiences with their Korean 

managers, compared to their past American managers.  

Seidman’s Three-Interview Approach 

Seidman (2013) developed an in-depth, phenomenological interviewing method 

that calls for a series of three interviews to be conducted with each participant. Each 

participant’s experience happened in a context, and it will be very difficult for a 

researcher who interviews somebody whom he/she never met before to understand that 

context in only one interview. Without an understanding of the context, there is little 

chance that the researcher grasps the meaning of the experience of the participants. 

Hence, Seidman (2013) advocated for the use of a three-interview series. Each interview 

is 90-minutes long and are spaced from three days to one week apart (Seidman, 2013).  

The first interview is “Focused Life History.” It asks the participants to tell the 

researcher as much as possible about their past lives that is related to the research topic. 

The goal is to put the current lived experience in a larger context. In the author’s 
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particular study, this will include stories that may indicate whether they had cross-

cultural experience before, such as: 

1. Their family and upbringing, i.e., where their parents come from, where they 

grew up, where they attended college, whether they studied abroad, etc. 

2. Their past work experience, i.e., which companies they worked for and where, 

what role they had, what nationality their managers were, whether they 

worked abroad, etc. 

The second interview is “The Details of Experience.” It focuses on the concrete 

details of participants’ present lived experience related to the research topic. In this 

interview, the researcher did not ask the participants’ opinion or reflection on their 

experience, but for the myriad of details, the experience that aligned with their opinion. 

This followership study included stories on how the American managers worked with 

their supervisor(s), including: 

1. How they interacted in their day-to-day work? 

2. How they set goals for the company or team? 

3. How they made decisions? 

4. How the American managers gave feedback (positive and negative) to their 

supervisor and vice versa? 

The third interview is “Reflection on the Meaning.” The researcher asks the 

participants to reflect on the meaning of their experience with questions such as, “Given 

what you said previously about your life and your work, how do you understand ___ 

today?” (Seidman, 2013). This making-meaning line of questioning forces the participant 

to discuss “how the factors in his/her life interacted to bring them to the present 
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situation,” and it “establishes the conditions of reflecting upon what they are now doing 

in their lives” (Seidman, 2013, p. 22). 

The author chose to use Seidman’s interview method instead of Moustaka’s 

(1994) because Seidman’s method allowed the author to understand the life experience of 

the Americans before they reported to the Korean supervisors. This enabled the author to 

interpret what the participants said in the interview more accurately and ask better 

follow-up questions. Meeting the participants more than once also helped build rapport 

between the researcher and the participant. It would be difficult to achieve richer data and 

context of the phenomenon through one meeting or interview, as prescribed by Moustaka.  

Modified Seidman’s Approach for This Study 

Seidman (2013) postulated that it is important for the researcher to adhere to the 

three-interview structure. Each interview serves a purpose, and it provides a foundation 

for the next interview. At the same time, phenomenological researchers must be 

pragmatic and consider the issue of accessibility and availability of the participants 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008). Seidman’s research teams have used variations of the three-

interview method when participants’ situation call for it (Seidman, 2013). 

In this study, the author interviewed senior management people in a fast-paced 

industry, inviting them to three 90-minute interviews. Hence, the author invited the 

participants to two 60-minute interviews which was more intense, with the possibility of 

a follow-up session to clarify the participants’ statements. The follow-up could be 

through emails or a short phone calls.  

The first interview covered Seidman’s “Focused Life History” interview, and the 

second one covered Seidman’s “The Details of Experience” and “Reflection on the 



   

 73 

Meaning” interviews. This modified Seidman’s method has been used successfully by 

McDonald (2012) in her phenomenographical dissertation on adult learners’ experience 

in blended learning.  

In her research, McDonald (2012) supplemented the interviews with a pre-

interview questionnaire that collected participants’ demographic information, learning 

history, learning preferences, etc. This pre-interview questionnaire was administered 

before the first interview, and it was used to select participants.  

The interviews were recorded using Uberconference and voice recording app 

from the smartphone. The interview was transcribed verbatim. IPA requires the level of 

transcription to be at the semantic level: all the words spoken including false starts need 

to be transcribed, as do significant pauses, laughs, and other features worth recording 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008). 

Data Analysis 

IPA suggests that the researcher engage in an interpretive relationship with the 

interview transcript. While the researcher tries to understand the meaning of the 

participants’ experience, “those meanings are not transparently available – they must be 

obtained through a sustained engagement with the text and a process of interpretation” 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 66).  

There are four steps in IPA data analysis as suggested by Smith and Osborn 

(2008): (1) looking for emergent themes in the first case; (2) connecting the emergent 

themes, (3) continuing the analysis with the other cases, and (4) writing up a narrative 

account. This process is explained further in Table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2  

Four Steps in IPA Data Analysis  

Steps in IPA Data 

Analysis 

Detailed Actions 

A. Looking for emergent 

themes in the first case 

1. Print the transcripts with wide left and right margins. 

2. Read the first transcript several times to become familiar 

with it. Listen to the audio recording at least once while 

reading the transcript.  Treat the entire transcript as data, and 

there is no need to omit or select particular passages for 

special attention. 

3. Exploratory commenting: Use the right margin to note what 

is interesting or significant about what the respondent said. 

The notes may be attempts at paraphrasing or summarizing, 

associations or connections that come to mind, and 

preliminary interpretations. Comment on similarities and 

differences, echoes, amplifications and contradictions in 

what a person is saying. 

4. Three different processes of exploratory commenting can be 

used at this stage: 

a. Descriptive commenting: Analyzing the transcript to 

describe the content. Highlight the key objects which 

structure the participant’s thoughts experiences, i.e., key 

words, phrases, assumptions, acronyms, idiosyncratic 

figure of speech, emotional responses, etc. 

b. Linguistic commenting: Analyzing the transcript to 

explore the language use. Highlight how the content and 

meaning are presented, i.e. notice the participant’s use 

of pauses, laughter, repetition, tone, hesitancy in saying 

something, metaphor, etc. 

c. Conceptual commenting: This third level of 

commenting is more interpretative in nature and may 

take an interrogative form. Reflect on what the data may 

mean beyond the explicit claim of the participant. Draw 

on the researcher’s own experience and professional 

knowledge to develop a dialog with the data. The aim is 

not so much to find answers or to pin down 

understandings but to develop a range of possible 

meanings.  

5. Developing emergent themes: At this point, shift to working 

primarily with the exploratory notes than with the transcript 

itself.  

a. Return to the beginning of the script, read the 

exploratory notes in the right margin and use the left 

margin to document emerging theme titles.  

b. Transform the initial notes into concise phrases which 

capture the essential quality of what was found in the 

text. Find expressions which are high level enough to 

allow theoretical connections within and across cases 
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but which are still grounded in the particularity of the 

specific thing the participant said. 

c. Themes should reflect both the participant’s thoughts 

and words and the researcher’s interpretation and 

understanding of the phenomenon. 

 

Note: There is no guideline for the number of emerging themes; 

it depends on and should reflect the richness of the particular 

passage. 

 

B. Connecting the 

emergent themes 

1. List the emergent themes from the first transcript on a piece 

of paper and look for connections between them. 

2. Analytical/theoretical ordering: Find the connections 

between emerging themes. Some of the themes will cluster 

together, and some may emerge as superordinate concepts. 

Several techniques can be used to look for patterns and 

connections: 

a. Abstraction: Identifying patterns between emerging 

themes and find a “super-ordinate” theme. 

b. Subsumption: Elevating an emergent theme itself into a 

super-ordinate theme. 

c. Polarization: Examining the differences or oppositional 

relationships between the emergent themes instead of 

the similarities. 

d. Contextualization: Organizing the emergent themes by 

their temporal qualities (e.g. how they are related to key 

life events). 

e. Numeration: Looking at the emergent themes’ 

frequency of appearance to get a sense of their relative 

importance. 

f. Function of the language use, e.g., to portray the 

participant and/or his/her experience in a positive or 

negative way. 

3. Check the transcript to make sure the connections work for 

actual words of the participant. (To help with this step, it 

may be useful to compile directories of the participant’s 

phrases that support related themes.) 

4. Identify some clusters of themes which capture most strongly 

the respondent’s concerns on the research topic. 

5. Give each cluster a name that represents the superordinate 

theme. 

6. Drop themes that don’t fit well in the emerging structure and 

don’t have rich evidence within the transcript. 

 

C. Continuing the analysis 

with the other cases 

1. Repeat steps A and B above for the second case. 

2. Treat the second case on its own terms, i.e., let the emergent 

themes from the second case to emerge. Bracket the themes 

from the first case as much as possible. 

3. Look for both convergences (repeating themes) and 

divergences (new themes emerging) in the second case as 
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compared to the first case. Recognize ways in which 

accounts from participants are similar but also different. 

4. Repeat steps #1 to #3 for all other cases. 

5. Look for patterns across all the cases. Ask these questions: 

a. How do the themes connect across cases? 

b. How does a theme in one case strengthen the clarify, 

explain, or strengthen a theme in another case(s)? 

c. Which themes are the most compelling? 

6. To help with step #4, reconfigure and relabel the themes if 

necessary. 

7. Look at the recurrence of themes across all cases. To do this, 

it is helpful to print out the table of clusters and themes of 

each case and lay out all the tables on a large surface. 

Note: There is no rule for what counts as recurrence. The 

researcher needs to decide based on the pragmatic concerns 

of the research project. 

8. Build a final table of superordinate themes together with the 

recurrent themes that support them. 

 

D. Writing up a narrative 

account 

In this last step, the themes are translated into narrative account, 

and the themes are explained, illustrated, and nuanced. The 

narrative account contains “the researcher’s analytic 

interpretation is presented in detail with verbatim extracts from 

participants” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 4). The researcher must be 

careful to distinguish clearly between what the respondent said 

and the researcher’s interpretation or account of it. 

 

Note. Source = Smith and Osborn (2008, pp. 67-76); Smith et al. (2009, pp. 79-107).  

 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research is closely related to the concept of validity 

and reliability in quantitative study. In quantitative research, validity refers to the 

truthfulness of the findings (i.e. whether our test measures what it is supposed to 

measure), while reliability refers to the stability or consistency of the test results (i.e. 

whether we get the same results if we replicate the test). However, these concepts are 

deemed to be incompatible with the constructivist and naturalistic approach of qualitative 

study, and scholars have proposed alternative terms (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013). 
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For qualitative studies, Maxwell (2013) defined validity simply as “the 

correctness or credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other 

sort of account” (p. 122). Creswell (2013) provided eight validation strategies that are 

commonly used by qualitative researchers: (a) prolonged engagement and persistent 

observation; (b) triangulation; (c) peer review or debriefing; (d) negative case analysis; 

(e) clarifying researcher bias; (f) member checking; (g) rich and thick description; and (h) 

external audits. He further recommended that qualitative researchers use at least two of 

the eight strategies. Following this advice, Table 3.3 shows how the author applied seven 

validation strategies in this study. 

Validation Strategy Actions 

Prolonged engagement 

and persistent observation 

1. Used modified Seidman’s interview method to interview the 

participants twice. This gives the author a chance to know 

the participants better. 

2. Administered pre-interview questionnaire to collect 

participants’ demographic information, learning history, 

learning preferences, etc. This is a tool to gain an initial 

knowledge of the participants. 

3. Asked participants to allow the author to clarify their 

statements (if necessary) via follow up emails or short phone 

calls after the interviews are done.  

 

Triangulation 4. Collected information from diverse individuals within the 

criteria of this study, i.e., American managers reporting to 

different supervisors, having had various number of 

supervisors in the Korean companies, working in different 

companies, and of different demographic profiles. 

 

Peer review 5. Asked the dissertation chair to serve as a peer reviewer, i.e., 

to “ask hard questions about methods, meanings, and 

interpretations” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251) and to ensure that 

the author analyzed the data properly. 

Negative case analysis 6. Looked for both convergences (repeating themes) and 

divergences (new themes emerging) in each case as 

compared to the previous cases. Recognize ways in which 

accounts from participants are similar but also different. 

Table 3.3  

 

Seven Strategies to Enhance the Trustworthiness of This Study 
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Clarifying researcher bias 7. Stated the author’s past experiences that may both shape and 

help the author’s understanding of the participant’s account 

of the experience. 

8. Became an attentive and curious listener during the 

interviews. 

9. During the data analysis phase, checked the transcript to 

make sure the emergent themes are supported by the actual 

words of the participants. 

 

Member checking 10. At the beginning of the second interview, summarized the 

conversation from the first interview and ask the participants 

if the author’s understanding is correct. 

 

Rich and thick description 11. Created verbatim transcripts of the interviews. 

12. Provided details when describing a theme so readers have a 

full picture of the participants’ experience. 

13. Supported the author’s analytic interpretation with verbatim 

extracts from participants. 

 

 

Human Subjects Review 

The author did not anticipate any adverse risks to the participants of this study. 

Nevertheless, to protect the participants, the following steps were taken: (a) The 

participants were given and asked to complete an informed consent form in accordance 

with The George Washington University IRB requirements; (b) The participants were 

informed of the purpose of the study, the interview process, and their right to voluntarily 

withdraw from the study at any time; and (c) The participants were assured that their 

confidentiality will be protected. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Overview 

This chapter presents the findings of a qualitative, phenomenological study of 

eight American managers who work or had worked in U.S. affiliates of South Korean 

companies (henceforth called “the Korean companies” for simplicity) and had reported 

(formally or informally) to a Korean leader. The overarching goal of the study was to find 

out: What are the lived experiences of American managers as they work(ed) with their 

Korean leaders to co-construct leadership and its outcomes in the context of U.S. 

affiliates in South Korean companies? 

The findings derived from 16 semi-structured interviews (two per participant) 

conducted over a 10-month period. Data coding and analysis spanned five months. 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) method was used to identify emergent 

and superordinate themes that helped answer the overarching research question and the 

sub-questions:  

1. How do American managers compare their work collaboration with their 

Korean leader(s) to their past American leader(s)?  

2. Considering their national cultural differences, how do American managers 

fee the impacts (if any) on their followership schema to the work relationship 

with their Korean leader(s)? 

3. How do American managers describe following behaviors used in cross-

cultural contexts (e.g., deferring and complying, challenging and resisting, 

correcting and advising in a respectful way)? 
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MaxQDA version 2018 software was used to for data analysis. 

This chapter starts with the description of the sample, followed by the individual 

profiles of participant, one through eight. The emergent and superordinate themes that 

emerged from the participants are then presented, along with the quotations that support 

those themes. This chapter is closed with the summary of findings. 

Description of the Sample 

Table 4.1 shows the general profile of the research participants. To maintain 

participant anonymity, pseudonyms were provided. The eight participants were males 

ranging from mid-forties to the late fifties in age. Six participants were Caucasian-

Americans, one Hispanic-American, and one MENA-American (MENA = Middle East 

and North Africa). Seven participants were born in the U.S. and raised in various regions 

of the country (Northeast, Midwest, Southwest, and West). One participant who was born 

abroad had lived in North America for more than 20 years.  

Each participant is college educated: two had bachelor’s degrees, three had 

master’s degrees, and three had doctoral degrees. The participants had an average of 22.6 

years of experience before joining the Korean company except for Patrick who worked 

much longer in the Korean company than in the American company. The participants met 

the requirement, having 10 years or more work experience. 

Within their Korean companies, the participants held senior management 

positions: one senior manager, one director, and the others were vice presidents and 

above. They worked in various business functions: sales, marketing, finance, business 

development, IT, and general management. All participants had multi-year experience in 
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reporting to Caucasian-American (and other non-Korean) managers prior to reporting to a 

Korean manager.  

Table 4.1  

General Profile of the Research Participants. 

Pseudonym 

 

Age 

group 

Number of 

years in 

Korean 

company 

Number of 

years 

reporting 

to Korean 

leader 

Work 

experience prior 

to joining 

Korean 

company (years)  

Industry type 

Sean 55 – 64  3 3 > 25 Automotive 

Oscar 35 – 44  4 4 15 – 19  Investment 

Harry 55 – 64  4 4 > 25 Electronics 

Omar 45 – 54  7 7 15 – 19  Communications 

Charles 55 – 64  13 9 15 – 19  Automotive 

Dylan 45 – 54  5 5 15 – 19  Transportation 

Lukas 45 – 54 2 1 > 25 Electronics 

Patrick 55 – 64  26 24 < 5 Automotive 

 

The majority of the participants had no or very little exposure to Korean 

companies, Korean management style, and Korean culture prior to joining the Korean 

companies. For all participants, they had only worked at that particular Korean company. 

Hence, their experiences were shaped by one company. 

Among the Korean companies in this study, two were considered medium-size 

companies, and six were considered large companies. The Korean companies were 

located in varied regions of the U.S.: West, Midwest, and Southwest. 

Individual Profiles 

This section presents the individual profile of the participants. Appendix C 

provides a more complete presentation of the eight individual profiles, including the 

emergent themes and supporting quotations. 
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Individual Profile #1: Sean 

Sean had more than 25 years of work experience before joining a Korean 

company. He worked in the U.S. for most of that time, with stints in Western Europe for 

several years. For 25+ years, he reported to various Caucasian-American managers, 

interspersed with a couple of Western European and South Asian managers. He had very 

limited exposure to Korean companies and culture before his Korean company 

employment. 

Individual Profile #2: Oscar 

Oscar worked approximately 20 years in several American companies before 

joining a Korean company. He worked in the U.S. throughout that time, except for one 

year in a South East Asian country. He spent one year in a Western European country for 

his advanced study. Except for one Western European manager, Oscar’s managers were 

Caucasian-Americans. He had no exposure to Korean companies and culture. 

Individual Profile #3: Harry 

Harry had 25-plus years of work experience before joining a Korean company. He 

worked in the U.S. and had no abroad work or academic experience, reporting to various 

Caucasian-American managers. The only exception was an African-American manager 

for two years.  

During his tenure in a large American company, Harry was exposed to Korean 

companies who were vendors. This experience introduced him to the Korean way of 

conducting business which developed into an appreciation of their ingenuity.  
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Individual Profile #4: Omar 

Omar was raised and started his career outside the U.S. When he joined the 

Korean company, he had worked in several large companies and lived in North America 

for 15 years. Throughout his career, Omar had managers from different nationalities: 

Middle Easterner, Western European, South Asian, and Caucasian North-American. 

Omar had little or no exposure to Korean companies and culture. 

Individual Profile #5: Charles 

Charles worked in a Korean company for 13 years, much longer than any of the 

previous participants. Prior, he worked for EA, an East Asian company for many years. 

Charles has worked more for foreign companies than American ones. Nevertheless, he 

had never dealt with Korean companies or Korean people prior to his job at the Korean 

company.  

When he joined KR, the Korean company, Charles’ interactions were mainly with 

Caucasian American people. However, he worked with one East-Asian American 

manager (which he said was more American than East-Asian). Prior to working for a 

Korean manager, Charles’ managers were Caucasian Americans. He had never lived, 

studied, or worked abroad. 

Individual Profile #6: Dylan 

Dylan worked approximately 20 years in many American companies prior to 

joining his Korean company. He worked in the U.S. only: in the Southeast and then in the 

West. He mostly reported to Caucasian-American managers. However, he worked with 

African-American and Indian managers. 
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Although Dylan had no dealings with Korean companies, he was exposed to 

Japanese and Korean culture through many years of East Asian martial arts classes. 

Among the participants, Dylan is the only participant who reads and write Hangul 

(Korean language), and marginally understands Korean and Japanese language. 

Individual Profile #7: Lukas 

Lukas worked 25-plus years for several American companies before joining his 

Korean company. He worked in the U.S. most of that time, reporting to Caucasian-

American managers. The exception was a two-year expatriate assignment in Western 

Europe where he reported to two Western European managers. 

Even though Lukas worked mostly in the U.S., he interacted with clients in 

Europe, Canada, and Mexico. However, he had no exposure to Korean companies or any 

East Asian cultures prior to joining the Korean company. 

Individual Profile #8: Patrick 

Patrick worked in a Korean company for 26 years, longer than the other seven 

participants. He joined the Korean company when it opened in the U.S., and for 24 of 26 

years he reported to Korean managers. Patrick’s long experience means that his data set 

is larger than the other participants, and it is reflected in the larger number of themes 

generated from his interview. 

Prior to joining the Korean company, Patrick worked two years for an American 

company that was partly owned by a Western European company. Further, He worked 

two years for a startup venture in East Asian. Hence, Patrick had experience working 

with foreign management and East Asian culture when he joined the Korean company. 
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However, Patrick had not worked with Koreans. He never lived, studied, or worked 

abroad. 

Recurrent and Superordinate Themes 

After analyzing emergent themes from the eight participants (see Appendix C), 

the author identified 26 recurrent themes. A theme is considered recurrent if it occurred 

among at least three participants. These 26 recurrent themes are grouped into 8 

superordinate themes, and they are listed in Table 4.2. The emergent themes from the last 

category, i.e., the advices for American managers and Korean companies and leaders, 

will be discussed in Chapter 5, practical implications of this study. 

There is no definite rule on what counts as recurrence, and the researcher should 

decide based on his/her pragmatic concerns (Smith et al., 2009). The author chose the 

recurrence in three participants as the criterion because (a) it represented more than one-

third of the participants which supported the validity of the findings, and (b) it yielded a 

manageable number of recurrent themes that – based on the author’s own experience – 

still captured enough details and nuances of one’s experience working in a Korean 

company in the U.S. 
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Superordinate 

Themes 

Recurrent Themes Participants 

1) American workplace 

with Korean “flavor” 

a. American workplace with intense Korean 

work ethic 

b. Influential presence of Korean expatriates 

c. Huge drinking culture 

1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 

 

1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

3, 4, 8  

2) Dealing with the 

Korean expatriates 

a. Expatriates/coordinators as shadow peers  

b. Expatriates/coordinators as brokers and 

“spies” 

1, 5, 8 

1, 5, 7, 8 

3) Complex reporting 

structure 

a. Dual American-Korean organization 

b. Matrix/layered structure 

1, 5, 8 

3, 4, 6 

4) Working in a top-

down organization 

a. Top-down, hierarchical organization 

b. Utter reluctance to confront the boss 

c. Unrealistic direction and work 

performance target 

2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

5) Leader, not just 

follower, in a Korean 

company 

a. Leader with important responsibility 

b. Varying degree of authority 

c. Being a change agent 

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

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

5, 6, 7 

6) Precarious 

relationship with the 

Korean leader and 

expatriates 

a. Honeymoon period 

b. Language problem 

c. Varying quality of personal relationship 

d. Not much praise received 

e. Indirect feedback to avoid confrontation 

1, 2, 7 

3, 4, 5, 7 

1, 2, 5, 6, 8 

1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8 

1, 3, 4  

7) Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. American leaders are more collaborative 

b. Finding faults: process vs. person 

c. Varying benefits of reporting to a Korean 

2, 3, 4 

2, 4, 5, 6 

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

8) Tactics to deal with 

the Korean leader 

a. Meet the target no matter what 

b. Skip the approval process 

c. Be rational/analytical and show your 

expertise 

d. Be creative 

e. It’s their company! 

2, 3, 4, 5, 8 

2, 4, 8 

3, 4, 6, 8 

 

2, 6, 8 

1, 5, 8 

 

 

Superordinate Theme 1: American Workplace with Korean “Flavor” 

a. American workplace with intense Korean work ethic. 

Just like other companies, Korean companies in the U.S. are different sizes. 

Among the eight participants, Sean, Omar, Charles, and Patrick worked in large 

organizations of several hundred people, while Harry worked on a team of three people. 

Most of the participants worked in one location, but Omar and Patrick worked in several 

Table 4.2 

 

 List of Recurrent and Superordinate Themes  
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locations for the same Korean company. The employees in Oscar’s and Dylan’s 

companies were mostly Koreans, in Sean’s and Lukas’ they were mostly Americans, and 

the others were somewhere in between. However, one thing that most, if not all, 

participants experienced was the intense Korean work ethic that permeated the 

workplace. American managers were also required to perform at the same level and 

espouse the same work ethic as their Korean counterparts.  

… within [my Korean company] culture, work continues into dinner. A lot of 

guys will go to dinner, they’ll have drinks, etc. and then, “I’ll come back to the 

office and work some more.” A massive work ethic, I highly respect that. (Harry) 

… across the organization, … the expectation is you work for the company, 

period. Meaning that 24 by 7, you work with the company. If you need to stay 24 

hours in a row, or you need to work through the weekend, which is typically 

expected, you've got to do that. You need to do what you've got to do. (Dylan) 

There was one time I had my gallbladder out. I got home at like 3 o’clock in the 

afternoon. The next day, I was in the office at 8:00 AM doing a production order, 

because nobody else knew how to do it … (Patrick) 

The Koreans’ drive to succeed and their willingness to work extremely hard for it 

won admiration from many of the American managers. 

… once they decide to do it, they work extremely hard and a lot of hours. They do 

whatever it takes. I mean, that’s the Korean mantra, “whatever it takes,” and they 

will deliver. And it’s a huge advantage. (Harry) 

That drive, that commitment to succeed at all costs and show ... [My Korean 

company] in past years was either a laughing stock in the industry or not taken 

seriously, but that changed in a short amount of time. There were a number of 

records set in the industry and people in the industry, and consumers took notice 

over the years that it wasn't the same company, and that it accomplished a great 

deal in a short amount of time. (Charles) 

… the real value from the Koreans [is] that they're very intense, they work hard. If 

you look at what [my Korean company] has done in the last decade to take what 

used to be the poorest products in America, and now – whether you look at J.D. 

Power or Consumer Reports – many of products are better than the competitors 

… the accomplishments the company has made in engineering, in quality 
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improvement, it's amazing. So I have enormous respect for the company as a total 

entity. (Sean) 

Still, others didn’t see the intense work ethic so positively.  

… so there is this mentality that the Koreans have, that work is what defines you. 

They had a manager, and he was a Korean-American, and they were working him 

18 hours a day, and he finally had enough and quit. (Lukas) 

We did a [new software] implementation that any American company said would 

certainly take four years, and we did it in 14 months. But you know what, stupid 

me, it's was like working two jobs! So you would do your normal job, and then 

you did your new software job. So, for example, the new software weekly recap 

meeting convened at 8:30 PM on Friday nights. That's after you've been there 

since 7: 30 in the morning. (Patrick) 

b. Influential presence of Korean expatriates. 

American managers (except Harry) noticed the presence of the Korean expatriates 

in the company. Their numbers (as a percentage of the total employees) varied – as 

illustrated below: 

[The employees] were predominantly Americans. And in fact, I think my Korean 

company liked it that way, they wanted to be predominately Americans.  We had 

a very small number of Koreans, but they were Korean Americans. (Sean) 

Within our company, 99% of all personnel are expatriated from Korea …, and 

they have rotating assignments every couple of years. (Dylan) 

But regardless of the number, they were an influential force in the company, and 

the American managers had to expend a significant amount of time and energy to deal 

with them – as explained in the next superordinate theme. 

… it was 90% Americans and 10% Koreans [in the company]. But it felt 

uncomfortably more like 50/50 in the way that the culture was in the company, at 

least in my location. (Lukas) 

… they were the main source of communication between [our company] in 

America and [our headquarters] in Seoul. (Sean) 
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In large companies, there were massive amounts of information flowing between 

the U.S. office and headquarters in Korea; hence, Sean imagined it as a “giant pipe,” and 

the expatriates had to manage the flow of information constantly.  

I imagine a giant pipe between [our office in the U.S.] and Korea, and this pipe 

was constantly carrying feedback from the U.S. back to Korea on “here's what 

we're doing on this, here's what we're doing on that, we're giving you an update 

on this, we're giving you a report out on that.”  And coming from Korea to the 

U.S. were a constant series of questions. … So imagine this huge pipe that's 

constantly clogged with information back and forth, and it was the expatriate on 

my end. (Sean) 

These expatriates were usually the rising stars in the company who were sent by 

the Korean headquarters to the U.S. on a rotating basis. 

They typically are high potential people. … it's a prestigious job to be able to 

leave Seoul and come to the US for three or four years and be one of these 

coordinators. So, it's their best and brightest. (Sean) 

Being the “best and brightest” in the company sometimes created a problem, as 

Patrick explained: 

People that those foreign companies post to come to America, they generally pick 

their A people, their A team players. They get here to the market, and then they 

don't realize it's not Korea. … They see the sophistication of the market, and they 

cannot admit that they don't know what's going on. (Patrick) 

However, the bigger problem was created by the temporary nature of their 

assignment in the U.S. 

The coordinators are short term, [and they] always have their eye on their next 

job, trying to impress the people in Korea more than the people here in America. 

… And over the years that's created quite a bit of conflict, I think. …  I've read 

into many coordinators who have their own agenda. I don't know what they're 

telling their bosses back in Korea about what's going on in American operation, or 

us personally. Or how they're spinning things. And many times, we find out 

disturbing things later that were communicated that were not true or 

misunderstood. (Charles) 
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… every couple of years, there's a complete rotation, the people are rotated. And 

what happens [with that], it's always looked like this is a set-and-forget-it kind of 

activity. … The problem is that, especially with the way technology's evolving 

today and the way competition's evolving, it's leaning more towards you have to 

have people that are skilled and talented in this area so they can best represent 

your interests. … But if you dismantle that function [because of the frequent 

rotation] and just expect it to run and operate by itself, it becomes a liability that 

always invariably surfaces. (Dylan) 

Every one of the Korean [expatriates] is only worried about their own skin. How 

do they survive here in America until they get sent back for their next 

assignment?  That's all they're worried about. They're not worried about how 

effective they are. They're not worried how the company in America performs. 

They just want to survive and get on to their next assignment. … [If a problem 

takes one and a half year to solve] and if that coordinator's only going to be there 

another year, … you'd leave that problem for the next expatriate. (Patrick) 

c. Huge drinking culture. 

The Korean expatriates brought with them the notorious after-work dining-and-

hard-drinking culture, which was an essential component of Korean management system. 

More than simply a time for socializing, these gatherings provide an open and informal 

channel between the employees and the managers (Yang, 2014). However, the 

participants viewed it differently.  

Koreans don't have a personal life after hours, so they would invite people for 

dinners often. They will share drinks and stories and laughs and stuff like that. … 

What they do is they spend time with their employee and they try to – I don't say 

“apologize” – but they try to really make it up for part of the tense work 

environment through some of these informal settings. They will be laughing and 

joking and do as if really the tense environment that was an hour ago in a meeting 

was not existed. So they are keener to reward their people through these informal 

things, more than the Caucasian manager. … (Omar) 

The drinking culture also created problems for the American managers who did 

not drink or did not want to drink too much, and who were accustomed to and wanted to 

go home to their families after a long day’s work.  

… there’s a huge drinking culture in Korea. Huge, you know, what I say, huge! ... 

I may have a drink or two with them, but I try to avoid the heavy drinking for 



   

 91 

personal and professional reasons. And yet it almost seems you are not part of the 

team. And for non-drinker it is a significant issue … My perception as an 

American [is that Koreans] don’t understand that in many cultures, it’s not that I 

don’t like you, … but I am not going out drinking because I don’t go out drinking. 

(Charles) 

Then throw on top of this the drinking that the expatriates do. So, they'll go out 

because somebody's going home. The next day there's a major meeting that has to 

happen. It's eleven o'clock or noon before they show up because they're all 

hammered from the night before. (Patrick) 

 

Superordinate Theme 2: Dealing with the Korean Expatriates 

a. Expatriates/coordinators as shadow peers. 

As Sean mentioned, Korean expatriates acted as the liaison, channeling 

communication between the U.S. company to the Korean headquarters. Additionally, 

Sean’s, Charles’, and Patrick’s companies also placed high-level expatriates in an 

innocuous role as coordinators.  

They have a system and they use a very innocuous term called coordinator. … … 

their job was – I wouldn't say in the shadows because they were around all the 

time – but their job was generally to keep a slightly lower profile. (Sean) 

However, in practice, the American managers found the coordinator’s role as 

anything but innocuous; in fact, it was a source of much frustration and consternation. 

There was no clear job description for the coordinators as Charles mentioned: 

So going back to when I first joined [my Korean company], I got downloads from 

my American boss and others in the organization about the coordinator's role, but 

a lot of times everybody had their own interpretation of it. [The] Americans had 

different interpretations of it, the Koreans had different interpretations of it. And 

then they would execute it in different ways. So, it was confusing. … (Charles) 

Overall, there were two prominent roles of the coordinators that the participants 

mentioned passionately: “shadow peers” (the author’s term) and “spies” (participants’ 

words). They are discussed in this and next sub-theme, respectively. 
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There was an American CEO and there were the American Vice Presidents. What 

the Koreans did was for each one of those positions, they matched up between 

one and three Korean coordinators. I had two coordinators. There was also one 

that was lined up with the [American] CEO and his title was Chief Executive 

Coordinator (CEC). (Sean) 

The job of a coordinator was to “shadow” the American manager and to know 

everything that he did, so that he could answer any questions that might come up through 

the “giant pipe” from Korea, and from the CEC.  

The job of keeping the coordinators up-to-date consumed time and effort of the 

participants. Since the coordinators were required to understand all aspects of the 

American managers’ work submitted to Korean headquarters for approval, practically, 

the coordinators had to approve the work before it was submitted to headquarters. Hence, 

it appears that the American managers reported to the coordinators even though the 

coordinators had no place on the official organizational chart. 

So one of the one of the things that … was the most frustrating for me was ...  my 

people – so my directors, my managers [below me] – if we want to do a 

marketing program, they had to sit down with the coordinators and spend an 

enormous amount of time educating them on every aspect of the program because 

the coordinators had to understand it well enough to have them approve it … 

(Sean) 

And many of them [the Korean coordinators] had their own different 

interpretation of their role in their job duties … Many of them kind of felt that the 

Americans reported to them, even though that's not the way the original structure 

was set up, and you would not see that on official organization charts. (Charles) 

Ultimately, the American managers felt that the coordinator system wasted lots of 

valuable time, created unnecessary stress, and was simply a drag on the business. 

… if those people [the coordinators] didn't exist, you would save an enormous 

amount of time that we had to spend. (Sean) 

There's no need for them, they add nothing to the business, nothing. …And if you 

didn't have one, you didn't have 10% of the stress you had being with the many 

Korean coordinators around you. (Patrick) 
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b. Expatriates/coordinators as spies. 

The second prominent role of the expatriates/coordinators was to “spy” on the 

American managers, then report back to the top executives at the Korean headquarters. 

So they essentially tried to cover the major functions of the organization by 

putting an expatriate in each of those functional areas, and essentially giving those 

expatriates a day job in addition to their "reporting responsibilities," – spying 

would be a better word for their evening job after all the lazy Americans went 

home at 6 o'clock at night. (Lukas) 

The second major role was ...  we would sometimes joke that they were spies 

[LAUGH].  And they were looking over our shoulder. (Sean) 

… their major job was to know what was going on and report that to Korea. So, 

we really did not call them coordinators because they really did not have real job. 

We call them spies. [LAUGH] (Patrick) 

Embedded in these statements – which the participants often shared laughingly 

with the author – was a feeling that they were not fully trusted by the top executives in 

Korea. Lukas said it explicitly: 

No level of trust, none. Not me personally, I just think in general, they didn't trust 

[the American managers]. I mean, literally, if they didn't agree with something 

and wanted to do it a different way, they would get their little report from their 

expatriates. And then they'd be back to either reverse it or call you into question. 

(Lukas) 

 

Superordinate Theme 3: Complex Reporting Structure 

a. Dual American-Korean organization. 

As they joined Korean companies’ subsidiaries in the U.S., six of the eight 

participants found themselves working in a complex reporting structure – in contrast to 

the simple, one-line-up reporting that they used to have in their previous American 

companies. The complex reporting structure came in two different flavors: dual 

American-Korean organization and matrix/layered structure. 
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The dual American-Korean organization structure came about because of the 

coordinator system usage. Each American executive was shadowed by one to three 

Korean coordinators, and all coordinators reported to the Chief Executive Coordinator 

(who himself shadowed the American CEO). As such, there were two parallel 

organizations at the top of the organization at these subsidiaries of Korean companies in 

the U.S. 

So the net effect of all this over the years would be that there were almost two 

separate organizational structures, American/Western and then Korean. (Charles) 

In effect, this meant that – on top of the pseudo-reporting relationship with the 

coordinators – the participants reported to two bosses: American and Korean (as 

illustrated in Figure 4.1). It was not much of a problem when the relationship went well; 

however, when it didn’t, the participants’ work was doubly difficult. 

Yeah so in a way, I had two bosses. I had an American boss and [LAUGH], and I 

also had sometimes a Korean boss. So, my life was, generally, working with my 

two bosses to keep them up to speed and get things approved by them. And 

depending on the day, depending on the situation, depending on the topic, I would 

go to one or the other … I had to get approval from my American boss and my 

Korean boss.  So, I did two meetings. And the other odd thing is that they often 

didn't like to be in the room at the same time. (Sean) 

I have A as my American boss, and I also have K2, the Chief Executive 

Coordinator (CEC), as my Korean boss. ... It was very difficult. My last six 

months [at the Korean company], A’s and K2’s offices were side by side. The 

common wall, to the left of the wall was A’s door. To the right of the wall was 

K’s door. I would go in and talk to my A, and A hated K2. So, he would go, 

“Okay, go tell K2.” I would literally get up out of the chair in A's office, walk 

right into the next office, and tell K2 what A wanted to do. Then K2 would say, 

“No, the headquarters doesn't want to do that. Go tell A we can't do that.” And 

then I would walk right back to A's office, and there were times in the day I did 

that for hours because those two guys wouldn't talk.  (Patrick) 

Needless to say, it was a frustrating experience for the American managers. 

So it was an interesting dynamic [LAUGH] that somehow worked, but it came 

with its frustrations for myself and the American staff, that's for sure. (Charles) 
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Figure 4.1. Complex reporting structure faced by the American managers. 

 

c. Matrix/layered structure. 

Harry, Dylan, and Omar faced a different kind of complex reporting structure, i.e., 

matrix/layered one.  

[We have] more like a matrix-type organizational structure, as opposed to direct 

line and functional. As you are doing [electronics] unit development, software 

development, those kinds of things really call for more of a matrix organization. 

… if I have to say, do I have a day-to-day reporting relationship with an 

individual like a manager would, I would say no. … [It is] probably more 

colleague, individual we work collectively with. … So those would be the 

individuals I am dealing with, more Managing Director (MD) [in Korea]. (Harry) 

My department actually reports to kind of several individuals because we're 

situated in North America. … On paper we directly report to the President of the 

company who sits in Korea. On kind of gray dotted lines, we report to, because 

we work closely with the Head of Operations as well, we're reporting to them in a 
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Coordinator(s) 
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sense. Also, because we sit under the Strategic Planning umbrella, we also, on a 

gray line, report to our Head of the Strategic Planning Division, which reports 

directly to the Chairman. Then, because we're sitting in the United States, we're 

within the North American region, we also, on a gray dotted line, kind of report to 

the Head of North American operations. … [The whole company is] many, many 

boxes within a box. (Dylan) 

… the way my company worked, … it is a very, very complex organization. It has 

a holding company that has fifty plus companies. So, there is a holding company, 

and there are fifty other companies. … So there is this level of overall hierarchy 

and management that goes on the company overall. (Omar) 

Omar further explained the four layers of hierarchy and complexity that sat above 

him, and the problem it created.  

[And] the challenges that you have [is that] there are what I call too many cooks 

in the kitchen with too many different opinions. … each [leader] comes with 

different mandate, and sometimes, or often, they do not have a clear vision to 

what we want to do. Moreover, the vision becomes so much distant from the 

reality, so you can have the CEO of the company make a decision that doesn’t 

work because he does not know the exact details of how each one of the 

businesses run. (Omar) 

 

Superordinate Theme 4: Working in a Top-Down Organization 

a. Top-down, hierarchical organization. 

The participants felt that the organizational structure of their Korean company 

was a lot more hierarchical than the previous American companies they worked for. 

As far as the organizational structure, I would say that the Koreans’ is 

significantly more hierarchical and the process to get the appropriate executive 

decision usually requires getting the approval of all the people between the 

employee and the executive. (Oscar) 

How I viewed and saw and experienced the Korean management style … one of 

the major attributes of it is a top-down hierarchical structure, much like the 

military. (Charles) 
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And just like in the military, decisions in these hierarchical organizations were 

often given as an order from the top – much to the dismay of the American managers 

who were used to a more participative management system. 

[The decisions from the top] would just be disseminated down through the 

organization and globally without any depths of explanation, or other strategies, 

or help in how to execute it. It would just say, “You must achieve this,” and no 

questions. Even if it conflicted with something else, even if … we didn't have a 

budget to do that, it didn't matter. … So, there's no credibility in anything coming 

from the top. And no questions were allowed to be asked about it. Just do it. 

(Charles) 

When I got to the executive level, all it basically was a title. Because they still 

want to pull the strings, they still want to control. … In their mind, the people [in 

the headquarters] are just going to give orders out to all the subsidiaries and 

distributors, and you're just going to follow orders, and it's going to be the Korean 

way or no way. (Patrick) 

Charles summed up the American managers’ sentiment:  

The American management feels it's not trusted, feels it doesn't have authority or 

empowerment, and it feels like it's just supposed to carry out orders, even down to 

ridiculous details. … I think the American style is, “Boy, give us the authority and 

let us do our thing! What did you hire us for? This is what you're hiring us for, we 

know this business, we know this country. And we know the dealership 

operations and the customers, blah blah blah, … Let us do this!” (Charles) 

b. Utter reluctance to confront the boss. 

American managers noticed the utter reluctance of the Korean expatriates to 

confront their boss (especially their top leaders), be it to ask clarifications or to report an 

important issue. Among all the experiences that the participants explained, this one 

probably drew the most chuckles of disbelief from them. 

… in America, let's say … you're not sure what the boss thinks about something.  

Before you spend a whole lot of money or time, you go see the boss and you say, 

“Hey boss, what do you think about this?” In Korea they never want to do that. … 

(Sean) 

Sean further explained: 
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… let me give you a crazy a little example.  When the Vice Chairman would 

come, he loved to play golf.  And so my Korean coordinator would come to my 

office five days before the Vice Chairman gets here, and he would say, “The Vice 

Chairman wants to play golf. Can you get a reservation at …,” and he would list 

off the three most exclusive golf clubs [in our city].  And so he would want me to 

use connections we have to get a tee time, and then I'd say, “Well, does he want to 

play golf?” “Well, we don't know, but just in case he wants to play golf.”  I have 

to go through all of these machinations – it is impossible to get onto these golf 

clubs – but he may never even want to play golf. So it's a little thing, but you 

know what, why don't somebody ask the man, “Do you want to play golf this 

weekend?” [LAUGH] (Sean) 

Beyond the little annoyances, there were serious business implications. 

But it's an issue … they literally take orders from the top. And they never 

question [the] authority or their supervisor, or attempt to provide a different 

viewpoint, or debate, or argue a point or decision. … All the Korean staff, and 

coordinators, and everyone, would just carry out the orders, like a military order, 

with no questions asked. (Charles) 

It's a challenge that they [the Koreans] have, and you can see that also when 

you're sitting in big meetings. A Korean person would not tell his Korean 

manager about an issue because all hell can break open in the meeting, and they 

will be screamed at and whatever. However, they will send it to them in an e-mail 

after they leave the meeting. (Omar) 

They [also] never like to bring bad news, so they will stall bringing bad news. 

That was another [Korean] cultural thing. You want to be the very last … I mean 

that the building has to be on fire before you will go tell the boss, “I think we 

have a problem.” (Sean) 

Subsequently, Harry, Lukas, and Patrick used the same story (with a little bit of 

variations) to illustrate this phenomenon. It was about the crash of a Korean airplane in 

San Francisco. 

They determined that what the real cause was that the glare was bothering the 

captain's eyes, he didn't have his sunglasses on. And the first officer didn't think it 

was his place to tell the captain to put his sunglasses on. So, the first officer said 

nothing. And when the plane came up short of a runway, the first officer said, 

yeah, he saw it but it wasn't his place to correct the pilot, the captain. [LAUGH] 

(Patrick) 

Patrick further said: 
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I heard one story that the Chairman fired a guy named Mr. Lee. And then two 

months later, the Chairman was saying, “Where's Mr. Lee? Mr. Lee can solve this 

problem.” Nobody had the guts to tell the Chairman that he fired Mr. Lee. They 

ran out and they found Mr. Lee. And let's hope Mr. Lee was smart enough to 

make the deal of a century to come back. [LAUGH] (Patrick) 

As employees who routinely gave feedback and voiced their opinions to their 

managers before, it was very hard for the American managers to comprehend this 

experience. From participants’ point of view, problems could be avoided if the Koreans 

would confront their boss, and the company would benefit from an engagement approach. 

[Because of their reluctance,] some of that nonsense ended up … [as] time wasted 

on something that really isn't important. (Sean) 

They're not going to surface any real substantive issues because the way they look 

at it is, “That's going to show there's a weakness.” … the Chairman will be 

displeased. So, to avoid the Chairman's displeasure, they'll kind of cover up the 

deficiencies. It's disheartening. It disables the company, I think, from growing. 

(Dylan) 

Even worst, American managers felt punished when they discussed legitimate 

issues with top Korean leaders. 

They didn't want to ever own up to their mistakes to their bosses. And this huge 

problem that I described to you was about saving face for them, and I was the one 

that essentially was punished for raising it up. (Lukas) 

c. Unrealistic direction and work performance target. 

The Korean expatriates’ reluctance to confront their boss meant that the Korean 

leaders in the U.S. often would just pass the directions and targets coming from the top to 

the American managers. This resulted in what the American managers viewed as 

unrealistic directions and work performance targets without regards to the resources on 

hand. Additionally, there was no clear sense of what the company’s priorities were. 

Everything [at my company] is a priority. I could never get the Korean 

management to tell me what was a higher priority than another thing. And that's 

because they were getting their orders from the parent company, and they were 
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not able to – culturally, or personally – turn around and ask those questions to 

their supervisor in Korea, either [because they were] fearful, or just [because it] 

wasn't an accepted part of the practice. … Meanwhile, the American management 

is asking a million questions, and trying to prioritize things. “Hey, you told us last 

month that we had to do this. [The] two things can't coexist.” (Charles) 

For example, if T [our competitor] does something, people say, “See, T got it, let's 

do it,” [and] it comes to us as a decision that doesn't make sense to my 

environment. It doesn't make sense to my product. Maybe it's not applicable to 

me. I cannot imitate and copycat the thing. (Omar) 

So we should have like 20 people doing that stuff. And they assign one. 

[LAUGH] And then they put all those expectations on that one person although 

we're doing [it on a global scale]. So the result is that there are problems globally. 

What happens is people, customers complain ... (Dylan) 

… the numbers that I was given were significantly out of the range of possibility 

for one person to do it alone. (Oscar) 

Patrick illustrated further: 

So picture a hill, big hill, and you're at a base of the hill with the Korean. And the 

Korean says you need to get that car to the top of that hill. I said, “Okay, to do 

that, I need two gallons of gas.” “No, no, no, no, here's one gallon. Do your best.” 

Car goes halfway up the hill, rolls back down. You get to the bottom of the hill, 

and you say, “See? I told you I need two gallons of gas.” “Okay, here's another 

gallon of gas, you get to the top of the hill. I gave you two gallons.”  

That's how they think. And then you would say, “Well, Patrick, you failed, you 

didn't get to the top of the hill. I gave you the two gallons. Didn't you get two 

gallons?” “Yeah, I got two gallons, but I didn't get them when I needed them.” 

“But you got … Well, see, you failed.”  And that's Korean culture. (Patrick) 

Inevitably, the American managers felt overwhelmed by the workload and the 

lack of support from top Korean leaders. 

The workload was overwhelming. I was working weekends, I was overwhelmed. I 

was not able to get additional help on staffing. (Charles) 

You're just dropped in the situation without the support you need, … without the 

backup and so forth. And you're just expected to do what you got to do to, not just 

survive, but also to thrive. … I guess the analogy I always have in my head is, 

you’re dropped into Vietnam with a pocketknife. And I'm expected to find my 

way out, and on the way, there are armies and all kinds of snipers and stuff. I have 

to get through them. (Dylan) 
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Superordinate Theme 5: Leader, Not Just Follower, in a Korean Company 

a. Leader with important responsibility. 

Given their upper-level management position, the American manager study 

participants were not only followers of their Korean leaders. They were also leaders with 

important responsibilities in the company: 

I had a budget of several hundred million dollars. … I was leading a group of 

about 30 full time employees, and because a lot of work was outsourced, we 

[also] had a whole series of agencies and partners [to be managed]. (Sean) 

I have more than 20 people [in a special program that I created] like I mentioned. 

I also manage our advisory board on a monthly basis, so that’s 15 executives. And 

I also have a staff of another 3 people. (Oscar) 

Well, there were several hundred employees, and more than half reported to me 

because I had all five regional offices and three functional areas reported to me. 

(Patrick) 

b. Varying degrees of authority. 

Nevertheless, the participants had varying degrees of authority in the subsidiaries 

of Korean companies in the U.S. It ranged from “leader in name only” to “having local 

authority.” 

I manage my staff basically on name only. He [his Korean manager] makes the 

decision from how many sodas going to the refrigerator to how much bonuses are 

going to be paid out per year. So he is definitely the decision maker. (Sean) 

All the real objectives are set by Seoul. … And then here, you just put together 

the plan, try to implement. (Patrick) 

[My company has] much less of that [approval] structure – and again maybe 

[because] the size of the company – so local decision-making I can do it. I am not 

worried about it, I just handle it – which is good. Bigger decision with capital 

investment, almost all I would propose, but the decisions are made out of Korea. 

Some U.S. executives would hate that. Given that I am where I am at my career, 

that is the way it is, so I am comfortable with it. And so things go very smoothly.  

(Harry) 
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However, most participants’ authority lied somewhere in-between, i.e., the goals 

were negotiated between them and their Korean leaders.   

The targets were set from Korea, and then there was some negotiation, and 

ultimately, we came to an agreement on what the plan was. (Lukas) 

Two participants offered interesting nuances in the goal-setting practice. Charles, 

who worked in the Korean company from when it was a startup company to when it 

became mature, revealed the following: 

It evolved in my years [at the Korean company]. In the early days – in what I 

described as an immature, raw, and crude organization that was still young, still 

finding its way –  the main thing was sales volume goals. And that was almost it; 

that was the ultimate goal for the entire organization. But to answer your question 

directly, [the goals] would come from the top in Korea, typically. … as the years 

went on and the company matured, American management got much more 

involved, in broader, more comprehensive strategies, and plans, and goals. 

(Charles) 

Omar, who was the only participant that worked in two different functional areas 

in the company, presented a contrast of goal-setting authority: 

… in sales, all the targets are set top-down. The company CFO knows exactly 

how many units we need to sell, what is the revenue that we need to get, and for 

us to be profitable, what is the level of operating margins that we need. So … 

goals are by the CEO of the company and the CFO. [For] all the presidents of all 

the business units, every single one, as high as you can get [and] as low as you 

can get, there are goals set up by the top [leaders] in Korea, and it's for everybody 

and non-negotiable. 

[In the other functional job,] I had all the latitude in defining the goals because 

those goals … were not financial in nature per se. They had financials in them, 

but I was able to control the financials. I was setting up the entire cost structure 

because that level and domain expertise was outside of headquarters and that's 

why they asked me to join the company.  

So [it is] 100% full freedom in the functional jobs, zero freedom when it comes to 

sales jobs. (Omar) 
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c. Being a change agent. 

Despite the challenges they faced, participants mentioned that they were proud to 

be a pioneer and change agent in the Korean companies. They tried passionately to make 

the company better – to be more like a mainstream American company. 

[My American CEO and I] start going about trying to do the right things, and 

change what we can, and fix what we can. … I was really trying to help them be 

more successful. (Lukas) 

I kind of have a sense that I'm making changes. It just takes longer to do it within 

my firm, and it takes more energy. But it does happen. I do see that change 

happening. If I didn't, I personally couldn't stay there because I'm so cultured to a 

different way of doing things that I see this as kind of a challenge for me to do it 

in a different way than I've done throughout the rest of my career. (Dylan) 

However, with the stark differences in American and Korean work culture and 

management system presented an uphill battle for the participants. 

And every time we'd make a step forward on trying to make things a little bit 

better and friendlier and a good place to work, the Koreans would yank our chains 

and we'd go two steps backwards. (Lukas) 

In the end, the participants explained a mixed record of success in trying to 

improve the Korean companies’ management system. Nevertheless, if the improvements 

that the participants wanted to see did not happen during their tenure there, they hoped to 

have planted the seeds for future development. 

So we really tried to do something good there, and it just turned out to be 

[difficult]. In my opinion, some of it was company culture, and some of it was just 

the difference in culture between the American culture and the American way of 

doing things, business-wise, and the Korean way. (Lukas) 

I feel that just having that one person assigned [instead of twenty that were 

needed] … to me, that was a big accomplishment within this organization. And 

I'm like, “Wow, they at least recognized that's viable; [that it is] an asset to the 

company,” and that they're willing to at least sign one person. That hopefully will 

grow. Now I'm done planting that seed, and I can move on to plant other seeds. 

(Dylan) 



   

 104 

But I stuck it out, thankfully. It was the right decision. I'm glad I did. I was able to 

help the company and witness the company grow dramatically. And it really is a 

modern-day success story. I'm proud. (Patrick) 

 

Superordinate Theme 6: Precarious Relationship with the Korean Leader and 

Expatriates 

The Korean leaders and expatriates had differing backgrounds, work experiences, 

ages, English proficiencies, closeness of ties to the top executives in Korea, and 

personalities. However, all coordinators had been male so far. Hence, there were varying 

degrees of language problems and personal relationship quality between the American 

managers and the Koreans. Nevertheless, three themes recurred during the interviews: 

honeymoon period, not much praise received, and the use of indirect feedback to avoid 

confrontation.  

a. Honeymoon period. 

It is interesting to hear that several participants enjoyed a “honeymoon” period, 

i.e., a period in the beginning of their tenure at the Korean companies when the 

relationship with their Korean leader was pleasant. 

Yeah, [when I just moved in] I was really excited. … Everything went great for 

the first 12-18 months. (Oscar) 

So again, despite all that chaos and not knowing what I didn't know at the time, I 

thought that the first 90 days were pretty good. … We're making some progress 

on things, we're talking about things strategically, we're working to improve [my 

department]. I'm getting myself a little bit more involved on the [other functional] 

side, building up my knowledge of the products and the services we sold, and how 

we operated, and the pieces of the business. So yeah, I would say overall that the 

honeymoon period of the first 90 to 100 days was pretty good. (Patrick) 

Often there's a little bit of a honeymoon and the business was good. He [the 

Korean boss] got a little tougher over time. (Sean) 
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For different reasons (a decline in business performance, a change in work scope, 

a big internal problem surfaced, etc.), the relationship got more difficult. 

[Using baseball metaphor] In my first two years I batted about 0.750. So three 

quarters of the ideas I had, [the Korean boss] approved.  In the last year it was 

maybe 0.600, sixty percent. (Sean) 

… at the point where we completed the plan – and [up until then] it was a matter 

of improving on what’s already been established – that’s when the problem 

basically surfaced. (Oscar) 

b. Language problem. 

As mentioned above, the Korean leader and expatriates came with different levels 

of English proficiency; hence, there were different levels of language barrier between the 

American managers and the Korean leaders. 

Absolutely [a problem], 100%. I mean, it was a huge problem and here's why: 

Most of the Koreans don't speak as good of English as they think they do. (Lukas) 

… two thirds [of the coordinators in the company] have been in the U.S. before 

overall. … my two [coordinators] … lived and worked in [U.S. locations] before. 

So from a language standpoint and culture, that proved to be a big advantage. 

(Sean) 

However, one common problem was that the Koreans would miss or 

misunderstand the nuances and subtleties of the American English language. 

[My Korean leader’s] English was very good, with the caveat that because he 

spent so much time within the Korean community, English wasn't his first 

language. So it was evident and clear, especially in talking with him, that he 

would think in Korean, which is a verb- or action-based language, and then 

translate to English, which was a noun-based language. So there was a bit of 

translation, I think, [and] difficulties with the nuances when talking with him. 

(Dylan) 

Number 1 [issue], it’s probably just the language barrier.  … language and the 

subtlety of language always an issue in communication in general, written and 

oral. Oral is more of a challenge than written but they are both significant 

challenge. That’s why I put them as #1. And it is not just the overt 

communication, the subtlety of the communication. And there are times where in 

Korean culture I’ll be very overt. I would say, here is what we need to do to get 
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the business. And they’ll be like, well, they don’t really understand when I say 

that’s what needed to get the business. I mean that’s non-negotiable. And non-

negotiable means non-negotiable. That subtlety of communication is missed. A 

lot! (Harry) 

While language might or might not be a problem in personal communication, it 

was a problem in the overall corporate communication. 

There are major communication gaps when it comes to the language. … 90% of 

my emails that come to me are in Korean. … The challenge is that you feel at a 

disadvantage compared to your peers who may be Korean. … Because now we 

can go to a meeting and everybody has understood the memo except you …, and 

you find yourself like really have no clue what the people are talking about. 

(Omar) 

But the other real problem was, in a meeting with mixed Americans and Koreans 

– and this was very much the case when the Koreans would come into town – it 

was inevitable that the meeting would turn into a Korean meeting, anywhere from 

one to seven times in the course of the day. They would just literally start talking 

in Korean and it would go on for a long time. It could go on for several minutes, it 

could go on for 15 minutes. … So it's a major problem, major. It was for us, let's 

put it that way. (Lukas) 

c. Varying qualities of personal relationship. 

There were varying qualities of personal relationship between the American 

managers and the Korean leaders and expatriates. Some relationships worked well: 

I've worked in organizations where you become really close with your peers. 

Within Korean culture you kind of become close to family. You may go to each 

other's house. You may have to work together on some things to try to resolve 

things. And it's a little different, and I'm not sure how to explicate it. (Dylan) 

… the new [coordinator] I just got along with much better. He was younger, he 

was more Western. So we just were a little bit more in the same way. … I 

wouldn't say we became friends, but there was a little more of an emotional 

connection with the number two, with the second [coordinator] I got. (Sean) 

I did have the benefit of one of the more recent coordinators [who] was different 

in my department. And I developed a really good relationship with him and 

trusted him. And I saw many examples of him fighting for us, both inside the 

American operation with Korean management, as well as with the parent 

company management. … But, that was an ideal situation, obviously, for me and 

most American staffs. (Charles) 
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Other relationships fray: 

Then contrast to that was another coordinator who had an agenda I felt, and was 

trying to get himself promoted into a better job [on] his next rotation out. And I 

found out later he was telling the parent company inaccurate and untruthful things 

about what we were doing. And he was promising the parent company things that 

then he couldn't deliver on, and he wouldn't tell me, or our staff, about it. Or else, 

I'd find out that he would go direct to my staff, and tell them what to do. And I 

would find out about it later, and I'd have to unwind it or confront him. … we 

didn't have that relationship, so I didn't trust him. He had his own agenda, and he 

would go behind my back. It was not a good situation. (Charles) 

I would say that [our personal relationship] is a highly-forced cordial relationship. 

… unless I have a pressing need to talk to him, I will go out of my way to avoid 

one-on-one conversation with him. (Oscar) 

d. Not much praise received. 

One common experience that the participants shared was that there was not much 

praised received from the Korean leaders and expatriates. This was in contrast to their 

experience working in American companies. 

There wasn't a lot of praise in this Korean company. That was just not. (Sean) 

I would describe it this way: there was minimal praise and plenty of criticism. 

(Lukas) 

… they are not as complimentary as you might be used to [in American 

companies] … In the U.S. there may be backslapping, you know, great jobs, and 

people will complement in emails and all that. That’s not the way it’s done in 

Korea. In fact, many times you just move on to the next subject. There is not a lot 

of celebrating those kinds of victories in public. Privately … the individual or the 

individuals involved may give you a hug … (Harry) 

He [the manager] will just say it one-on-one if he is happy with a certain outcome. 

[And] he usually doesn’t congratulate the person. He talks about the outcome and 

how happy he is with the outcome. (Oscar) 

The participants with dual bosses contrasted this view with praise they received 

from their American leader. 

Now my American boss was pretty better [at giving praise]. (Sean) 



   

 108 

I was acknowledged a lot [by the American CEO] for the things that I was doing: 

the cost cutting, the planning that got done, the clean-up of the accounting stuff, 

all that kind of stuff. And there was a lot of other things we did. We automated a 

lot of things, we cut costs out of HR. So I mean, there were a lot of really good 

things that got done and got acknowledged. But they were more acknowledged by 

my American boss. (Lukas) 

Some participants said that the reward of doing a good job in a Korean company 

was that they kept their job. 

… we used to joke that doing something [extraordinary] like that only allows you 

to come back to work the next day. [LAUGH] (Sean) 

So typically, anybody beneath the Chairman doesn't get credit for anything and 

get recognition, [LAUGH] other than the continued renewal of your job next year. 

That is your recognition that you're doing a good job or you're doing what is 

expected. (Dylan) 

e. Indirect feedback to avoid confrontation. 

Another practice by the Korean leaders that annoyed the American managers was 

giving feedback (usually negative ones) indirectly through another Korean. The 

participants surmised that the reason was either language problem or confrontation 

avoidance. 

… usually it was my coordinator who would give me bad news [instead of my 

Korean leader]. … My coordinator would go write [blistering] e-mails for my 

Chief Executive Coordinator [the Korean boss] … but the funny thing was I knew 

that my coordinator wrote them. (Sean) 

… because of the language, you find yourself so many times not talked to, 

because your manager wants to express something that he’s not able to tell you, 

and he is going to one of your people who works for you, who are Koreans, who 

are dispatched from Korea, to try to tell you something. So that is really one of the 

things that, “If you need to call me, just call me. And if you speak okay English, I 

am going to understand it.” And many of them speak actually good English and 

they understand, but it's easier for them to just call one of your subordinates to 

work on something. (Omar) 

… the most troubling one for me: it's a conflict-averse culture, meaning that you 

hate me for something but at the same time you are not talking to me. You do not 

confront me. … They try to evade [the conflict], they don't tell you in your face 
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what they like, what they don't like, and they try to leave it to your subordinates to 

come to you, “Well, your boss did not like you, don't like this thing when you said 

it.” He could have called me; “Why is he calling you to tell me about that?” 

Conflict avoidance was a new and perplexing experience for the American 

managers who were accustomed to open lines of communication in American companies. 

Generally speaking that would never happen in my previous American company. 

First off, if it happened it would be in person because we all worked in the same 

building. (Sean) 

In the U.S. people would just come out and say, “Hey, you need to change that, 

you need to alter this … to be more effective.” It is much subtler in Asian culture. 

(Harry) 

Occasionally Korean leaders refused to take action. By doing nothing, they sent a 

signal that they disagreed with the American managers. Again, as the participants saw it, 

it was a way to avoid confrontation. 

I made the point, they understood it, [and] I continued to make the point, and I 

think they don’t want to hear it. … what I find is they almost don’t react to it 

anymore. And so that’s a very subtle way of saying, “The reason we are not 

reacting is that you told us too many times, and now you’re becoming 

confrontational.” And confrontation is not handled exceedingly well [in Korean 

culture], at least that would be my experience. So it’s more of a subtle way of 

handling confrontation. (Harry) 

The Korean way is that if you don't want to make a decision, you just leave it in 

your inbox. Leave it in the inbox all day, two days, a week. After you go past a 

couple days, if they won't sign it when you go in to them and ask them to sign 

something, you know that they don't want to do it. They won't tell you no, they 

just let it languish in the hopes that it dies. That you'll get the hint that they don't 

want to participate, they don't want to agree to it. … Because remember, they 

don't want anything to disrupt harmony. And you keep harmony by not telling 

people no, or they're just pushing things to the side and never making a decision. 

It's just the way Korean culture is. (Patrick) 
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Superordinate Theme 7: Korean vs. American Leaders 

When asked to compare their experiences working for Korean and American 

leaders, two things stood out from the participants’ accounts: American leaders are more 

collaborative, and Korean and American leaders handle mistakes differently. 

a. American leaders were more collaborative. 

The participants felt that American leaders were more collaborative, both in the 

decision-making process and in the sense that they were easy to approach. 

I think that the Caucasians are significantly more open and collaborative. They 

keep an open-door policy where when they are not in a meeting or on a call, you 

can just walk in and have a discussion with them. (Oscar) 

Korea has a certain way to decide what they are going to do [which] tends to be 

fairly structured, [while] U.S. typically at senior levels tends to be more 

collaborative. … And that – you’re going to find, I guess – tends to be a friction 

point between U.S. executives working with Korean companies. (Harry) 

The Caucasian managers are more willing to actually put together a decision-

making process in which they listen to various viewpoints, try to reach some kind 

of consensus, and at least take into account everybody’s opinion and thoughts on 

a particular issue or problem. (Oscar) 

Since the employees were involved in the American collaborative decision-

making process, they understood the rationale of the directives. Hence, the directives 

were more easily accepted. In contrast, the unchallenged top-down directives in the 

Korean companies often resulted in what the American managers saw as unrealistic 

directives. 

In general, in western management style, decision making is bottom up, not top 

down; meaning that I and my team members and my colleagues, we reach a 

decision and we explain its rationales. We bring it to our supervisors, they add 

their views their perspectives on it, and they bring it to their supervisors such that 

when it hits the top, generally it's a well-adopted decision that came from the 

bottom, or has been supported at the bottom, or somewhere, but you never or 
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rarely find a major discrepancy between what the bottom people believe and what 

the top believe. (Omar) 

[We] worked more collaboratively, you know, and then when the decision was 

made, not just decisions, but the rationale for the decision [was explained.] 

(Harry) 

I would say, in the Western management style, decisions are 80 to 90% accepted, 

adopted, approved. Very rarely that you would find a major decision that nobody 

is knowing about or surprised about or struggling to understand its implications. 

(Omar) 

There was no surprise on which style the participants preferred. 

The general sense of cooperation with Caucasians is order of magnitude higher 

than with the Koreans. (Oscar) 

In the U.S., you know, when I was an executive at [a large American company], I 

was part of the decision-making process. I would get right in the middle of it, you 

know, and there is a spirited debate about the way things should be done. (Harry) 

b. Finding faults: process vs. person. 

There was an interesting difference between Korean and American leaders on 

how they handled mistakes at work. The Korean’s instinctive approach was to focus on 

the person, i.e., “Whose fault is it?” On the other hand, the Americans tended to examine 

the process, i.e., “What happened? What is broken in the process?”  

It's somebody's fault. Another issue we learned about Korean culture is the 

assignment of blame. Someone had to take responsibility even if it wasn't fair. 

(Charles) 

 [With the American managers,] if you have a bad outcome, it wasn’t as much 

about trying or assign blame. The bad outcome was then traced back to the 

process where you arrived at bad outcome to see if there is something in the 

process that needs to be changed so that the future outcome would be more 

positive. (Oscar) 

Whereas here [in Korean company] there is a lot of knee jerk reactions when 

something goes wrong. It is first we have to find out who’s messed up, we’ve got 

to punish them, then we’ve got to completely revised the way we’ve been doing 

things so theoretically you don’t arrive at the same outcome again. (Oscar) 
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It's not a mistake-making culture in the West. It's like, “Let's bail fast and learn 

early,” and then we're not going to fail big, right? But it's just a total different 

management approach in Korean culture. (Dylan) 

From the American managers’ perspective, the Korean approach left nothing to 

learn or improve while the American approach did. Omar summed it up this way: 

[The Korean approach] is not a constructive feedback, that's what I can tell you, 

because it's an emotional environment, and it's an emotional leadership style 

versus a factual, contextual-based style. … [So] you don't get out of the 

discussion with something that you can operationalize or work on, or change or 

go learn, or go read about or what take a class about … [It] doesn’t lead to that. 

(Omar) 

[In American companies] it is more factual, and you can leave the appraisal or 

your meeting or your evaluation feeling that you learned something because you 

discussed the fact: this is what happened, this is what you did not do, what was 

within your control and did not do. And … generally when you evaluate your 

people, you evaluate them over what was within their control. … so you could 

teach them about, “Hey, you had all the information yet you made the wrong 

decision.” (Omar) 

c. Varying benefits of reporting to a Korean. 

The participants had differing views on the benefit of reporting to a Korean leader 

(compared to the Caucasian-American managers that they had before). Patrick and Oscar 

said there was none. 

Not a one. (Patrick) 

You know, at this point, after being here for [many] years, I would say that I am 

highly jaded so I actually can’t think of any upside to working for a Korean 

company. (Oscar) 

Lukas and Sean had the same opinion, but they added careful notes to their 

statement.  

You know, that's a very good question. … I mean honestly, I would say that I 

can't say that there really was. Then again, I hate to use the word Korean manager, 

I would really have to say Korean managers [in my Korean company], because I 

just don't have any experience outside of that. And I really struggle with how 

much of it was [my Korean company] culture versus Korean culture. (Lukas) 
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I would have to say, there are none. [LAUGH] I mean, I like these guys, I 

respected these guys ...  I grew fond of many of them, we would have dinner, we 

would have drinks, so this is not any kind of a jingoistic or cultural thing. [The 

Korean coordinator system] is just a business drag. (Sean) 

Omar saw a slight benefit of reporting to a Korean. 

The only benefit that I see is that because they are Koreans, they are aware of 

what goes on in Korea. If it would have been an American or a Caucasian 

manager sitting here, he would be as clueless as I am to what happens in there. So 

these people, it's because of speaking the same language and coming from the 

same culture, they are communicated to more often about the situations happening 

in Korea and what the priorities are, what we need to work on, so this is the only 

benefit. However, at the management level, there's absolutely no benefit. (Omar) 

Dylan liked the family-like relationship with his peers and Korean leader, as 

mentioned in Superordinate Theme 6. He valued the opportunity to guide his Korean 

leader navigate the American business landscape, mentioned in Superordinate Theme 5 – 

he called an “intrinsic benefit.” 

Charles mentioned that while there were frustrations in working for a Korean 

leader and company, the positive results of the Korean management system were 

undeniable. 

… there is no doubt that the success of [my Korean company] in United States 

has a lot to do with the Korean management, and the organization, and the style. 

… What we always saw [as] the core attributes and values coming from our 

Korean counterparts ... is the sheer will and determination and unrelenting focus 

and hard work that would go behind everything. (Charles) 

Furthermore, Charles felt that working for a Korean leader and company gave 

him the opportunity to make his mark, more so than in the American companies. 

I felt I could do a lot more [in my American company] and I wasn't being given 

opportunity. And that was one of the major reasons I came to [my Korean 

company] and navigated my way through all the cultural issues but still was able 

to make my mark and accomplish that. (Charles) 
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Harry, who had the most enjoyable work experience, mentioned three benefits of 

reporting to a Korean leader: speed, togetherness, and less office politics.  

Speed. When they say they’re going to do something, they do it. People around 

the world may say, well, that’s the case everywhere. No! No, it is NOT the case 

everywhere. I mean it is a HUGE advantage. When they tell me they’re going to 

do something, it is as good as done. So that’s a huge advantage in working with 

the Korean companies. (Charles) 

… because they are lean, because they don’t have too many layers of 

bureaucracy, it just makes it a more fun place to work because everybody is in it 

together, and so you are successful together or you fail together. (Charles) 

I would say, versus my experience [in American companies], you don’t nearly 

have as much politics. [The American companies] I worked at were very political 

place. You know, the kind of politics that will keep you awake at night. You had 

to be, I’ll use an analogy, you had to be good with a knife to work at those three 

places, and you need protection for your back, be sure you didn’t have a knife 

stuck in it. That is not the case in Korean companies. The people are not there to 

stick a knife at your back. (Charles) 

 

Superordinate Theme 8: Tactics to Deal with the Korean Leader 

Regardless of the difficulties the participants faced, as leaders with important 

responsibilities in the company, the American managers worked with the Korean leaders 

and expatriates to achieve results. Below are five tactics the participants used to 

collaborate with their Korean leaders. 

a. Meet the target no matter what. 

While their previous American leaders considered factors outside the participants’ 

control when evaluating their performance, the Korean leaders were much less forgiving. 

In line with the extreme Korean work ethic, they expected the American managers to 

achieve the target no matter what. Therefore, the participants adjusted their behaviors to 

succeed in Korean companies. 
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Don’t miss your numbers. … at the end of the day you could do everything 

perfectly, but if you don't hit your numbers, you're probably going to get fired. 

And within an American company that's not the case. You know, they will take 

into consideration external environmental issues that influence your performance, 

etc., etc. And by the way that, that's well understood by American executives and 

managers. If you go work for a Korean company, if you don’t hit your numbers 

you better have your resume dust up because you're going to get fired. (Harry) 

In a western management society, they will say: “OK, well, this month the factory 

was not able to produce twenty million worth of product, so Omar, try your best 

to cover the gap, but I understand that you cannot cover twenty-million gap 

today.” In the Korean culture, it doesn't make a difference what the factory did 

not produce; you become accountable still for the final answer and blamed for it. 

(Omar) 

I would say that the KPIs [key performance indicators] that I’ve been given or 

that I’ve negotiated over the last few years I’ve always been able to meet or 

exceed. So the fact that I hit my goals … keeps me in his good graces for now. 

(Oscar) 

b. Skip the approval process. 

The participants worked in top-down, hierarchical organizations, where getting 

approval from their Korean leaders was required for every decision. The approval process 

sometimes went to the top leaders, the company’s Chairman in Korea. To bypass the 

cumbersome and sluggish approval process, the participants sometimes took the approach 

of “asking for forgiveness rather than permission.” 

… the way I overcome some of these [difficulties] is by not asking for permission 

but rather asking for forgiveness after the fact. (Oscar) 

… if I follow Korean structure, it has to be 100% [going through approval 

process]. If I follow Omar’s structure, it's about 10%. Because after a while you 

have to do your way. I don't care, I just like go and do it because on one hand the 

decision [from my leaders] can be delayed. On the other hand, they may not be 

knowing the answer, and they may be not giving me the answer on time that I 

need. And after a while, you know what, you feel that you need to go make that 

decision anyway. (Omar) 

… there's no freedom or leeway [in making my own decisions]. Now, I have 

freedom or leeway because I would just do stuff and I wouldn't tell them. 

(Patrick) 
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c. Be rational/analytical and show your expertise. 

Several participants found that they enhanced the chance of their ideas being 

accepted by their Korean leaders if they presented them in a very rational and organized 

way, showing their expertise. Participants used this approach to overcome the language 

barrier and to (hopefully) counter the unrealistic directives from the top. 

I think it really comes to the decision-making process for Asian companies, being 

able to bring the well-thought-out solution with clear steps, articulated clearly, 

and everything kind of moving-forwarded in a rational fashion. I try and do that in 

my correspondence and everything that I do … (Harry) 

… you try to get data from the environment, from the competitive intelligence, 

what the others are doing, how the others are facing several challenges or 

different challenges, what the product going to look like, what's the pricing of the 

competitor – you try to bring data to be able to counter that argument, and you try 

to utilize your manager to convey that uniqueness of your accounts such as maybe 

he would be able to speak up and present newer evidence to speak to his bosses in 

Korea. (Omar) 

I actually had to build a business case, saying “Okay, here's who we're actually 

trying to be, from the size company we want to aspire to be.” So I use a particular 

company as an example, and based on commensurate size, built a business case 

for why we should have this quality assurance practice and team. (Dylan) 

d. Be creative. 

Difficult environment demands creative solutions, and it was no different for 

American managers.  

Sometimes by having to do things completely out of the box like recruiting 20-ish 

[outside] people [to join the special program] help me achieve those goals. 

(Oscar) 

And if they do make requests [to the top leaders], they'll want to do the requests in 

a batch, so they don't have to go back and do it again. If you get it wrong the first 

time, there's no going back. (Dylan) 

So what you had to learn to do, if you needed $100 million to do something, and 

you did all the analysis, and you said this is what you need to do. [Since] every 

time they would come back, and say, “Okay, you can have 40 million,” – just like 
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going up the hill – … you had to start playing their game. “Well, what do you 

need to do this?” “I need 225 million.” “Okay, we'll give you 100.” (Patrick) 

e. It’s their company! 

When all else failed and they were utterly frustrated, the American managers 

resigned to the feeling that the company belonged to the Koreans, not the Americans. 

Hey, your job as an American is, you give them the best advice you can. [But] at 

the end of the day, it's their company. (Sean) 

And we would always have our little internal saying, too, many of us, when we 

would get frustrated over the years in our interaction with Korean staff, we would 

always look at each other and say, “Well, it's their company.” (Charles) 

And you know what, it's their company. (Patrick) 

And this was different from their feeling towards their previous American 

companies. 

I'd like to think that there was a little more feeling that [my previous American 

company] was my company. And I think at this Korean company there really was 

a feeling “it’s their company.” (Sean) 

 

Summary 

As the American manager participants worked in subsidiaries of Korean 

companies in the U.S., the participants found themselves immersed in an American 

workplace with Korean “flavor” where they had to deal with the Korean 

expatriates/coordinators. They had a complex reporting structure inside a top-down, 

hierarchical organization.  

As leaders, not just followers, with important responsibilities in the Korean 

company, the participants had to work with their Korean leaders and expatriates to 

achieve results. To enhance their success rate in doing so, they employed several 
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distinctive tactics gained through their many years of experience. Table 4.3 summarizes 

the findings of this study. 

Table 4.3  

Summary of the Findings  

Key Themes Description 

1) American workplace with 

Korean “flavor” 

a. American workplace with intense Korean work ethic 

b. Influential presence of Korean expatriates 

c. Huge drinking culture 

2) Dealing with the Korean 

expatriates 

a. Expatriates/coordinators as shadow peers  

b. Expatriates/coordinators as brokers and “spies” 

3) Complex reporting 

structure 

a. Dual American-Korean organization 

b. Matrix/layered structure 

4) Working in a top-down 

organization 

a. Top-down, hierarchical organization 

b. Utter reluctance to confront the boss 

c. Unrealistic direction and work performance target 

5) Leader, not just follower, 

in a Korean company 

a. Leader with important responsibility 

b. Varying degree of authority 

c. Being a change agent 

6) Precarious relationship 

with the Korean leader and 

expatriates 

a. Honeymoon period 

b. Language problem 

c. Varying quality of personal relationship 

d. Not much praise received 

e. Indirect feedback to avoid confrontation 

7) Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. American leaders are more collaborative 

b. Finding faults: process vs. person 

c. No benefit reporting to a Korean 

8) Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Meet the target no matter what 

b. Skip the approval process 

c. Be rational/analytical and show your expertise 

d. Be creative 

e. It’s their company! 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 

Overview 

This study sought to understand the lived experience of American managers as 

they worked with their Korean leaders to co-construct leadership and its outcomes in the 

context of U.S.-based Korean companies. The study used the lenses of national culture 

dimensions (Hofstede et al., 2010) and followership (Carsten et al., 2010; Uhl-Bien et al., 

2014) to explore the participants’ experience. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

(IPA) method was used to analyze the data for emergent and subordinate themes. 

This chapter presents the conclusions based on the findings, followed by the 

discussion on the implications to theory, practice, and recommendations for both the 

American managers and their Korean leaders. Finally, the chapter presents the 

recommendations for future research. 

Conclusions 

The researcher developed the conclusions by reviewing and reflecting on the 

purpose and significance of the study, the main and sub research questions, and the 

findings of the study. This study generated eight key themes as the findings. The eight 

findings have been further distilled into five conclusions (see Figure 5.1, a diagram of the 

five conclusions and how they are connected to the extant literature in national culture 

and followership.). 
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Figure 5.1. Findings and conclusions of the study.  

1) American workplace with 

Korean “flavor” 

2) Dealing with the Korean 

expatriates 

3) Complex reporting structure 

4) Working in a top-down 

organization 

5) Leader, not just follower, in 

a Korean company 

6) Precarious relationship with 

the Korean leader and 

expatriates 

7) Korean vs. American leaders 

8) Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

Main RQ: 
What is the lived experience of the American 

managers as they work(ed) together with their Korean 

leaders to co-construct leadership and its outcomes in 

the context of US subsidiaries of South Korean 

companies? 
Conclusion 1: 
American managers found themselves in an unfamiliar 

and perplexing environment of an American 

workplace with “Korean” flavor 
Conclusion 2: 
American managers strived to be a leader and a 

change agent in Korean companies 

Sub RQ1: 
How do American managers compare their work 

collaboration with their Korean leader(s) to their past 

American leader(s)?  
Conclusion 3: 
American managers found Korean leaders to be less 

accessible, direct, collaborative, and praiseful 

compared to American leaders 

FINDINGS RESEARCH QUESTIONS & CONCLUSIONS 

Sub RQ2: 
Considering their national cultural differences, how do 

American managers feel the impacts (if any) of their 

followership schema to the work relationship with 

their Korean leader(s)?  
Conclusion 4: 
American managers yearned to be more trusted and 

empowered, and to have more authority in Korean 

companies 

Sub RQ3: 
How do American managers describe following 

behaviors used in this cross-cultural context (e.g., 

deferring & complying, challenging & resisting, 

correcting & advising in a respectful way)? 
Conclusion 5: 
American managers sought creative ways to achieve 

the organizational goals in Korean companies no 

matter what, up to a point 

Advice for American managers 

and Korean companies 
Recommendations for practice 
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Conclusion 1: American Managers Found Themselves in an Unfamiliar and 

Perplexing Environment of an American Workplace With “Korean” Flavor 

 

 

Figure 5.2. Contextual factors surrounding the cross-cultural encounters of the American 

managers in the US-based Korean companies. 

 

Figure 5.2 illustrates three contextual factors (Nardon & Steers, 2014) that 

surround the cross-cultural encounters that the American managers experienced in the 

U.S.-based Korean companies: cultural, organizational, and situational. Because of these 

three contextual factors, the American managers found themselves in an unfamiliar and 

perplexing environment of an American workplace with “Korean” flavor.  

Cultural context: Korean and American national and work culture. The outer 

rings are the cultural contexts—Korean and American national culture and work culture. 

The national culture dimensions that played prominently in the experience of the 

Cultural context: 

Korean national 

and work culture 

Cultural context: 
American national 

and work culture 

Organizational 

context:  
Korean company’s 

management system 

Situational context: 
Korean company’s control of 

its U.S. subsidiary 
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participants were (a) power distance (PDI), (b) individualism vs. collectivism (IDV), (c) 

femininity vs. masculinity (MAS), and (d) uncertainty avoidance (UAI).  

At PDI of 40, Americans are only moderately lower in power distance than 

Koreans (PDI = 60). However, with IDV = 91, Americans are a more individualistic than 

Koreans (IDV = 18). The combination of moderately low PDI and very high IDV means 

that Americans see each other as equal human beings. Hierarchy exists in American 

companies, but it is there for convenience and to define roles. Power in the organizations 

are typically decentralized, and there is a small number of supervisory personnel 

(Hofstede et al., 2010). The study participants’ responses suggest that Hofstede et al.’s 

(2010) account of power and decentralized supervisory structures holds true to their 

previous American companies’ organizational chart. 

The moderately high PDI and very low IDV of Korean culture reflect the 

influence of Confucianism which stresses harmony between people, especially those with 

unequal ranks (Lee, 2012). Hierarchical order is there to govern how one should behave 

towards another and to maintain harmony. Unconditional obedience to elderly people and 

loyalty to one’s family or clan are considered as one’s superior duties. Public 

disagreements, criticizing, objecting, and communicating bad news to leadership 

personnel is avoided because bad news disturbs the harmonious relationship within the 

leadership and followership structures.  

Americans’ MAS (62) is moderately higher than Koreans (39), and combined 

with the vast difference in IDV score, this means that Americans are generally more 

driven by individual competitiveness, achievement, and success, with success being 

defined by the winner or best-in-the-field. In the workplace, the scores translate to the 
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needs of American employees to have clearly-defined job descriptions and performance 

targets, by which they can demonstrate target-achievement (Hofstede et al., 2010).  

Koreans view co-workers as family members; therefore, competition in Korean 

companies is on a group level. Essentially, Koreans compete as groups and/or teams.  

Relationship and loyalty are more important than work performance; hence, there is no 

need for a precise job description or performance target – much to the consternation of 

the American managers.  “If we are in a hurry, we may ask employees for special 

consideration to do things differently, and they will oblige,” said a Korean company 

president, explaining the Korean approach (Kristof, 1985, para. 11). 

Korean’s lower UAI score of 46, compared to American’s 85, manifests itself in 

the emotional needs for rules (even if it is not effective), to be busy, and to work 

extremely hard (Hofstede et al., 2010). The latter is also a product of a Confucian culture 

and the difficult circumstances in the nation’s history (Rowley & Paik, 2009). South 

Koreans work the second longest hours among the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) countries (OECD, 2017). 

Korean’s lower UAI score means that top managers in Korean companies are 

more concerned with daily operations, versus those in American companies who typically 

deal more with strategy. In practice, this translates to a large number of supervisory 

personnel in Korean companies (which is also in line with Korean higher PDI value). 

Organizational context: Korean company’s management system. The Korean 

corporate culture is grounded in an authoritarian and paternalistic management system 

(Rowley & Paik, 2009): some scholars dubbed it as K-type management (Lee, 1987; Lee, 
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2012). The five prominent characteristics of K-type management that are often 

counterintuitive to American managers are shown in Figure 5.3, below.  

 

Figure 5.3. K-type management characteristics. 

This authoritarian and paternalistic management system is still used to a large 

extent by the Korean chaebols (family-founded large conglomerates) that dominate South 

Korean economy today. The chaebols are rooted in military government, and most of its 

executives have served in the military. Hence, their Korean organizations are run like a 

family and an army (Rowley & Paik, 2009). Six of eight study participants worked for 

chaebols’ subsidiaries in the U.S. 

K-type 

management 

Authoritarian Paternalistic 

1. Steep hierarchical organization 

with top-down decision making – 

where major decisions go through 

a formal procedure of approval 

by top levels of management. 

2. Expectation of deference, 

unconditional obedience, and 

loyalty from the employees to 

their managers (who are almost 

always older) and the company. 

3. Family/clan-based management – where top 

positions are often given and handed down 

to the family members, and special social 

connections based on the hometown or 

school play an important role in the 

company.  

4. Benefit and status given based not solely on 

merit but also on loyalty (i.e., how long one 

has stayed with the company) – which 

Koreans often equates to “trustworthiness.” 

5. The use of informal social gatherings 

between the managers and the team 

members to balance the formal, hierarchical 

communication line in the company (Yang, 

2014). In these events, power distance blurs 

and employees can speak freely to the 

managers. 
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Situational context: Korean company’s control of its US subsidiary. The 

situational context represents the specific circumstances surrounding the American 

managers’ cross-cultural interactions with their Korean leaders, including the rank or 

position of the American managers (senior management people in this study), the 

geographical location in the U.S., and the nature of the interactions between American 

manager and Korean leader. Six of eight participants reported to a Korean leader in the 

U.S., while simultaneously reporting to or had to work closely with the Korean 

expatriates. As such, it is important to understand the reason for expatriates’ presence in 

the U.S. 

 

Figure 5.4. Multinational companies’ expatriate assignment categories. 

MNC’s Expatriate Assignments 

(Edström & Galbraith, 1977) 

(1) To fill positions  
because there is no qualified 

local talent available, and to 

transfer the technical 

knowledge from the 

headquarters to the locals  

(2) Management 

development  
to develop the management 

skills of the expatriates by 

giving them international 

experience 

(3) Coordination & control  
to control the subsidiaries 

and coordinate the activities 

between them and the 

headquarters 

 

(a) BEAR  
Expatriates who essentially 

replace or complement 

headquarters’ centralized 

decision-making process and 

provide direct surveillance of 

the subsidiaries 

(b) BUMBLE BEES  
Expatriates who socializes 

with the local employees to 

share the values and norms of 

the headquarters 

 

(c) SPIDERS  
Expatriates who weaves an 

informal communication 

network 

 

 

(Harzing, 2001) 
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There are three reasons a multinational company (MNC) sends its employees as 

expatriates (Edström & Galbraith, 1977) as shown in Figure 5.4. Subsequently, Harzing 

(2001) further refined the third category into three expatriates’ roles. For Korean MNCs 

expanding into the US, reason #1 above is not valid, as there are many good talents 

available in the market. Hence, Korean MNCs send their employees to the U.S. for 

reason #2, and – given their authoritarian and paternalistic management system – for 

reason #3. The study’s findings show that Korean expatriates play the role of bears more 

than bumble-bees or spiders, and they exert a powerful influence in the daily running of 

the company. 

What the contextual factors meant to the American managers’ experience. 

The difference between the American and Korean PDI-IDV scores means that American 

managers viewed the Korean companies’ organizational structure as very hierarchical, 

and the decision-making process as overly bureaucratic. The study participants are senior 

managers in Korean companies who were accustomed to autonomy in their former 

American companies. They were frustrated that practically all non-trivial decisions must 

be approved by top Korean leadership, sometimes the Chairman. The study participants 

could not understand why the Chairman should be involved in minute operational details, 

instead of high-level corporate strategies.   

The American managers, accustomed to a participative management style, were 

dismayed that in their Korean companies, directives were often considered 

unquestionable and non-negotiable. As employees who routinely provided feedback and 

were encouraged to voice concerns in American companies, the participants found the 

Korean way to be incomprehensible. In the American managers’ views, problems could 
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be avoided, and the operation would run smoother if the Koreans would provide feedback 

to their bosses. 

The American managers posited that obedience to the orders from the top created 

an environment where “everything is a high priority.” As MAS-IDV scores predicted, the 

lack of clearly-defined priorities and targets frustrated the Americans. American 

managers also felt overwhelmed by the workload and the perceived lack of support from 

the Korean leaders.  

American managers expended significant amounts of energy and time to deal with 

the Korean expatriates who were sent to the U.S. to play the “bear” role. In this role, the 

Korean expatriates asserted themselves as intermediates between the American managers 

and the Korean headquarters and provided constant reporting on the American 

subsidiaries and their activities. Hence, they were termed spies. 

Divergence in the findings. Harry, an exception to the findings, worked for a 

medium-size company with a small contingent in the U.S., and the only participant who 

reported remotely to a leader in Korea. He described his Korean company as less 

bureaucratic and quick to make decisions. Without expatriates around him, Harry worked 

with autonomy and his opinions were respected by top management in headquarters.  

Informal social gatherings as a balancing act. The strict cultural practices and 

phenomena mentioned were normal for the Koreans. However, the Americans were not 

accustomed to Korean nationals and their work culture. Dining and intense drinking after 

work that the participants noticed served as an important role in K-type management. 

These informal social gatherings balance the authoritarian work environment by 

providing an open and informal communication channel where employees could speak 
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freely with their managers. The informal gatherings facilitated emotional ties between the 

team members (in line with the collectivist culture) and prevented excessive power abuse 

(Yang, 2014).  

Unfortunately, the family-oriented American managers wanted to go home after a 

day’s work. Although they could infer that the dining and drinking events were an 

important team-building ritual, some considered it as “Koreans have no personal life 

outside work” or “Koreans trying to make up for the bad work environment.” Yang 

(2014) argued that the lack of participation of the American managers in these informal 

social gatherings means the loss of one important avenue to realize the paternalistic side 

of K-type management. Without a counter-balance, the authoritarian side yields larger 

than normal influences, leading to mostly negative experiences for American managers. 

Drinking for longevity. Patrick, who worked in a Korean company for 26 years 

(the longest among the participants), embraced the Korean dining and drinking culture 

the most. His view on it was not completely positive, but he participated often, and he 

even developed tactics to survive the drinking parties (see Appendix C). Hence, his 

experience seems to support Yang’s (2014) argument above. 

Conclusion 2: American Managers Strived to be a Leader and a Change Agent in 

Korean Companies 

Kelley (1988) acknowledged that “at different points in their careers, even at 

different times of the day, most managers play both [leadership and followership] roles,” 

which is the case for American managers in Korean companies (p. 143). American 

managers were not only followers, they were leaders with important responsibilities. 

Amidst the perplexing work environment, American managers strived to achieve 
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organizational goals (see Conclusion 5), and as Sean posited, to be a “buffer” between 

Korean management and American employees. American managers aimed to motivate 

their American employees through empowerment and autonomy (Kouzes & Posner, 

2007; Yukl, 1999, 2013), a leadership trait that their Korean leadership lacked. American 

managers worked to show their teams that they could control the situation, an impression 

management tactic that leaders often use (Pfeffer, 1977), especially in an environment 

laden with constraints and difficulties (Yukl, 2013). 

The American managers were proud to be a pioneer and change agent in the 

Korean companies. Leading change is considered one of the most important 

responsibilities of managers, and some scholars consider it as the essence of leadership 

(Yukl, 2013). Leaders are pioneers. Leaders search for opportunities to innovate and 

improve (Kouzes & Posner, 2007). Remarkably American managers in Korean 

companies led from behind… from a follower position. In this regard, they acted as 

proactive followers who took initiative and “demonstrated behaviors that are traditionally 

associated with leadership, rather than followership” (Carsten et al., 2010, p. 554). 

Nevertheless, leading change from cross-cultural follower position was an uphill battle. 

While leaders implement change through incremental steps and small wins (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2007), cross-cultural followers do so through even smaller steps and wins. 

Conclusion 3: American Managers Found Korean Leaders to be less Accessible, 

Direct, Collaborative, and Praiseful Compared to American Leaders 

Generally, the American managers found their Korean leaders to be less 

accessible and direct compared to the American leaders that they had. For the American 

managers who reported remotely to a leader in Korea, this was due to the geographical 
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distance. However, beyond that, there were language and culture barrier, and the complex 

reporting structure. 

Studies have found that Koreans often have difficulties understanding the 

subtleties and nuances in English language (Choe, 1997). The difficulties happen in both 

oral and written communication, but it is worse in the former (Cook, 2012). Moreover, in 

contrast to Americans who are accustomed to dealing with diverse people, Koreans come 

from a homogenous country where dealing with diversity and heterogeneity is more of an 

exception than a rule (Rowley & Paik, 2009). Therefore, some Korean leaders resorted to 

using email as the mode of communication and/or speaking through another Korean 

expatriate.   

The use of complex reporting structure such as dual Korean-American 

organization (i.e., the Korean coordinator system) and matrix/layered structure 

contributed to communication problems. Although Korean companies see the 

coordinators as valuable mediators between Seoul and the local U.S. market (Steers et al., 

2010), it created a complicated situation where the American managers pseudo-reported 

to the Korean coordinators and the local manager. Essentially, American managers 

reported to two bosses. The matrix/layered structure often came from the fact that (a) 

Korean chaebols are conglomerates with a plethora of subsidiaries (Rowley & Paik, 

2009), and (2) being in a remote subsidiary, American managers sometimes had to report 

to both the head of U.S. region and to a functional leader in Korea. 

 As mentioned, Korean culture stresses harmony between people. Criticizing a 

subordinate’s poor performance openly is disruptive to harmony and may bring a loss of 

face to him/her (Lee, 2012). Hence, it is common for Korean leaders to give negative 
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feedbacks to their subordinates through an intermediary (such as a lower-ranked Korean 

expatriate or a Korean coordinator) or through a subtle, non-verbal sign such as inaction 

(Hofstede et al, 2010; Merkin, 2009). However, indirect interactions annoyed the 

American managers who were accustomed to working in low power distance 

organizations where direct feedback was readily given and received by leaders. 

Fostering collaboration among the followers and recognizing their contributions 

are generally considered to be the exemplary practices of leaders (Kouzes & Posner, 

2007). From their previous American company experience, American managers espoused 

those qualities in their leadership schema (Junker & Dick, 2014). Conversely, the 

authoritarian nature of K-type management often meant that decisions were handed 

down, and the collectivist work culture extended rewards to groups more than 

individuals. Consequently, American managers viewed the Korean leaders as less 

collaborative and less praiseful than American leaders.  

Divergence in the findings. American managers collaborated better with more-

Westernized Korean leaders and expatriates. They were typically younger and educated 

in America. Dylan, who has extensive East Asian culture experience, enjoyed the closest 

relationship with his Korean leader and colleagues – to the point of becoming like a 

family. 

Finding faults: process vs. person. A significant finding was the difference 

between how Korean leaders handled mistakes at work, in contrast to their American 

leaders’ method of handling mistakes. The Korean’s instinctive approach was to focus on 

the person, i.e., “Whose fault is it?” On the other hand, the Americans tended to analyze 

the process, i.e., “What happened?” “What is broken in the process?” Since American 
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culture is more individualistic while Koreans are more collectivist, it appears that their 

attribution practices should be reversed. 

There are three plausible explanations: (1) In a company with a “family culture” 

(defined by Trompenaars (1998) as a culture that is simultaneously personal and 

hierarchical), who is doing what is more important than what is being done. The family 

corporate culture does not manage by objectives, it manages by subjectivity. It is “more 

interested in intuitive than in rational knowledge; more concerned with the development 

of people than with their deployment or utilization” (p. 169).   

(2) Koreans’ work culture is relationship and rule-oriented, not process-oriented 

(Hofstede et al., 2010) – as evident by the lack of precise job descriptions in Korean 

companies. Hence, finding out “who” is more important (and practical) than analyzing 

the process. (3) American individualistic culture stresses self-reliance and self-esteem, 

and it encourages the development and maintenance of positive self-image. As a result, 

American managers have a greater tendency to attribute success to themselves but 

failures to external factors. Indeed, Nam and Mowday (1993) acknowledged that 

Caucasian-American managers attributed greater responsibility for group failure to the 

external environment than themselves. Conversely, Korean managers' attribution of 

personal responsibility for group failure was significantly higher. 

Conclusion 4: American Managers Yearned to be More Trusted and Empowered, 

and to Have More Authority in Korean companies 

Generally, large American companies are more advanced in organizational 

development than Korean companies. Hence, they have progressed from the founders’ 

family leadership that characterizes Korean chaebols (family-owned conglomerates) to 
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professional management (Mills, 2005). U.S. management leadership styles have shifted 

from the authoritarian or directive leadership approach to a participative and empowering 

leadership style. Having worked in that environment, the American managers 

exemplified a proactive followership schema, i.e., they were close partners with their 

leaders in achieving organizational goals (Carsten et al., 2010). They liked to offer their 

ideas on how the Korean companies could succeed in the U.S. market, to implement their 

initiatives, and to be accountable for successes and failures. American managers 

understood the local American market, customers, regulations, etc., much more than the 

Korean expatriates who were in the U.S. four years or less. 

Carsten et al. (2010) posited that followers’ ability to act in alignment with their 

followership schema depends on the context that is created by the leaders. Proactive 

followers reported problems working with authoritarian leaders and/or in hierarchical 

organizations. American leaders were frustrated that they were not granted the autonomy 

to make decisions to move the company forward.  

Divergence in the findings. This study found that there were variations to the 

amount of authority (hence the level of frustration) that the American managers could 

espouse in Korean companies. As mentioned in Conclusion 1, a medium-sized company 

and a remote Korean leader bestowed more authority upon the local American manager. 

Additionally, American managers in non-financial roles (engineering, quality control, 

etc.) enjoyed more authority than those in finance-related roles (e.g., sales and finance). 

Several participants reported that financial matters were tightly controlled by Korean 

headquarters. 
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Conclusion 5: American Managers Sought Creative Ways to Achieve Organizational 

Goals in Korean Companies no Matter What, to a Point 

Regardless of the difficulties that they faced, as leaders with important 

responsibilities in the company, the American managers needed to work with their 

Korean leaders and expatriates to achieve results. They adjusted their attitude to “achieve 

the target no matter what” – in line with Korean leaders’ and headquarters’ expectation. 

American managers used proactive and resistance tactics; yet, ultimately they complied 

with the Korean leaders’ orders (except in unethical matter). In short, they employed the 

behaviors of proactive, active, and passive followers (Carsten et al., 2010).  

 There are different upward influence tactics that followers use to shape their 

leaders’ behaviors (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), and they vary depending on the followers’ 

motives and the leaders’ leadership style. When the followers’ motive is organizational 

(instead of personal) goals, they use a combination of rational persuasion and non-

rational tactics such as ingratiation and blocking (Ansari & Kapoor, 1987). They also 

tend to use non-rational tactics to influence authoritarian managers, and rational 

persuasion to influence participative and nurturant-task managers. 

American managers used rational persuasion tactics to influence their Korean 

leaders (Yukl, 2013). This proactive influence tactic was considered effective even 

though they were in an authoritarian environment because (a) as Omar puts it, it 

distanced them from the “emotional decision-making process,” (b) it showed their 

functional expertise, and (c) it overcame the language problem.  

The American managers in this study never mentioned ingratiation and blocking, 

but they did employ one constructive resistance tactic (Tepper, Duffy, & Shaw, 2001), 
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i.e., they skipped the approval process. In a well-intended effort to bypass the sluggish 

approval process and move things faster, American managers took the approach of asking 

for forgiveness rather than permission. 

American managers employed various creative tactics to accomplish the mission. 

Nevertheless, they realized there was a limit to their influence in the Korean companies. 

Orders from the companies’ Chairman was non-negotiable and unchanged. Other 

decisions the American managers tried to influence; however, when their influence 

attempts failed, they “surrendered” saying “It’s their company!” and carried out the 

orders. 

Implications and Contributions to Theory 

This study contributed to followership theory by exploring how followers felt and 

behaved in a real-world cross-cultural business setting where their followership schema 

did not match the context in which they operated. Using qualitative method to gather 

detailed accounts, it sought to understand the experiences of upper-level American 

managers in the Korean companies in the U.S. – a context that has become more 

prevalent but is not often researched. This context presented a conflict between the 

proactive followership schema typically subscribed by seasoned American managers and 

the hierarchical and authoritarian organization structure of typical Korean companies.  

Due to the conflict, the American managers in this study experienced confusion, 

stress, dissatisfaction, the yearning for more authority, and even the desire to quit 

(Carsten et al., 2010). However, they felt proud to be pioneers and change agents in 

Korean companies. They resented the Korean extreme work ethic but admired what the 
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Korean companies were able to achieve goals rapidly, suggesting that proactive followers 

in authoritarian environments can experience negativity and positivity. 

Scholars have also wondered about what following behaviors would be effective 

when proactive followers work for/with authoritarian leaders (Carsten et al., 2010; Uhl-

Bien et al., 2014). The findings from this study suggest that in the context of Korean 

companies, they employ not one behavioral style, but an assortment of behaviors 

associated with proactive, active, and passive followership schema.  

 

Figure 5.5. Constructionist framework of cross-cultural followership in MNC setting. 

The findings of this study also suggest that Uhl-Bien et al.’s (2014) 

constructionist framework of followership shown on Figure 2.1 may be too simple for 

cross-cultural setting in multinational companies (MNCs). Some MNCs use dual 

organization structure of parent-country national (PCN) and host-country national (HCN) 

managers running in parallel. In that context, the co-construction of leadership process 

PCN leader’s 
leading behaviors 

Intermediate actors’ 
leading & following 

behaviors 

HCN follower’s 
following behaviors 

Leadership Outcomes 

PCN = parent country national 
HCN = host country national 
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will involve more than one leader and one follower. To account for these intermediate 

actors, another box should be added to the conceptual framework as shown on Figure 5.5. 

 

Recommendations for Practice 

During the interview, the author asked each participant two significant questions: 

1. For American managers who work for a Korean company and reporting to a 

Korean leader, or who are going to work for a Korean company reporting to a 

Korean leader, what advice would you give them to be able to succeed at 

work? 

2. Conversely, if you are asked for advice from a Korean company that will open 

a subsidiary in the U.S., put a Korean leader in charge, and hire American 

managers, what advice would you give that company and the Korean leader to 

be able to be successful in the U.S.? 

 

Participants’ responses formed Cluster #6 in the tables of emergent themes in 

Appendix C. These words of wisdom from the participants were then combined with the 

study findings, the literature on Korean multinational companies’ HRD practices, and the 

author’s own experience to provide the recommendations for practice. Some themes were 

omitted in Chapter 4 because they were mentioned by less than three participants; 

however, the author deemed valuable based on his own experience.   

Advice for American Managers in Korean Companies 

Understand the Korean organizational structure and work culture. This 

advice is directed towards both the American managers who are contemplating joining a 

Korean company and those who joined recently. First, it is very important to understand 

the organizational structure of the company and the major roles that the Korean 

expatriates play (Kang & Shen, 2014). This study’s findings indicated that official 

organizational chart may show that an American manager only reports to an American 
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leader. However, in reality, the American manager might have to “serve” two bosses (a 

Korean and an American). Simultaneously, the American must work with Korean 

expatriates (or coordinators) who are tasked to shadow him (Steers, Nardon, & Sanchez-

Runde, 2010). In this case, the advice is to forge a good relationship and collaborates as 

much as possible with expatriates. 

Second, have a sense of the work expectation from the Korean company and/or 

leader. Most companies expect their employees to work hard; however, there is a 

different interpretation of “working hard” between the Koreans and the Americans. Ten 

hours a day may seem plenty to Americans, but 14-hour workdays are common to South 

Koreans (The Economist, 2015). And, as evening breaks in the U.S., morning breaks in 

Korea. As the flood of emails and calls from headquarters in Korea start, the workday for 

Americans managers and Korean expatriates in America commences into late evening. 

Third, immerse in Korean culture and history. Learn to like Korean food and try 

to enjoy the infamous Korean dining and drinking party after work – at least sometimes. 

(If one doesn’t like to drink too much, there are tactics to mitigate it – as shared by 

Patrick in Appendix C.) More than simply a time for socializing, these gatherings provide 

an open and informal channel between the employees and the managers, and they are an 

integral part of Korean management system (Yang, 2014).  

Communicate very clearly and explicitly. Considering that Koreans generally 

are more proficient in written English than speaking English (Cook, 2012), American 

managers are better advised to communicate their important ideas in writing (e.g., via 

email). 
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Another advice is to articulate one’s idea in a very organized way using explicit 

and plain English (Moran, Harris, & Moran, 2007). In Charles’ words, one has “to be 

very conscious, rational, very overt, and very organized in the way that one’s bring ideas 

forward.” Avoid the use of slang and analogies because they are subtleties by definition, 

and they may be completely missed by the Koreans.  

To help with this communication issue, a couple of American managers in this 

study (Lukas and Patrick) hired bilingual Korean-Americans. They became trusted 

employees who not only translated the messages in both directions but also helped the 

Koreans and the Americans understand the context of the messages. 

Be sensitive and subtle. American culture is generally considered low-context, 

and Americans are known to be overt and explicit. On the other hand, Korean culture, 

like many Asian cultures, is high-context (Neese, 2016). Koreans tend to use implicit 

communication and nonverbal cues (Merkin, 2009). Therefore, American managers 

should learn to be sensitive to nonverbal cues from the Koreans. When the Koreans are 

quiet, it may not mean they are listening. They may be offended. When they do not reply 

to the American managers’ repeated emails or keep delaying making a decision, it may 

mean that they disagree with the American managers’ requests or ideas. 

American managers are advised to be subtle in questioning and pushing back 

against the Korean leader. Direct confrontation and arguing in public should be avoided 

(Lee, 2012). While “good American followers” are expected to be proactive, i.e., giving 

feedback to their leaders without being asked (Carsten et al., 2010), Korean leaders may 

not appreciate that.  
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American managers should develop an awareness of which decisions are 

unchallengeable in the Korean companies, e.g., the ones coming from the Chairman. The 

Chairman’s directives are simply to be handed down to subordinates and be followed, 

and American managers should just find the best way to implement them.  

Be analytical and rational, not emotional. Amidst what the American managers 

often perceived as the irrational decision-making process and blind obedience to the top, 

the advice is for them to present and defend their ideas in a rational manner. The purpose 

is twofold: (a) influence upward in an unemotional way despite how the American 

managers feel, and (b) demonstrate the American managers’ domain expertise. 

American managers should collect data from the market and the competition: how 

competitors in the industry do a job, how competitors solved challenges, what products 

competitors created, what strategies competitors used, etc. The American manager should 

develop a comprehensive business case or proposal, articulating a clear vision in plain 

English (preferably written). Due to the competitive nature of the Korean companies and 

society (Lee, 2004), information about the competitors would most likely garner more 

attention from Korean leaders.  

Do your absolute best to meet the target. American managers should change 

their mindset with regards to achieving the work performance target given to them by 

Korean leaders or headquarters. While American leaders in American companies 

typically consider factors outside the subordinates’ control when evaluating their 

performance, this study found that Korean leaders expect their subordinates to achieve 

the target regardless of the internal limitations (e.g., resource availability) and external 

situations (e.g., market condition).  
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Steers et al. (2010) further illustrates this point: “In the U.S., Kia and Hyundai 

Motors establish sales targets based on what their auto plants can produce, not what the 

market wants” (p. 87). Naturally, that idea did not resonate with American managers in 

those automotive companies; hence, it became “a persistent source of tensions” (p. 87). 

Yet, the company spokesperson simply attributed that tension to the American managers’ 

uncomfortableness with “stretch goals.” 

Sean said the attitude of “I will do my best” has to permeate the American 

managers. That includes being creative, like thinking for a solution outside the box or 

asking for more-than-needed resources (as Oscar and Patrick did, respectively), and/or 

simply working long hours like many participants acknowledged they did. 

Advice for American Managers in Any Foreign Companies 

The lessons from the American managers in Korean companies can be extended 

to American managers in other foreign companies: 

1. Learn about the national and work culture of the parent company’s country. 

Just because the company operates in the US doesn’t necessarily mean that it 

employs American management system and work practices.  

2. Develop a passion to know and work with people from other countries and 

cultures. Understand what they value and be sensitive to their nonverbal signs 

and meanings behind words. 

3. Communicate in simple and clear English, avoiding subtleties and nuances –  

unless your PCN boss and colleagues are fluent in American English. Be 

patient if they don’t.  
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4. Develop good personal relationship with your PCN boss and colleagues. Help 

them adjust to American life.  

5. Be a good buffer between your PCN leader and American team. Be an 

effective cross-cultural follower and American leader. 

6. See the immeasurable rewards of working in a cross-cultural world.  

  

Advice for Korean Companies and Leaders 

Understand the American work culture and market. Just as the American 

managers should immerse themselves in the Korean work culture, Korean companies’ 

leaders should understand the American work culture if they want to be successful in 

recruiting and retaining the best American managers. First, the companies should ensure 

that their work policies and guidelines are at least aligned with the mainstream practices 

of American companies. Korean leaders must ensure that these are not only espoused but 

implemented in practice, as studies such as Glover and Wilkinson (2007) have shown that 

it is not always the case. 

This study’s findings offer lessons on what not to do in Korean companies in the 

U.S. One particular advice that several participants mentioned is to move beyond the 

“face-time culture” – that is, Korean companies’ require strict office attendance daily. 

American managers considered that culture to be antiquated and absurd in the era of 

ubiquitous internet connection. 

Second, Korean leaders should understand the U.S. market and culture. Omar said 

that Korean leaders should “wipe out everything they think they know about the business, 
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the products, and the market.” Korean leaders should start fresh because the market, the 

standards, the processes, etc. in the U.S. are different from other countries. The taste of 

the customer is also different. 

To understand the American customers, there is no better way than to mingle with 

them frequently. Unfortunately, due to their poor English skill (whether real or self-

perceived), Korean leaders often work behind closed door, talk only to other Koreans, 

and live or shop in Korean towns. Instead, they should try to interact, integrate, and adapt 

to the American people.  

Learn to communicate in English. The study participants found a great variation 

in the English proficiency of the Korean leaders and expatriates, especially in their oral 

communication skill and in understanding the nuances and slang of American English. 

(From his own experience, the author can attest to this.) Since communication is a critical 

component of leadership, Korean leaders should be proficient in English before working 

in the U.S. Omar put it bluntly, “If you really don’t possess good communication skills, 

then don’t come because communication gap can create a lot of misunderstandings and 

business decision delay.” 

Even though South Koreans have the largest per capita spending on private 

English education in the world (Kim, 2016), 14 of 17 Korean students in U.S. colleges 

did not feel comfortable talking to American students (Yin, Huang, & Hare, 2010). The 

author has also witnessed similar phenomenon with the Korean expatriates in the 

business world. Hence, Korean companies should place emphasis on improving their 

employees’ English conversational skill when preparing them for a multi-year assignment 
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in the U.S., at least to the point where they are confident enough to communicate with 

native American English speakers.    

Eliminate the coordinator system. Companies that employ the coordinator 

system should eliminate it. There is no value in it. The coordinator system creates a dual 

organization with confusing roles, it is found to be a drag on business, and it generates 

unnecessary stress on the American managers.  

The participant and study investigator are not implying that Korean companies 

should not send their best and brightest employees to the U.S. However, American 

managers believe that Korean expatriates should be given a concrete role or job function 

in the U.S. In other words, instead of shadowing the American VP of Sales, a Korean 

expatriate should be assigned as the VP of Sales or as the Director of Sales under the 

American VP. That way they learn the American market and become more valuable 

when they return to Korea. Alternatively, Korean companies can mimic Japanese 

companies by hiring expatriate coordinators in the U.S. for specific fields with defined 

roles and responsibilities: engineering, quality and safety, and they advise the American 

staff. 

Inherent in this advice is the necessity for the Korean companies in the U.S. to 

have a single leader. Two leaders, an American and a Korean, at the top is difficult to 

follow, and “it is the stupidest thing in the world,” according to Patrick. He continued, 

“Go through history; anything with divided command loses.” 

Move from autocratic leadership to empowerment. Many American managers 

(such as the participants of this study) worked in large American companies before 

joining the Korean companies. As such, the authoritarian leadership and its 
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accompanying command-and-control management practices feel so antiquated to the 

American managers. “It was really like walking backwards in time to a different era,” 

noted Lukas. 

The advice for the Korean companies is to give the American managers specific 

targets (sales target, profitability target, etc.), hold them accountable, empower and trust 

them to make major decisions, and offer them the autonomy to run their divisions in the 

U.S. Sean suggested that a small contingent of Korean expatriates can be placed in the 

U.S. to report to Korea if necessary, but not to scrutinize and approve all the moves that 

the American managers make. 

Allow the Americans to run the company. Korean companies’ leaders should 

allow American leaders and his/her American management team run the subsidiaries in 

the U.S. To hire the best local talents who know the market and then not to trust them to 

run the business is an imprudent exercise. “What did you hire us for then?” asked 

Charles. 

As a middle-ground approach, Korean companies can appoint a Korean-American 

as the leader in the U.S. He/she should proficiently speak English and Korean well. And, 

it would be beneficial if he/she grew up in the U.S., knowledgeable of industry and has a 

close connection to top executives in Korea. Patrick spoke favorably about such a person 

in his company. “There were Americans, me included, who would have done anything 

for him.” 

Charles, an American manager in a Korean company for 13 years, summed it by 

saying: 
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And we would like to have that perfect blend if we could, of combining the 

Koreans’ drive to succeed and the American management's knowledge of the 

market and desire to take a little bit more risk and be innovative and try new 

things. That would be the ultimate blend in most of our minds over the years. 

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The findings and conclusions from this study suggest that there is much to learn 

about followership and leadership in cross-cultural settings. Below are recommendations 

for additional research.  

Further Research in Cross-Cultural Followership 

Six of eight participants in this study were male Caucasian-Americans in their 40s 

and 50s. Hence, it will be beneficial to expand the research to female and other ethnic 

managers. Some studies have suggested that women are better at transformational 

leadership and interpersonal skills (Yukl, 2013) and are rated as more effective than men 

in mid- and upper-level management positions (Paustian-Underdahl, Walker, & Woehr, 

2014). As such, it will be interesting to find out how female American managers enact 

followership schema and co-construct leadership in male-dominated Korean companies. 

Coon and Kemmelmeier (2001) suggested that there are cultural differences 

between Caucasians and non-Caucasians living in North America. Hence, it will be 

interesting to know whether non-Caucasian-American managers in Korean companies 

have similar experience as the participants in this study and whether they feel the same 

way about their experiences as their male counterparts. Particular interest would be on 



   

 147 

Asian-American (non-Korean) managers as they are higher in collectivism than 

Caucasian-Americans (Coon & Kemmelmeier, 2001), and hence, may be more receptive 

to the Korean culture.  

Other potential studies include: 

1. Comparing and contrasting host country national (HCN) managers’ 

experience in Korean chaebols to the ones in Korean small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs) – defined as enterprises having 300 employees or less 

(Rowley & Paik, 2009). As one participant in this study revealed, Korean 

SMEs may be less bureaucratic than the chaebols. So overall, will HCN 

managers enjoy more authority in Korean SMEs than in chaebols? 

Quantitative method can be used to gather data from a wider audience. The 

list below shows several potential questions for the survey: 

a. What is the number of employees in your Korean company globally? 

(a) 100 or less, (b) between 100 and 500, (c) 500 or more 

b. What is the number of employees in your Korean company in the US? 

(a) 100 or less, (b) between 100 and 500, (c) 500 or more 

c. Where does your Korean manager reside? (a) In the same US city as I 

am, (b) In the US but not in the same city as I am, (c) In Korea, (d) 

Somewhere else 

d. With regards to the company’s actions in the US, what is the level of 

your decision-making authority? (a) High: I can make decisions 

without getting approval from my Korean manager 80% of the time, 
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(b) Medium: I can make decisions without getting approval from my 

Korean manager 50% of the time, (c) Low: I can only make decisions 

without getting approval from my Korean manager 20% of the time, 

(d) Zero: I have to get approval from my Korean manager for all my 

decisions. 

2. Studying the lived experience of American managers who have worked or 

lived in Korea before. Would their experience facilitate a more positive 

followership experience in the Korean companies in the US? 

3. Examining American managers’ experience in the US subsidiaries of foreign 

companies from other important countries such Germany and China (which 

are #4 and #11, respectively, in the latest foreign direct investing into the US 

(FDI US) ranking (OFII, 2017a)). German and Chinese MNCs are known to 

send PCN managers as expatriates (Harzing, 2001; Yan, 2016), so do 

American managers face the same challenges in Korean, German, and 

Chinese companies? What following and leading behaviors are effective 

across these scenarios? 

4. Exploring the lived experience of millennials in foreign companies. 

Millennials (19 to 35 years old) in the US (PwC, 2011; Reinvent, 2016) and 

abroad (Western Union, 2017) are generally considered to be more globally 

minded that the older generations. As such, it would be interesting to compare 

and contrast their cross-cultural followership experiences with the older 

generations.   
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Further Research in Cross-Cultural Leadership 

This study collected data from the followers’ perspectives. A similar study can be 

conducted from the leaders’ view to see what their implicit theories of followership are, 

and how similar or difference those are with their followers’ followership schema. 

Further investigation can explore or examine the impacts of the similarities/differences to 

the leaders’ experience and to the effectiveness in co-constructing leadership with the 

followers. 

In this study, the author did not collect information about the age of the Korean 

leaders. However, knowing the Korean culture, most likely they were older than the 

American managers who reported to them. Therefore, Korean expatriates were probably 

in their late 40s to late 50s. If so, they are part of Generation 386 in Korea (named after 

Intel 386 microprocessor that was popular during their time in the university) whose 

cohorts currently hold top management positions in Korean companies (Park & Park, 

2017). Generation 386 tend to hold more traditional values and are more collectivist than 

younger generations. Post-Generation 386 have more tendency towards individualism, 

place higher value in work-life balance, and have been more exposed to diverse cultures. 

Hence, it will be interesting to find out whether Korean leaders from Post-Generation 386 

have better cross-cultural business leadership skills than the older generation. Of course, 

the same question can be applied to generational leaders from other countries.  
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Concluding Remarks 

This study contributed to the theory and practice by exploring the lived 

experience of American managers as they worked with their Korean leaders to co-

construct leadership and its outcomes in South Korean companies in the U.S. The study 

findings highlighted how followers contribute to the formation of positive leadership 

process and its outcomes in cross-cultural contexts. 

Foreign direct investment is an important part of the U.S. economy, and most 

likely it will become even more important in the future. Hence, it is critical for American 

managers to possess effective cross-cultural leadership and followership skills. The 

author hopes that this study will be helpful to them, as their success will benefit not only 

their companies, but also American employees, the community where the company 

operates, and the U.S. economy. It is the author’s hope that this study benefit other 

practitioners in multinational organizations and scholars in the cross-cultural leadership, 

followership, and management areas.   
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Appendix A: Participant Consent From 

Research Study: American Managers’ Lived Experience in US Affiliates of Korean 

Companies: A Phenomenological Study in Cross-Cultural Followership 

Approved by George Washington University IRB #101639 

 

Researcher Rubianto Satrio 

Phone number / email address 214-457-0716 / rsatrio@gwu.edu 

Faculty sponsor / dissertation advisor Dr. Michael Marquardt 

Phone number / email address 703-726-3764 / marquard@gwu.edu 

 

Introduction 

You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Rubianto Satrio (the 

researcher), a doctoral candidate in the Executive Leadership Program at The George 

Washington University Graduate School of Education and Human Development.  This 

study has no outside sponsor, nor funding from any source, and will be supervised by the 

researcher’s dissertation advisor, Dr. Michael Marquardt.  

  

You are being asked to take part in this study because you have been identified as an 

American manager with 10 years of working experience or more working in a US 

subsidiary of a Korean company, and you are currently reporting to a Korean leader. You 

are one of approximately 10-12 managers being asked to participate in this study. 

 

Taking part in this study is completely voluntary and, even if you decide you want to 

proceed, you can withdraw from the study at any time. There are no consequences for 

deciding not to participate. Your employment status will not be affected in any way 

should you choose not to take part or to withdraw at any time.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research is to study the lived experience of American managers in US 

subsidiaries of Korean companies as they work together with their Korean leaders to lead 

their organization and achieve the organizational goals. 

Procedures  

The research involves a pre-interview questionnaire, two interviews (each 60-minute 

long), and a possible follow-up via phone or email to clarify the researcher’s 

understandings of your statements. 

1. Pre-interview questionnaire: a short questionnaire will be sent to you at the 

beginning of the research process to collect (a) basic demographic information (name, 

age, race, etc.), (b) places where you have lived, (c) college education information, 

and (d) work experience (including the race/nationality of your previous managers). 

This questionnaire will enable the researcher to gain an initial knowledge of you and 

make the first interview runs better. 

 

2. First and second interviews: Each interview is approximately 60-minute long and 

they will be audio-taped. We will meet in a place that is convenient for you as long as 

uninterrupted time can be assured and the interview can be recorded clearly. The two 
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interviews are ideally spaced about one week apart, but the researcher will work with 

your schedule/availability. 

 

The first interview will focus on your life history, i.e. things from your past lives that 

are related to the research topic. The goal is to put your current experience in a larger 

context. This will include stories about your family and upbringing, and your past 

work experience. 

 

The second interview will focus on details of your present work experience, i.e. how 

you work together with your current supervisor to lead your organization and achieve 

the organizational goals. 

 

3. Potential follow-up to clarify your statements (if necessary) using emails or short 

phone calls. 

The total amount of time you will spend in this study is approximately 2.5 to 3.0 hours.  

Both interviews will be transcribed verbatim, and you will have the opportunity to review 

the transcripts and make corrections for accuracy of the transcription. The researcher will 

also offer the opportunity for you to review the summary of the data and provide 

feedback if there are any inaccuracies.  

Possible Risks  

The risk of participating in this study is no more than you would experience in everyday 

life. You may experience emotional discomfort when talking about your experience in 

working with your current and/or previous supervisors. Please let the researcher know at 

any time if you would like to stop the interview or if there are any questions that you 

would like to skip. There is a very small chance that someone besides the researcher and 

the dissertation advisor can find out that you took part in the study or somehow connect 

your name with the information that the researcher collected about you. The researcher 

will take several precautions to keep your name and your organization’s name 

confidential as outlined below under the “Confidentiality and Privacy of Research 

Records.” 

  

Benefits  

Taking part in this research will not help you directly; however, the process of 

participation may provide greater understanding and insight into your own experiences of 

working with your supervisors/leaders. This study will also benefit the society by 

providing a better understanding of leader-follower partnership at work. More 

specifically, the study is expected to provide a better understanding on how followers 

contribute to the formation of positive leadership process and outcomes in cross-cultural 

contexts. 

 

Costs  

There are no costs to you for participating in this study. 

 

Compensation  

You will not receive any monetary compensation for participating in this study.  
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Right to Withdraw from the Study  

You may withdraw from the study at any time with no consequences. 

 

Confidentiality and Privacy of Research Records  

The data from the interview (including verbatim quotes) will be used in the researcher’s 

dissertation. The dissertation will be published, and the transcripts may be used for 

subsequent studies. However, your name and your organization’s name will be kept 

confidential unless you authorize their release or are required to be released by law (i.e., 

court subpoena). Only your first name will be used during the interview taping and in the 

transcription. The transcriptionist will sign a confidentiality statement regarding not 

sharing or duplicating any information that is transcribed. Any identifying names or 

locations that surface during the interview will be redacted in the final transcript used in 

the study.  

In the dissertation or other published materials, you will be identified only by 

“[pseudonym], a [job title] in a [industry type] company,” for example: “Joe, a VP of 

Engineering in a mobile communication company.” Only the researcher and the 

dissertation advisor will be able to associate your full name with your pseudonym. The 

audio recordings/files and the list that links your full name to your pseudonym will be 

stored in a portable hard drive that will be kept under the researcher‘s personal control in 

a secure location. The transcriptions will be stored in the researcher’s computer with 

password access. Paper copy of the transcription will be maintained under the 

researcher‘s personal control in a secure file folder. Upon the completion of the 

dissertation, the audio files will be deleted. 

 

Questions  

If you have any questions about this study, you can contact the researcher and the 

dissertation advisor at the phone numbers and emails listed on top of this form. For 

questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research, you may contact the 

GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715.  

  

Documentation of Consent  

By signing this consent form, you agree that you have read this informed consent form, 

you understand what is involved, and you agree to take part in this study. You do not give 

up any of your legal rights by signing this informed consent. You will receive a copy of 

this consent form.  Please keep it in case you want to read it again.  Thank you for your 

agreement to participate in this study. 

 

 

_________________________________ 

Participant (Print Name) 

 

 

 

_________________________________  _____________________________ 

Signature      Date 
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Researcher Statement  

I certify that the research study has been explained to the above individual by me, 

including the purpose, the procedures, the possible risks, and the potential benefits 

associated with participation in this research study.  Any questions raised have been 

answered to my satisfaction. 

 

 

 

RUBIANTO SATRIO_______________ 

Researcher 

 

 

 

 

_________________________________  _____________________________ 

Signature      Date 

 

 

  



   

 170 

Appendix B: Interview Guide 

INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL 

 

Topic: To explore the experience of American manager (as followers) as they work 

together with their Korean leaders to co-construct leadership and its outcomes  

 

Date of Interview: ______________ Time of Interview: ____________ 

Place: __________________________________________________________ 

Interviewer: Rubianto Satrio  

Interviewee: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Hi ___, how are you? Thank you again for participating in my research. As I explained 

before, in my research I want to explore the experience of American manager as they 

work together with their Korean supervisor, and you certainly have valuable experience 

in that regard. But I will get to that part in the second interview. In this first interview, I 

want to know your life history, so I can put your experience in the larger context.  

This interview will last for one hour, and it will be recorded so I don’t miss any part of 

your story. As I mentioned, your name and your company name will be kept confidential, 

and you will be identified only by a pseudonym in my dissertation and any published 

articles.  

 

OK, any question before we begin? Alright, I will turn on the recording now. 

 

Start the recording with: This Rubianto Satrio interviewing __________ on _(date) __ 

___________________ (name), do you agree to participate in this recorded interview? 

 

Seidman’s Interview 1 – Focused Life History 

Questions to gather contextual background, i.e. concrete details of participant’s past 

experience. Put experience in the larger life context. 

◄ = pointing to pre-interview questionnaire form that the participant has filled out 

 

1. Please tell me about your parents: where they were from, where they lived before, 

what they did, etc. 

2. Please tell me about your early life, i.e. your experiences growing up in _____◄ 

a. What were those areas like when you grew up there?  

b. How was the ethnic diversity of the areas and the schools at that time? 

c. What were your favorite family activities? 

d. What were your hobbies? 

e. What schools did you go to? What were your favorite school activities? 
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f. What places did you travel to during this time (for vacation, etc.)? 

3. Please tell me about your experience at _______ University: ◄ 

a. Why did you choose ____ and the _______ major? Did you always want to 

study _________? 

b. How was the demography of the student population? 

c. Where did you live in college? Who did you live with? 

d. What extracurricular activities did you do? Or student clubs that you joined? 

4. Let me ask you about your earliest work experience, i.e. with American Company 1. 

a. How did you get the job? 

b. What did you do? 

5. Let me ask you about your work experience in American Company 2. 

a. How did you get a job at Company 2 in _____? 

b. How was it moving from City 1 to City 2? 

c. Please tell me about your career journey with Company 2 in City 2 area from 

Year A to Year B, ending up as Title A. 

6. Looking back at your X years in Company 2: 

a. Which position you liked the best? Why? 

b. Which position you liked the least? Why? 

c. How was your relationship with your managers? 

d. Which manager you liked the best? Why? 

e. Which manager you liked the least? Why? 

f. In City 2, you had a __(foreign)__ manager for the first time. Did you notice 

any difference in management or leadership style between Caucasian and __ 

(foreign) ___ manager? 

g. How would you describe the management style in Company 2? 
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h. Did you deal mainly with US teams, or also with foreign teams? 

i. How was the ethnic diversity of the groups that you worked at? 

j. During your time at Company 2, did you ever deal with Korean companies, 

e.g., as vendors? 

7. Please tell me about your decision to move to Korean Company in Year C. 

a. Why did you move? 

b. How did you get that job? 

8. That’s all the questions I have. Before we wrap up, is there anything that you want to 

add? Or do you have any questions for me? 

This is the end of our first interview. Thanks a lot, ___, for your time. I’ll talk to you 

again on ___ Date & Time of Interview #2 ___ 

 

INTERVIEW #2 PROTOCOL 

 

Topic: To explore the experience of American manager (as followers) as they work 

together with their Korean leaders to co-construct leadership and its outcomes  

 

Date of Interview: ______________ Time of Interview: ____________ 

Place: __________________________________________________________ 

Interviewer: Rubianto Satrio  

Interviewee: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Start the recording with: This Rubianto Satrio interviewing __________ on _ (date) ____ 

___________________ (name), do you agree to participate in this recorded interview? 

 

Seidman’s Interview 2 & 3 – The Details of the Experience & Reflections on the 

Meanings 

Reconstruct the myriad of details of experiences. Reconstruct a day. Eliciting detailed 

and rich stories rather than interpretations. Given what you said previously, how do you 

understand ____ today? 

 

1. What were your roles and responsibilities when you were in Korean Company? 

2. Where was your Korean manager located? Nearby, or in Korea?  

3. Please tell me a little bit about your Korean manager:  
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a. How long had he been in the US? 

b. Was he educated in the US or Korea? 

c. How many people were reporting him? Koreans or Americans? Did you 

work with them, too? 

4. Did you also manage people? If yes, how many? 

a. Were they mainly Koreans or Americans? 

5. When you first joined Korean Company, how did you feel? (I.e., in the first few 

months.) 

6. Please tell me how you interacted with your Korean manager on a daily basis. 

a. How often did you communicate with him/her? Was it mainly face-to-

face, or via email, or using phone?  

b. Was it difficult or easy to talk to your Korean manager? How did you 

compare that with your previous American managers? 

7. Who set the goals, tasks, and plans for you? Was it your manager or yourself? Why?  

a. In this practice, do you see any difference between your Korean manager 

and the American managers that you had before? 

8. How often did you have to seek approval from your manager on the decisions you 

make?  

9. Think about a time when you disagreed with your manager on a course of action or 

assessment of a situation. How did you resolve it? 

10. How did you see your role vs. your manager’s role in your team? Do you think your 

manager had the same view? Why/why not? If not, was it a problem? 

11. Please give me an example of a project that went really well. How were you praised 

when you did something well? 

a. Conversely, think about a project that didn’t go well. How were you told 

that you didn’t do it well? 

b. How is that different from your experience in American Company A or B? 
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12. You worked for many Caucasian-American manager(s) before. What are some of the 

cultural differences that you see working for American manager and Korean 

manager?  

a. Did they expect different things from you? If yes, how? 

b. How did they make a decision that affect the team? Were they (American 

vs. Korean) similar or different in this regard? 

c. How did that affect what you do?  

d. How did that affect the direction that you get to follow? 

e. How about in terms of personal relationship? 

13. What are the most challenging aspects of reporting to a Korean manager? 

a. What are the benefits? 

14. Regardless of your manager, you are still expected to deliver good work results. How 

did you do that? 

a. Did you adjust your working style or behaviors depending on the 

managers? 

b. Did you follow a Korean leader differently from an American leader? 

How? 

15. Overall, how did you feel reporting to a Korean? 

16. For American executives who work for a Korean company and reporting to a Korean 

manager, or who are going to work for a Korean company reporting to a Korean 

manager, what advice would you give them to be able to succeed at work? 

17. Conversely, if let’s say you are asked for advice from a Korean company that will 

open a subsidiary in the US, put a Korean manager in charge, and hire American 

executives, what advice would you give that company and the Korean manager to be 

able to be successful in the US? 
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Probing questions to use: 

• What happened? What do you mean by …? 

• Can you give an example of …? Tell me a story. 

• What was it like for you? What was your experience like? 

 

Ends with: Thanks, ______, for the interview. Assure him of the confidentiality of the 

interview. 
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Appendix C: Individual Profiles and Themes 

This Appendix presents the results of data analysis using the IPA method outlined 

in Table 3.2, starting with steps A and B for the first participant, Sean. Sean was not the 

first participant that the author interviewed per se. However, as explained in the Data 

Analysis section in Chapter 3, due to its idiographic commitment, IPA process almost 

always works by analyzing one case in detail, then moving to the second case, and so on. 

As such, it is helpful to choose a participant whose account of experience was “the most 

detailed, complex, engaging” (Smith et al., 2009) as the first case to analyze. The results 

of the other participants then follow. 

The emergent themes found for each participant are grouped into six clusters 

related to: 

1. The work environment in the Korean company. 

2. (a) The organizational structure, and (b) the management system of the 

Korean company. 

3. Being a leader, not just follower, in a Korean company. 

4. (a) The American manager’s relationship with the Korean leader, and (b) how 

he compared the experience of working with Korean leader vs. American 

leader. 

5. The tactics used by the American managers to deal with the Korean leader. 

6. Advices for success for (a) other American managers who work or will work 

in a Korean company and report to a Korean leader, and (b) Korean 

companies and leaders who have or will have American managers working for 

them in the US.  

 

During the interview, the questions for category #6 were asked towards the end. 

In two interviews, time had run out before these questions could be asked. Hence 

participants #3 and #5 didn’t have a complete set of themes for that cluster. 
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All quotations presented are verbatim from the interview transcripts. Ellipses are 

used whenever a portion of the speech is omitted. Brackets are used to indicate words that 

are inserted by the author. Certain idiosyncrasies of oral speech that are deemed 

unimportant in writing, e.g. repetitious “you know” or “uhm,” are deleted for clarity and 

conciseness. 

Individual Profile #1: Sean 

Sean had more than 25 years of work experience before joining a Korean 

company. He worked in the US for most of that time, with stints in Western Europe for 

several years. During those 25+ years, he reported to various Caucasian-American 

managers, interspersed with a couple of Western European and South Asian managers. 

He had very limited exposure to Korean companies and culture during that time. 

The clusters and their emergent themes for Sean are as listed in Table C.1 below 

and their discussion follows. Sean used the words “Korean boss” to describe the Korean 

leader he (unofficially) reported to, so the same word is used here. 

No Cluster Emergent Themes 

1 Work environment a. Mostly Americans in the company 

b. Korean work ethic and drive to win 

c. High management team turnover 

2a Organizational structure a. Having dual bosses 

b. Coordinators as shadow peers 

c. Coordinators’ role #1: managing the big pipe 

of information to/from Korea 

d. Coordinators’ role #2: brokers, first line of 

defense, and spies 

2b Management system a. Cumbersome decision-making process 

b. The burden of the coordinator system 

c. Rigid control from Korea 

Table C.1  

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Sean 
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d. Utter reluctance to confront the boss 

3 Being a leader, not just a 

follower 

a. Leader with big responsibility 

b. Being a “buffer” in a Korean company 

4a Relationship with the Korean 

leader and the coordinators 

a. Language isn’t a problem 

b. Quality of personal relationship with the 

Korean boss and the coordinators 

c. Time and business performance factors 

d. Not much praise received 

e. Indirect negative feedback 

4b Korean vs. American leaders a. No benefit reporting to a Korean 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Never say “no” bluntly  

b. Limit in negotiation 

c. It’s their company! 

6a Advice for American 

managers 

a. “I will do my best!” 

b. Have a good relationship with the Korean 

coordinators 

6b Advice for Korean 

companies 

a. Minimize the Korean coordinator team 

b. Empower the Americans 

 

Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. Mostly Americans in the company 

The employees in Sean’s company were mainly Americans, and the demographic 

makeup was typical to the area where the company was located. (One important 

exception was the presence of Korean coordinators that will be explained later.) 

Nevertheless, there was an intense work atmosphere that was Sean perceived and 

appreciated. 

[The employees] were predominantly Americans. And in fact I think my Korean 

company liked it that way, they wanted to be predominately Americans.  We had 

a very small number of Koreans, but they were Korean Americans. 

We had a pretty diverse workgroup: we had African-Americans, we had some 

Chinese, … [and] as you would expect, some Hispanics and African-Americans 

and some Asians. (4:53)  

… there was no requirement, there was no encouragement to hire Koreans … 
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b. Korean work ethic and drive to win 

… the Koreans desperately want to win and they don't want to be embarrassed. 

 [The Korean coordinators] had a brutally tough job. … these guys work their 

butts off. 

… the real value from the Koreans [is] that they're very intense, they work hard. If 

you look at what [my Korean company] has done in the last decade to take what 

used to be the poorest products in America, and now – whether you look at J.D. 

Power or Consumer Reports – many of products are better than the competitors 

… the accomplishments the company has made in engineering, in quality 

improvement, it's amazing. So I have enormous respect for the company as a total 

entity. 

c. High management team turnover 

Another thing that Sean noticed is the high turnover of the American management 

team. He told the author that it seemed like every 6 months an American executive left 

the company. As such, Sean had an expectation that – unlike in his previous American 

company – he may not be working for a long time in the Korean company. 

I knew when I went to this Korean company that it would not last a long, long 

time. 

… you serve this Korean company, you hope for the best, and it becomes a little 

bit gallows humor and we sometimes joke about it … 

 

Cluster 2a: Organizational structure 

a. Having dual bosses 

The first thing that Sean emphasized is the unusual, complex reporting structure 

that his Korean company has: 

There's one critical aspect of how the company was organized that is critical to 

understanding a lot of other things. 
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The unusual structure manifested itself in Sean having dual bosses and having to 

deal with the “coordinators.” 

Yeah so in a way, I had two bosses. I had an American boss and [LAUGH], and I 

also had sometimes a Korean boss. 

So, my life was, generally, you know, working with my two bosses to keep them 

up to speed and get things approved by them. 

And depending on the day, depending on the situation, depending on the topic, I 

would go to one or the other. 

I had to get approval from my American boss and my Korean boss.  So, I did two 

meetings. And the other odd thing is that they often didn't like to be in the room at 

the same time. 

Sean’s American boss was the American CEO and his Korean boss was the Chief 

Executive Coordinator mentioned in the next emergent theme. 

b. Coordinators as shadow peers: 

They have a system and they use a very innocuous term called coordinator. 

They typically are high potential people. … it's a prestigious job to be able to 

leave Seoul and come to the U.S. for three or four years and be one of these 

coordinators. So it's their [the Korean company’s] best and brightest. 

There was an American CEO and then there were American Vice Presidents. … 

What the Koreans did was for each one of those positions, they matched up 

between one and three Korean coordinators. … I had two coordinators. 

There was also one that was lined up with the [American] CEO and his title was 

Chief Executive Coordinator. 

… their job was – I wouldn't say in the shadows because they were around all the 

time – but their job was generally to keep a slightly lower profile. 

… my coordinators also had to approve everything because if their boss had to 

approve it, they had to. 

... I say the whole Korean-ness (chuckled) and the Korean coordinator, that 

definitely took some getting used to. 

c. Coordinators’ role #1: managing information to/from Korea: 
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First of all, they were the main source of communication between [our company] 

in America and [our headquarters] in Seoul. 

I almost never talked to anybody in Korea. 

There was such an enormous amount on information flowing between the US 

office and the headquarters in Korea that Sean imagined it as a “giant pipe.” 

… all of the communication went back and forth. I imagine a giant pipe between 

[our office in the US] and Korea, and this pipe was constantly carrying feedback 

from the US back to Korea on here's what we're doing on this, here's what we're 

doing on that, we're giving you an update on this, we're giving you a report out on 

that.  And coming from Korea to the US were a constant series of questions. 

So imagine this huge pipe that's constantly clogged with information back and 

forth, and it was the coordinator on my end. 

So the amount of burdens in “what's going on here? what are you doing here? 

how much are you spending here” – it was just staggering. And so that came 

through the pipe, and my poor coordinator had to manage that, and sometimes 

ignore things, and sometimes say no, sometimes say yes, he had to report back on 

things.  

d. Coordinators’ role #2: brokers, first line of defense, and spies: 

So they were the sort the brokers on what you have to do [and] what can you not 

do when the requests basically came over from Korea. 

And one good thing about my coordinator was, he would try as hard as he could, 

if there was a dumb thing they (the Korean top management) asked us to do, he 

would try to say no and he would try to convince them not to do it. … So [he] was 

my first line of defense. 

The second major role was ...  we would sometimes joke that they were spies 

[LAUGH].  And they were looking over our shoulder. 

To be fair, Sean tempered this last comment with the following line: 

I would say, though, that they were good guys, they were smart guys. Their job 

was to help me succeed … 
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Cluster 2b: Management system 

a. Cumbersome decision-making process 

The complex reporting structure and the coordinator system resulted in an 

inefficient, bureaucratic process that Sean had to deal with. 

So one of the one of the things that … was the most frustrating for me was ...  my 

people – so my directors, my managers [below me] – if we want to do a 

marketing program, they had to sit down with the coordinators and spend an 

enormous amount of time educating them on every aspect of the program because 

the coordinators had to understand it well enough to have them approve it … 

[In terms of seeking approval for the decisions that I make] I would say the 

primary difference is the coordinator system. 

Steve mentioned that the approval matrix exists in both the American companies 

and the Korean company where he worked at. However, even though on paper he had an 

authority to go forward with programs below a certain dollar amount, he had to make 

sure that the coordinators understand what he was doing to get their approval. 

It's not that they automatically don't trust you, but there was just an administrative 

burden – I don’t know how else to say it other than that – of getting things 

approved by them [his coordinators and the Chief Executive Coordinator]. 

It is just a business drag. 

b. The burden of the coordinator system: 

.. it was so important to keep our coordinators up to speed. 

I have thirty people [reporting to me] and there are two of them [the 

coordinators]. So with all the work I'm doing with thirty people, the job of 

keeping them up to speed on the work of thirty people was really hard and very 

time consuming. 

… if those people [the coordinators] didn't exist, you would save an enormous 

amount of time that we had to spend. 

.. that administrative burden … it slows you down. 

c. Rigid control from Korea: 
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As much as his department had to deal with the cumbersome decision-making 

process, some other areas were controlled even more tightly by their Korean 

headquarters. 

They were very, very conservative, very command-and-control, very rigid HR 

function. … Human Resources acted with a very, very strong Korean hand. 

But importantly there was a Korean CFO and that has always been the case as far 

back as people told me. 

And so if I think about the burdens of moving quickly and getting programs 

approved, the two burdens were the coordinators, and the other one was getting 

purchasing or procurement – whatever it's called – and finance.  It was just 

extremely difficult. 

In the end, the inefficient, bureaucratic process took a toll not only on Sean but 

also on his employees. 

And because of the combination of the burden of coordinators, the burden the 

finance, the burden of purchasing … my people were so down about their job 

because of the effort and time it took to get stuff through the system. 

d. Utter reluctance (of the Koreans) to confront the boss: 

… in America, let's say … you're not sure what the boss thinks about something.  

Before you spend a whole lot of money or time, you go see the boss and you say, 

“Hey boss, what do you think about this?” In Korea they never want to do that. 

They never like to bring bad news, so they will stall bringing bad news. That was 

another [Korean] cultural thing. You want to be the very last … I mean that the 

building has to be on fire before you will go tell the boss, “I think we have a 

problem.” 

The result of the reluctance to confront the boss resulted in many nonsense 

activities, as Sean would call them. 

So some of that nonsense ended up … [as] time wasted on something that really 

isn't important. 

… in the Korean culture, [this phenomenon] is just taken to a whole other [level] 

– what I would say is a time wasting, non-value-added level. 
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Cluster 3: Being a leader, not just a follower 

a. Leader with big responsibility 

It is important to note that Sean was also a leader with big responsibility in his 

Korean company; he was not just a follower. 

I had a budget of several hundred million dollars. 

I was leading a group of about 30 full time employees, and because a lot of work 

was outsourced, we [also] had a whole series of agencies and partners [to be 

managed]. 

We had a pretty diverse workgroup … Hispanics, African-Americans, and some 

Asians. … We had a very small number of Koreans but they were Korean 

Americans. 

b. Being a “buffer” in a Korean company 

There was a realization on Sean’s part that as an American leader in a Korean 

company, he needed to act as a “buffer;” to provide his American employees with the 

American work values that were missing from the Korean management. 

Every two years my Korean company would do an employee survey of basically 

employee morale, if you like your job, you feel like you're listened to, do you 

understand corporate objectives, etc.  [Because of the cumbersome approval 

process] the worst ratings in the company are in my department and I felt bad 

about that, I did a lot of things to try to improve that. 

… you have to keep your key [people] motivated because you're not going to get 

it from your Korean guys.  And so you've got to be a cheerleader, you've got to be 

very overt in praise, congratulations, good job, because it's not going to come 

from the Koreans. 
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Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean boss and the coordinators 

a. Language isn’t a problem 

… two thirds [of the coordinators in the company] have been in the US before 

overall. … my two [coordinators] … lived and worked in [US locations] before. 

So from a language standpoint and culture, that proved to be a big advantage. 

b. Quality of personal relationship with the Korean boss and the coordinators 

… the new [coordinator] I just got along with much better. He was younger, he 

was more Western. So we just were a little bit more in the same way. … I 

wouldn't say we became friends, but there was a little more of an emotional 

connection with the number two, with the second [coordinator] I got.  

… [the coordinators] are trying to help me, they're not trying to make me look 

bad. 

So one thing I was happy about was I have enough level of trust with mine [my 

coordinator]. Sometimes … he wouldn't tell his boss everything [LAUGH].  … if 

it wasn't a lot of money or he didn't think it was controversial, he would often 

kind of look the other way …  

But I liked him [the Korean boss], he liked me. I think I had his confidence even 

though we had a few issues here and there. 

c. Time and business performance factors 

Often there's a little bit of a honeymoon and the business was good. He [the 

Korean boss] got a little tougher over time.    

  

[My company's] business was red hot.  My first year and a half in this [Korean] 

company, we were the hottest company in America. … We were growing, we 

were the darling of the industry, so that was great. 

  

[Using baseball metaphor] In my first two years I batted about 0.750. So three 

quarters of the ideas I had, [the Korean boss] approved.  In the last year it was 

maybe 0.600, sixty percent.  

[The company’s performance] changed dramatically because there was a long 

period we had no new [products], and [our competitors] … came back. So the 

whole thing slipped and our business got very difficult. 

Now the whole world changed when the new [Chief Executive] Coordinator 

came. … he didn't like me very much, he didn't agree with what I wanted to do, 

[and] business got bad … 
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d. Not much praise received: 

There wasn't a lot of praise in this Korean company. That was just not. 

Sean told a story when he did something very well that put his Korean company 

above its competitors. He described the reaction that he got from his Korean boss: 

And he just sort of nods his head, he puts [the report] in the pocket and he walks 

away. … that's all you get. .. we used to joke that doing something like that only 

allows you to come back to work the next day. 

Now my American boss was pretty better [at giving praise]. 

e. Indirect negative feedback: 

… usually it was my coordinator who would give me bad news [instead of my 

Korean boss]. 

… my coordinator would go write e-mails for my Chief Executive Coordinator 

[the Korean boss] … but the funny thing was I knew that my coordinator wrote 

them. 

Generally speaking that would never happen in my previous American company. 

First off, if it happened it would be in person because we all worked in the same 

building. 

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders 

a. No benefit reporting to a Korean: 

In the end, when asked about the benefit of reporting to a Korean manager 

(compared to the Caucasian-American managers that he had before), Sean said: 

I would have to say, there are none. 
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Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean boss 

a. Never say “no” bluntly: 

When a request comes, first of all you never say no right away. You never say 

[what] a very blunt American might say, “That's a crazy idea! Why would I do 

that?” You never say no. You always say, “Hmm, that's interesting. Let me think 

about that. Let me go work on that.”   

b. Know the limit in negotiation: 

… the request ultimately came from the Chairman to somebody to somebody to 

my coordinator … So that's just one example of requests that come … some of 

which you can argue about, some of which you can't. 

That's one of those where there was no point in me arguing it, and so I [just did it] 

… 

And so, on a couple occasions I would go with my American boss to my Korean 

boss and we would pitch in this idea.  And he just wasn't buying. … so we would 

go away and in two weeks we come and make a presentation again. (Laughing.) 

And we start all over again, and I think we might have done that a third time. And 

finally we were running out of time, and finally it was clear that he was just not 

going to buy this no matter what we did. 

c. “It’s their company:” 

Hey, your job as an American is, you give them the best advice you can. [But] at 

the end of the day it's their company. 

I'd like to think that there was a little more feeling that [my previous American 

company] was my company. And I think at this Korean company there really was 

a feeling “it’s their company.” 

 

Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers 

a. “I will do my best!”: 

Another thing we often would say is, “I will do my best.” You know, if some of 

them said, “Lift up this building and move it over five feet.” I know that's 

impossible, but you know what, I will do my best. 

So you always say, “I hear you. I will try to solve that. I will do my best.”  That 

attitude has to permeate. 
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b. Have a good relationship with the Korean coordinators: 

To have a good relationship with a coordinator is critical. While their job is to 

help you … the better the relationship is, the more they will stick their neck out to 

support you.  

 

Cluster 6b: Advice for Korean companies 

a. Minimize the Korean coordinator team: 

My only criticism would be the management structure they have chosen to use is 

not a good one. 

  

… companies have to move in this business environment today: moving fast, 

making good decisions, empowering people. 

I would have a very small, very small Korean team … just doing a little bit of 

reporting back but not nearly the approval process and the time-wasting 

burdensome [activities]. It's just not a successful model as business accelerates 

faster and faster. 

b. Empower the Americans: 

[If I were the top Korean boss] here's what I do: I am going to hold my American 

management to specific targets: sales target and profitability target. … And what I 

would be more inclined to do is, “Guys, if you do those two things, I'm going to 

leave you alone. Now if you don't, they'll be issues.” So what I would do is try to 

focus more on what I'm holding you Americans accountable, and you'll be 

rewarded, if you hit the targets, with nice bonuses, and there will be consequences 

if you don't, … 

 

Individual Profile #2: Oscar 

Oscar worked for almost 20 years in several American companies before joining a 

Korean company. He worked in the US throughout that time, except for about one year in 

a South East Asian country. He also spent a year in a Western European country as part 

of his advanced study. Except for one Western European manager, all his managers were 
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Caucasian-Americans. He had no exposure to Korean companies and culture during that 

time. 

The clusters and their emergent themes for Oscar are as listed in Table C.2 below. 

The last column in the table shows whether Oscar’s emergent themes converge with (i.e., 

similar to) the previous participant’s emergent themes, or diverge from those (i.e., 

opposite of, or something new/different). The discussion of the emergent themes follows. 

(The convergence/divergence analysis is not done on themes #6 (advices for American 

managers and Korean companies) because they were not “lived experience” per se.) 

No Cluster Emergent Themes Conv? 

1 Work environment a. Disregard for US work norms 

b. Mostly Koreans in the company  

c. High employee turnover 

• N 

• O 

• Y 

2a Organizational structure a. Simple reporting structure • O 

2b Management system a. Having an authoritarian boss 

b. Hierarchical organization 

c. Unrealistic work performance target 

d. No interest in employee’s career 

aspiration 

• N 

• N 

• N 

• N 

3 Being a leader, not just a 

follower 

a. Leader with big responsibility 

b. Leader in name only 
• Y 

• N 

4a Relationship with the 

Korean leader and the 

coordinators 

a. Language isn’t a problem 

b. Distanced relationship with the Korean 

manager 

c. Difficulty to see the Korean manager 

d. Time factor 

e. Post-work relationship 

f. Not much praise received 

g. Direct negative feedback 

• Y 

• N 

 

• N 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

• O 

4b Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. Caucasian-American managers are 

more collaborative  
• N 

 

Table C.2.  

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Oscar  

(Notes on the “Convergence?” column: Y = yes, it’s similar to a previous theme; N = no, it’s a 

new theme; O = it’s opposite of a previous theme) 
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b. Caucasian-American managers are 

more flexible 

c. Finding faults: process vs. person 

d. No benefit in reporting to a Korean 

• N 

 

• N 

• Y 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Meet the target 

b. Ask for forgiveness rather than 

permission 

c. Be creative 

d. Limit in negotiation 

• N 

• N 

 

• N 

• Y 

6a Advice for American 

managers 

a. Don’t apply! 

b. Just follow the rules 

 

6b Advice for Korean 

companies 

a. Align with the mainstream practices 

b. Pay more attention to employees 

 

 

Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. Disregard for US work norms: 

Oscar found that the work environment in his Korean company was – for a lack of 

better term – “un-American.”  

 “I’ve only worked for one Korean company, but it’s been my experience that 

yeah, they don’t have any regard whatsoever to [US] employment standards, 

evolving employment standards or the employees themselves.” 

b. Mostly Koreans in the company: 

Unlike Sean’s company, Oscar’s company also employed mostly Koreans.  

[The 15 people that report to my manager] are mostly Koreans. … And I only 

work with them occasionally.  

c. High employee turnover: 

Like Sean, there was a high employee turnover in Oscar’s company. 

… we had really high staff turnover. Since I joined here usually the average 

tenure is just under a year. 
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Cluster 2a: Organizational structure  

a. Simple reporting structure 

Unlike Sean, Oscar had a simple reporting structure, i.e., having only one boss 

(compared to Sean’s company’s complex reporting structure), and he is co-located with 

Oscar.  

Cluster 2b: Management system  

a. Having an authoritarian boss 

Oscar also worked in a Korean company with a hierarchical, top-down 

management style. When asked how often he had to seek approval from his Korean 

manager on the decisions that he made, Oscar answered: 

… nobody within the organization has been empowered to make any decisions 

without first getting his approval. … every decision has to be approved by him. 

And whenever there were disagreements between Oscar and his manager: 

Oh well, he is the boss, so he always wins. And he is definitely very hostile to 

anyone trying to persuade or use any kind of influence on a decision that he had 

made. 

His manager wasn’t open to feedback or suggestions, either.  

[My boss said] this is what we’re going to do and there is no discussion beyond 

that. 

I just presented the whole list and said, “This is the feedback that I have gotten 

from the team,” and he basically looked at it, crumpled it up, threw it away and 

there was no discussion beyond that. 

b. Hierarchical organization 

Oscar also felt that overall, the organizational structure of the company is a lot 

more hierarchical than the previous American companies he worked for. 
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As far as the organizational structure, I would say that the Koreans’ is 

significantly more hierarchical and the process to get the appropriate executive 

decision usually requires getting the approval of all the people between the 

employee and the executive. 

c. Unrealistic work performance target 

All of those contributed to the unrealistic work performance target given to Oscar 

from the top management. 

… the numbers that I was given were significantly out of the range of possibility 

for one person to do it alone. 

d. No interest in employee’s career aspiration 

[In my previous companies] I was used to having the tasks that I wanted to 

complete kind of aligned with the corporate tasks, but I also was encouraged to 

provide areas where I could get additional experience or education to further my 

career. As far as I know, the current management has no interest in our personal 

or aspiration goals. 

I’ve tried twice now to discuss what I wanted or expected out of my career and 

suggested ways in which I could achieve my personal goals and also furthering 

company goals. But in both cases, my manager basically said he would take it 

under advisement and then just dropped it. I followed up a few times on both of 

those instances and was never able to get any kind of feedback whether he was 

willing to do it or not. And since he never did anything with it, the answer over 

time became no. 

Oscar felt that this was not just a localized problem, but a company-wide one. 

If [the headquarters] were interested on employees continued success then they 

would provide a space [in the KPI process] where we could kind of indicate the 

direction we want to take in our careers. 

… the actual interest in the employee’s career choices, and actually the 

employee's job satisfaction generally … I would say [are] taken more into account 

by the Caucasian managers. 
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Cluster 3: Being a leader, not just a follower 

a. Leader with big responsibility 

Like Sean, Oscar was also a leader with big responsibility in his Korean company; 

he was not just a follower. 

I have more than 20 people [in a special program that I created] like I mentioned. 

I also manage our advisory board on a monthly basis, so that’s 15 executives. And 

I also have a staff of another 3 people. 

b. Leader in name only 

Oscar also had a few people officially reporting to him, but unfortunately, the 

controlling nature of his manager was such that he felt he was not the real leader of these 

people. 

I manage my staff basically on name only. He [his Korean manager] makes the 

decision from how many sodas going to the refrigerator to how much bonuses are 

going to be paid out per year. So he is definitely the decision maker. 

 

Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean manager 

a. Language isn’t a problem 

Like Sean, language was not a problem for Oscar to communicate with his 

Korean manager. 

I don’t know exactly how long my manager has been in the US [but] he has been 

here quite a long time. He was educated for graduate school in the US and 

attended a university in Korea for his undergraduate. 

b. Distanced relationship with the Korean manager 

However, even though Oscar and his manager worked in the same building, they 

didn’t have a close relationship. 
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I don’t have any routine contact with him beyond 30-minutes weekly that’s held 

between all the heads of the departments. 

I would say that [our personal relationship] is a highly-forced cordial relationship. 

… unless I have a pressing need to talk to him, I will go out of my way to avoid 

one-on-one conversation with him. 

c. Difficulty to see the Korean manager 

The distanced relationship was compounded with the difficulty to see the Korean 

manager. 

If I need to talk to him one-on-one, I would say that I need to plan at least a week 

in advance to get a 30 minute with him. 

I have the lowest priority so if there is another meeting comes, as often time does, 

then my meeting would get rescheduled to a later date and time. 

d. Time factor 

Interestingly, like Sean, there was a “honeymoon” period in the beginning when 

their relationship was good. During that time, the manager let him follow the plan that he 

developed.  

Yeah, [when I just moved in] I was really excited.  

So everything went great for the first 12-18 months. 

… at that time, it was pretty common, I would say it is actually routine for my 

manager and I to, for example, go have lunch or take a coffee break together … 

… at the point where we completed the plan … and it was a matter of improving 

on what’s already been established, that’s when the problem basically surfaced. 

The day we finally moved into the building that we currently occupy, and he got 

an office, I got an office, all of that stopped. And it becomes a very arm’s length 

sort of interaction. 

e. Post-work relationship 

Unlike with his previous Caucasian-American managers, Oscar doesn’t expect to 

maintain post-work relationship with his Korean manager. 
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… even now, [many] years later, I am still in contact with the managers that I had 

at that time [when I started my career], and I found that to be the case throughout 

my careers, that with some of my managers I have been able to establish and 

maintain relationship for years or even decades after I actually worked for them. 

With the manager I have here, I can’t imagine ever keeping in contact with him 

after I leave the company. 

f. Not much praise received 

Like Sean, Oscar found there was not much praise given in his Korean company. 

He [the manager] will just say it one-on-one if he is happy with a certain outcome. 

[And] he usually doesn’t congratulate the person. He talks about the outcome and 

how happy he is with the outcome. 

g. Direct negative feedback 

However, unlike in Sean’s case, Oscar’s manager had no problem giving negative 

feedback directly. 

But if he is disappointed, he has no issue addressing the person directly or calling 

that specific person out whether on one-on-one or in a group setting. 

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders 

a. Caucasians managers are more collaborative  

Oscar lamented the lack of collaborative style that he used to get with his 

Caucasian-American managers in the previous companies.  

I think that the Caucasians are significantly more open and collaborative. They 

keep an open-door policy where when they are not in a meeting or on a call, you 

can just walk in and have a discussion with them. 

The Caucasian managers are more willing to actually put together a decision-

making process in which they listen to various viewpoints, try to reach some kind 

of consensus, and at least take into account everybody’s opinion and thoughts on 

a particular issue or problem. 

There would be a lot more thoughts put into the process and the planning with the 

Caucasian managers. 
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Beyond the direct relationship with the manager, the collaborative atmosphere 

also extended to his colleagues in the previous companies. Oscar missed it in his Korean 

company. 

Also, the office environment, I would say is significantly louder, [and] more 

collaboration going on between people in companies where I had Caucasian 

managers, whereas here you feel like you are in a graduate school library. Nobody 

talks outside of conference rooms, and even then, people are very guarded at what 

they say with their action. 

The general sense of cooperation with Caucasians is order of magnitude higher 

than with the Koreans. 

b. Caucasians managers are more flexible 

Caucasian-American managers were also a lot more flexible in terms of office 

attendance. His Korean manager was very rigid in this aspect, which Oscar thought was 

unnecessary considering his seniority and role. 

I would say that just generally speaking, there is more flexibility with the 

Caucasian managers. As we were speaking last time, I was able to get my MBA 

while I was working, and that was because of the flexibility that offered me to 

take classes during the day and then come back to work.  

[The Caucasian managers were] far more goal oriented so as long as I was 

meeting the expectations for my work and work quality, then how many hours I 

actually spent in the office didn’t matter. With the Koreans we have a strict 9-to-6 

policy ... even for a role like mine. 

c. Finding faults: process vs. person 

Asked how his managers handled projects that didn’t go well, Oscar first had this 

to say about his Caucasian-American managers. 

If you have a bad outcome, it wasn’t as much about trying or assign blame. The 

bad outcome was then traced back to the process where you arrived at bad 

outcome to see if there is something in the process that needs to be changed so 

that the future outcome would be more positive.  
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I would say also …, if the process was fine, and, you know, things outside of your 

control ended up contributing to a less than satisfactory outcome, then that was a 

perfectly reasonable. So sometimes the process wouldn’t change at all. 

While with his Korean manager, the process was very different. 

Whereas here there is a lot of knee jerk reactions when something goes wrong. It 

is first we have to find out who’s messed up, we’ve got to punish them, then 

we’ve got to completely revised the way we’ve been doing things so theoretically 

you don’t arrive at the same outcome again. 

d. No benefit reporting to a Korean 

Exactly like Sean, Oscar found no benefit in reporting to a Korean manager. 

You know, at this point, after being here for [many] years, I would say that I am 

highly jaded so I actually can’t think of any upside to working for a Korean 

company. 

And he emphasized that he was not the only one feeling that way. 

I don’t know if there’s anybody that’s not Korean that isn’t looking for other 

opportunity. 

  

Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean manager 

Oscar mentioned four tactics that he used to deal with his Korean manager. One 

of them, i.e. “know your limit in negotiation,” is similar to Sean’s. The rest are different.  

 a. Meet the target 

Despite the difficulty that he had with his manager, Sean managed to keep his job 

for several years. Asked how, he said the key was to meet the target. 

I would say that the KPIs [key performance indicators] that I’ve been given or 

that I’ve negotiated over the last few years I’ve always been able to meet or 

exceed. 

So the fact that I hit my goals – … and give him wide berth of in the office and 

don’t try to challenge any of his decisions – keeps me in his good graces for now. 
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To meet the performance target that was often unrealistic, Oscar had to employ 

the two tactics below. 

b. Ask for forgiveness rather than permission 

… the way I overcome some of these [difficulties] is by not asking for permission 

but rather asking for forgiveness after the fact. 

c. Be creative 

I formed a [special] program so I can have some direct influence or exert some 

leadership that would allow me to reach my KPIs. 

Sometimes by having to do things completely out of the box like recruiting 20-ish 

[outside] people [to join the special program] help me achieve those goals. 

d. Limit in negotiation 

Like Sean, Oscar also had to know his limit in negotiation. 

There is usually two or three KPIs that are pretty obvious from the direction that 

headquarters has given them to us, and those are given priorities over other ones. I 

would say, you know, on the top two or three there is no negotiation. And the next 

set are usually of less importance, and in those [my manager] will allow some 

deviation. 

 

Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers  

a. Don’t apply! 

While Sean had at least an admiration towards Korean work ethic, Oscar’s 

feelings towards his Korean work experience were completely negative. Hence his first 

advice was to not even apply. 

… for the most part I would highly discouraged them. 

I will go out of my way to, you know, reach out to people that I know if I know 

that they applied or are interviewing here to let them know the issues and the 

dogmatism that they are about to get themselves into. 
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b. Just follow the rules: 

Oscar also gave the following advice to other Americans who are already working 

for a Korean company and are facing the same situation as him. 

Follow the rules, keep your head down. 

… on the immediate day-to-day sort of thing, I counsel them to not put any kind 

of resistance to what the manager wants to do, you know, basically just accepts 

what he tells you to do because ultimately that’s the safest course of action, and 

there’s no upside to putting up a fight. 

 

Cluster 6b: Advice for Korean companies 

a. Align with the mainstream practices 

You should follow the course and path of the companies operating in the 

geography you will be operating, and make sure that your policy and guidelines at 

least aligned with the mainstream. 

b. Pay more attention to the employees 

… you need to pay significantly more attention to your employees because we 

have a very flexible workforce, and keeping good people is challenging even for 

the companies that focus on trying to keep their employees happy. 

Sadly, Oscar, was not even confident sure that Korean companies would be 

willing to hear his advice. 

… based on my current experience with my Korean company, … I have no 

expectation that they would take my suggestion seriously. 

 

Individual Profile #3: Harry 

Harry had more than 25 years of work experience before joining a Korean 

company. He worked in the US the whole time, reporting to various Caucasian-American 

managers. The only exception was an African-American manager for a couple of years.  
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During his tenure in a large American company, Harry was exposed to Korean 

companies who were their vendors at that time. This experience introduced him to the 

Korean way of doing business which developed into an appreciation of their ingenuity.  

The clusters and their emergent themes for Harry are as listed in Table C.3 below 

and their discussion follows. Like in Oscar’s case, the last column in the table shows 

whether Harry’s emergent themes converge with (i.e., similar to) the previous 

participants’ emergent themes, or diverge from those (i.e., opposite of, or something 

new/different). The discussion of the emergent themes follows.  

No Cluster Emergent Themes Conv? 

1 Work environment a. Very small American team 

b. Admiration for Korean work ethic  

c. Problematic drinking culture 

• N 

• Y  

• N 

2a Organizational structure a. Remote and matrix reporting structure • N 

2b Management system a. Less bureaucracy and politics in 

Korean company  

b. Quick decision-making in Korean 

company 

c. Korean companies are more tactical, 

not strategic 

d. Korean binary negotiation style 

e. Individualism vs. collectivism 

• O 

 

• O 

 

• N 

 

• N 

• N 

3 Being a leader, not just a 

follower 

a. Leader with important responsibility 

b. Having local authority 
• Y 

• O 

4a Relationship with the 

Korean leader and the 

coordinators 

a. Joint goal-setting 

b. My opinions are well respected 

c. Language is a problem 

d. Not much praise in public 

e. Indirect negative feedback 

f. Age factor 

• N 

• N 

• O 

• Y 

• Y 

• N  

Table C.3 

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Harry.  

(Notes on the “Convergence?” column: Y = yes, it’s similar to a previous theme; N = no, it’s a 

new theme; O = it’s opposite of a previous theme) 
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4b Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. Caucasian-American managers are 

more collaborative  
• Y 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Meet the target 

b. Be rational 

c. Accept being outside the top clique 

d. Understanding my limitations 

e. Disagree but supportive 

f. Using my age to advantage 

• Y 

• N 

• N 

• N 

• N 

• N 

6 Advice for American 

managers 

a. It’s their company 

b. Be sensitive to nonverbal signs 

c. Don’t think out loud 

d. Be careful with analogy 

e. Be subtle 

f. It’s OK to ask question privately 

g. Being able to drink helps 

 

 

Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. Very small American team 

Harry was part of a very small regional American office that his Korean company 

set up in the US. 

[It is] a regional office in the US. Our US operation is very small. 

I would say two [people reporting to me]. 

We got an engineer who can work on specific tactical items, things that need to be 

fixed. But when it really comes to development, that kind of things, the 

intellectual horsepower all reside in South Korea. 

b. Admiration for Korean work ethics 

Like Sean, Harry admired the Korean work ethic. 

Within Korea, work is much more encompassing of your entire life. And I would 

say people compromise their personal life to a great extent in Korea to have a 

successful work-life. 

… within [my Korean company] culture, work continues into dinner. A lot of 

guys will go to dinner, they’ll have drinks, etc. and then, “I’ll come back to the 

office and work some more.” A massive work ethic, I highly respect that. 
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… once they decide to do it, they work extremely hard and a lot of hours. They do 

whatever it takes, I mean, that’s the Korean mantra, “whatever it takes” and they 

will deliver. And it’s a huge advantage. 

c. Problematic drinking culture 

Less admirable and more problematic to Harry is the Korean drinking culture. 

… there’s a huge drinking culture in Korea. Huge, you know, what I say, huge! 

... I may have a drink or two with them, but I try to avoid the heavy drinking for 

personal and professional reasons. And yet it almost seems you are not part of the 

team. And for non-drinker it is a significant issue, and not only with me, but with 

even with the partners, customers, who come in and visit from areas outside of 

Asia, where they may take a glass of wine. I’ll take European [customers], buys a 

couple glasses of wine and smiles and toasts and that kind of things and they’re 

done. On the Korean side they want go out and party until three in the morning.  

… [it’s] almost gets to the point where it’s a problem, for people who are visiting 

and like, “No, I am not trying to be rude. I am not going out [because] I am going 

to my hotel and I have to fly out the next day.” 

… my perception as an American [is that Koreans] don’t understand that in many 

cultures, it’s not that I don’t like you, … but I am not going out drinking because I 

don’t go out drinking. 

 

Cluster 2a: Organizational structure 

a. Remote and matrix reporting structure 

Harry worked in a medium-sized Korean company in the electronics industry, and 

the nature of the business and the size of the company necessitated a different 

organization structure (compared to the previous two participants’ companies).  

The first important characteristic in Harry’s reporting structure was its matrix 

structure.  

[We have] more like a matrix-type organizational structure, as opposed to direct 

line and functional. As you are doing [electronics] unit development, software 

development, those kinds of things really call for more of a matrix organization. 
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… if I have to say, do I have a day-to-day reporting relationship with an 

individual like a manager would, I would say no. … [It is] probably more 

colleague, individual we work collectively with. 

So those would be the individuals I am dealing with, more Managing Director 

(MD). 

The second important characteristic was that the person he reported to, or more 

precisely, worked with, was in Korea. Hence he did a lot of remote communication. 

Our primary communication path is weekly conference calls that we hold just 

about religiously every week, and specifically go through an Excel worksheet. So 

really it is a program management summary of everything we have worked in the 

US, and then we just go through individual customers or issues on a weekly basis. 

 

Cluster 2b: Management style 

a. Less bureaucracy and politics in Korean company 

Harry felt that there were less bureaucracy, office politics, and back-stabbing in 

his Korean company. This is somewhat opposite to what Sean said about his Korean 

company. 

… because [my Korean company] is lean, because it doesn’t have too many layers 

of bureaucracy, it just makes it a more fun place to work because everybody is in 

it together, and so you are successful together or you fail together. 

… the organization I worked at [in my American companies], they are very 

political place. You know, the kind of politics that will keep you awake at night. 

You had to be, I’ll use an analogy, you had to be good with a knife to work at 

those three places, and you need protection for your back, be sure you didn’t have 

a knife stuck in it. That is not the case in Korean companies. The people are not 

there to stick a knife at your back. 

  

I am sure some of that [office politics] happens internally, and I am not Pollyanna 

in regard to that, but I would say, versus my experience you don’t nearly have as 

much politics. 
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b. Quick decision-making in Korean company 

One of the things I very much like about the Korean company is their ability to 

make decisions quickly. And they move quickly. And to act quickly. And time is 

a variable, you know. Not making a decision is a decision. At my previous two 

[American] companies, … decision would stretch out, and part of it was trying to 

get multiple levels of approval, all the things that come with what I call 

bureaucratic organization. I find Korean companies are much nimbler. 

If my customer requests something, I can go back to my Korean counterpart, and I 

get answer fast. Even if they want to work out a proof of concept or something 

like that, I can get answer fast. In American culture, that’s like at breakneck 

speed. You know, why? Because they are not as bureaucratic, [only] one or two 

managers involved. If they say they’re going to do it, they will do it. So boom, 

you’re moving forward.  

Harry felt so strongly about the two factors above that when asked about the 

benefit of working in a Korean company, he said without hesitation: 

Speed. When they say they’re going to do something, they do it. People around 

the world may say, “Well, that’s the case everywhere.” No! No, it is NOT the 

case everywhere. I mean it is a HUGE advantage. When they tell me they’re 

going to do something, it is as good as done. So that’s a huge advantage in 

working with the Korean companies. 

c. Koreans are more tactical, not strategic 

Another thing that Harry noticed is that Korean management tends to make more 

tactical decisions instead of strategic ones. This may baffle and bother American 

executives who are used to think more strategically. 

I will say – this is maybe a little more of the negative – Korean companies tend to 

be more tactical and less strategic. So, what are you going to do today, how do 

you fix something, you know, what do you do, etc. … you know, it is narrower in 

timeline.  

… a lot of time that will result, in my opinion, that you'll chase the next important 

issue, but it could be very tactical, and the strategic stuff sometimes just doesn't 

get done. 

But when push comes to shove, it will fall more back into, “Here's how we got to 

get it done to satisfy this customer on this specific request.” And in terms of 

resource allocation, resources will be allocated more to the tactical than the 

strategic. 
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I would say Korean companies are very good at sense and respond. They're not as 

good in terms of having a future outline of where they want to go. 

d. Korean binary-style negotiation 

… in the US, you know, everything is negotiated. … I give you my points, you 

give me your points, and we talk about it. And then we take the best part of each 

argument to put together the best solution. That isn’t necessarily the Korean way. 

A friend of mine put it best that a lot of negotiations in Korea are binary. Here is 

the way that we want to go, here is the way that you want to go, we’ll each argue 

our point, but we will pick one of those two, and there is not a middle ground. … 

and that is the key difference between the two cultures. 

  

I find that that give-and-take is not as understood on the Korean side as it is in the 

American side. And my guess is if you talk to Korean managers, they may say 

American executives and American managers are indecisive because of this give-

and-take. 

e. Individualism vs. collectivism 

Harry had a keen observation of the American individualistic culture and how it 

compares to the Korean collectivistic culture. 

US has more of a cowboy culture. And what do I mean by that? I mean the rugged 

individualism that is rewarded in the movies and medias, … it is really a part of 

US life. Even if you are on a team sport, there is still a certain amount of rugged 

individualism that goes into thing. In my experience, [in] Asian culture, when you 

say cowboy culture, they look at that in a negative way. In the US, we look at that 

positively. 

And so, the sum of the whole is more important than the individual parts in many 

Asian companies. That necessarily isn’t the case in the US. When you disagree, 

you quit and get a job somewhere else. 

In American companies, Harry said, even worse is when people try to sabotage 

the decision they don’t agree with. 

[In] bad companies, people who disagree will go back and try to almost 

submarine the decisions because they didn’t get their way. That’s very, in my 

experience, very destructive. You don’t see that much in Asian companies; you 

see that more in US companies. So that’s the weakness of a cowboy culture.  
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Cluster 3: Being a leader, not just a follower 

a. Leader with important responsibility 

Like the previous two participants, Harry was also a leader with important 

responsibility in his Korean company; he was not just a follower. 

… what [my title/role] really encompasses is … two folds: 1) maintaining 

relationship and existing businesses [with all large customers in the US], and 2) 

looking for opportunities for new business. 

  

b. Having local authority 

Contrary to Oscar, who had to get approval from his boss for every decision, 

Harry had the authority to make local decisions. Comparing it to the funding approval 

structure in his previous large American companies, Harry said: 

Much less of that structure – and again maybe [because] the size of the company 

– so local decision-making I can do it. I am not worried about it, I just handle it – 

which is good.  

 

Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean “leader”  

a. Joint goal-setting 

The word “leader” above is put between quotation marks because, as mentioned 

above, Harry had more of a peer-relation to his Managing Director (MD) than a 

traditional upward-reporting. In line with this theme, Harry’s goals and tasks were jointly 

developed with his MD.  

… we discussed where do we want to move, strategically where does our 

[company’s] capabilities lie, and then how we proceed based on meshing or lining 

those two items. 
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So, we have to jointly decide on where’s the best upside, where’s the best 

opportunity, and then put the resources there. So constantly there are 

opportunities I might highlight, I forward those on to Korea, [and we] will jointly 

work through where we think we need to go, and Korea will ultimately make the 

decision on where we will move. 

b. My opinions are well-respected 

While Caucasian-American managers seek more input in the decision-making 

process, Harry said that they may not actually respect or act on it. In contrast, Harry felt 

that his opinions were well-respected by his Korean management. So much so that he had 

to be careful in airing his opinion. 

… in the US - say you’re a staff in a big American company - you are allowed to 

argue and discuss, but there are certain times when people really kind of, you 

know, even though you may do it, people really don’t respect that opinion, and 

they may not act on it.  

  

[In this Korean company] my opinion is well-respected. Much more so than at the 

big American companies. So while they [the Korean management] may not want 

differing opinion, the opinion you present is actually well-respected. And that’s 

one of the things I really enjoy working at [my] Korean company. If you are part 

of the team, they really listen the input you provided, while in the bureaucratic 

company, sometimes that is not the case; many times that’s not the case. 

… part of it may also be working in a smaller company than in those three giant 

US companies I worked at. Working at a smaller company your opinion and 

feedback, in my opinion, are much more valued. 

My behaviors actually have to change some because the input that I provide is 

seriously considered. So I can’t think out loud as much … 

  

c. Language is a problem 

Another thing that Harry had to be careful of is how he communicated his ideas. 

Unlike the previous two participants, language was a problem in Harry’s daily work. In 

fact, he put it as the #1 challenge in reporting to a Korean leader. 

[The Managing Director] had limited US experience. … I would say most of the 

folks I work with have limited, very limited US experience. 
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I do a lot of work in writing, so people can take their time to translate. And I think 

there is a better level of understanding but still I would say that the level of 

understanding on 1 to 5 is at best at 3. 

  

Number 1, it’s probably just the language barrier.  … language and the subtlety of 

language always an issue in communication in general, written and oral. Oral is 

more of a challenge than written but they are both significant challenge. That’s 

why I put them as #1. And it is not just the overt communication, the subtlety of 

the communication. And there are times where in Korean culture I’ll be very 

overt. I would say, here is what we need to do to get the business. And they’ll be 

like, well, they don’t really understand when I say that’s what needed to get the 

business. I mean that’s non-negotiable. And non-negotiable means non-

negotiable. That subtlety of communication is missed. A lot! 

  

If you’re using an analogy be clear you’re using an analogy. … literally those 

analogies are not understood because analogies by definition are subtleties, and 

those things are completely missed. 

d. Not much praise in public 

Like the previous two participants, Sean, Harry found there was not much praise 

going around in his Korean company. 

Again, not as overtly [as in American companies]. In the US there may be 

backslapping, you know, great jobs, and people will complement in emails and all 

that. That’s not the way it’s done in Korea. In fact, many times you just move on 

to the next subject. There is not a lot of celebrating those kinds of victories in 

public. Privately … the individual or the individuals involved may give you a hug 

… 

… they are not as complimentary as you might be used to [in American 

companies] …   

e. Indirect negative feedback 

In the US people would just come out and say, “Hey, you need to change that, 

you need to alter this … to be more effective.” It is much subtler in Asian culture. 

In Asian culture a lot times they’ll change the subject. Things will get very quiet. 

And it won’t be direct, it will be subtle. When I was first there [in the Korean 

company], I may not pick up the cues, now I think I do. But a lot of it is indirect. 

I made the point, they understood it, [and] I continued to make the point, and I 

think they don’t want to hear it. … what I find is they almost don’t react to it 

anymore. And so that’s a very subtle way of saying, “The reason we are not 

reacting is that you told us too many times, and now you’re becoming 

confrontational.” And confrontation is not handled exceedingly well [in Korean 
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culture], at least that would be my experience. So it’s more of a subtle way of 

handling confrontation. 

  

f. Age factor 

One interesting factor that softened the impacts of the “Korean challenges” was 

Harry’s age. Asked whether there were times when he didn’t agree with his management 

and tried to push his ideas to them, Harry said the following: 

All the time (chuckled). That is a daily experience. When I was junior in my 

career, I probably would have gotten fired over those (laughed). Because I would 

have been too persistent. I am [his age] now, so I learned that there are limitations 

… 

Harry mentioned this age factor a few more times, together with a sense of 

contentment of where he was in his career. 

Bigger decision with capital investment, almost all I would propose, but the 

decisions are made out of Korea. Some US executives would hate that. Given that 

I am where I am at my career, that is the way it is, so I am comfortable with it. 

And so … things go very smoothly.  

  

 Given my age, eventually I am like, fine, go the direction … 

  

… and again it could be because I am [his age]. I am not going to run their 

company, I am not going to be the CEO so I am comfortable in my own skin. So I 

am not gunning for anyone’s job, … I enjoy what I am doing. 

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders 

a. Caucasian-American managers are more collaborative 

Echoing what Oscar said, Harry mentioned that Caucasian-American managers’ 

decision-making style are more collaborative in nature than the Koreans’. And when a 

decision is handed out, the rationale for it is also given. 

Korea has a certain way to decide what they are going to do [which] tends to be 

fairly structured, [while] US typically at senior levels tends to be more 
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collaborative. … And that – you’re going to find, I guess – tends to be a friction 

point between US executives working with Korean companies 

In the US, you know, when I was an executive at [a large American company], I 

was part of the decision-making process. I would get right in the middle of it, you 

know, and there is a spirited debate about the way things should be done. 

I would say, again, American managers more collaborative, and part of it maybe 

[because] everybody works together geographically. You know, there are certain 

advantages [to that].  

[We] worked more collaboratively, you know, and then when the decision was 

made, not just decisions, but the rationale for the decision [was explained.] 

  

Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean “leader” 

a. Meet the target 

There are six tactics that Harry used to deal with his Korean “leader.” The first 

one, i.e. “meet the target” is similar to the previous two participants’. The others are new.  

Like Oscar, Harry stressed the utmost importance of meeting the work 

performance target in a Korean company regardless of the external factors. 

So at the end of the day you could do everything perfectly, but if you don't hit 

your numbers, you're probably going to get fired. And within an American 

company that's not the case. You know, they will take into consideration external 

environmental issues that influence your performance, etc., etc. And by the way 

that, that's well understood by American executives and managers. If you go work 

for a Korean company, if you don’t hit your numbers you better have your resume 

dust up because you're going to get fired. 

Asked for advices for American executives who work or will work for a Korean 

company, Harry emphasized again: 

Don’t miss your numbers. 
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b. Be rational 

To get his ideas accepted by his Korean management, Harry found that he needed 

to propose them in a very rational and organized way. This was due to the Korean 

decision-making process and to the language problem that he mentioned before, i.e. that 

he must be as overt as possible to avoid any misunderstanding from his Korean 

counterpart.  

I think it really comes to the decision-making process for Asian companies, being 

able to bring the well-thought-out solution with clear steps, articulated clearly, 

and everything kind of moving-forwarded in a rational fashion. I try and do that in 

my correspondence and everything that I do … 

So I have to be very conscious, to be very rational, to be very overt, to be very 

organized in the way that I bring ideas forward. And when I do that and do it well, 

things tend to go well. When I get sloppy, when I am trying to go fast, start to 

revert to my American style of doing business, then things tend not to work as 

well. 

And think before you speak. And … remember that word “rational”? Try to be 

rational, try to present [your idea] in that rational form to be better accepted. 

c. Accept being outside of the top clique 

Harry also accepted the reality that he was not part of the top management clique 

at his Korean company, and he advised American executives working in a Korean 

company to do the same. 

Korean companies keep a lot of the strategic issues close to the vest. In other 

words, those are not shared as openly as you might [think], … as my experience 

would be in other [American] companies. 

Sometimes you might not get all the information that you desire, and [you need] 

to be almost comfortable being uncomfortable with that.  

  

I would say that there’s a tight decision-making group that typically exists at 

Korean companies. There may be some distrust of those outside of Korea to bring 

them in to that: could be like language-based, could be culturally-based, but that 

can be problematic. Many times, they are somewhat … insular … 



   

 212 

… there will be times when they will make a decision that you won’t be included, 

don't take that as an insult. 

d. Understanding own limitations 

I am 58 now, so I learned that there are limitations, and my assessment, while it 

may actually be right, there may be hidden variables that I am not aware of. 

e. Disagree but supportive 

And there are times where we may agree to disagree strategically of where that 

movement is, but at the end of the day, my job is to support my company and the 

development that we opt to support. 

We may even agree to disagree on that, but at the end of the day, obviously, you 

know, I’ll make my best case and then fully support wherever Korea decides to 

go. 

… from my standpoint, that's one of those times where I may say I agree to 

disagree, and being older and been through this a few times, I'm like OK, [that] 

might not be exactly the way I would do it, but that's the way they're going to do 

it, and it’s their money so go ahead, and I'll always support where you're going. 

f. Using age to advantage 

Harry is the one research participant that was cognizant of the age deference in 

Korean culture and used it to his advantage. 

… age matters much more in Korean culture. [Being] older actually helps me 

because here people will defer to age. … you know, in the U.S. people don't care. 

Like if a 30-year old is brilliant, [it] doesn't really matter. … a 30- year old can 

tell a 50-year old his idea. You won’t see that much in Korean culture … 

… sometimes I'll use my age as an advantage, and I know that sometimes people 

will defer to it. Sometimes … I’ll use them. 
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Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers 

a. It’s their company! 

Harry had a lot more advices for American managers compared to the previous 

two participants. Unfortunately, due to the interview time limitation, the author could not 

get his advice for the Korean companies. 

Just like Sean, Harry accepted the fact that sometimes his Korean leaders just 

thought differently about the issues and the direction of the company. 

What you need to do is you need to respect where they are coming from. It’s their 

company. Put your opinion forward but respect where they are coming from. 

b. Be sensitive to nonverbal signs 

And there comes a time, when you may not be told overtly but you need to be 

sensitized at nonverbal, in terms of when you are ruffling feathers. That’s much 

harder to tell that than it is in most other European or U.S. companies that I’ve 

worked at. So …, you need to be sensitized to those nonverbal [signs]. You know, 

when everybody gets quiet, that doesn't necessarily mean they're listening really 

closely. It may mean they are really pissing them off. And you need to judge, are 

they listening closely or have I just pissed everybody off, because they're not 

going to tell it. 

  

c. Don’t think out loud 

… if you think out loud, tell them you're going to think out loud. In America, if I 

work at a software company, again, I'm just thinking out loud, I would do that 

four times in a meeting. If I do it four times in a month [in my Korean company], 

it might be one time too many. You can do it but you can't you can't do it this 

much in other culture. 

  

d. Be careful with analogy 

Asian language, you know, Mandarin, Korean, Japanese, very different than 

English, and so be very careful when you use analogies. Choose your language at 

seventh grade level. Very overt. Very explicit. Don't use charging, slang. 

e. Be subtle 

Don’t bring a spotlight to yourself. Don't talk too much. Don't directly argue or 

conflict. There's a subtlety in disagreeing. That you need to be that sensitized. 
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For American managers who are working at a Korean company, … you might 

need to pull back on rein in terms of your personal input. I think that's really 

important. At the end of the day … a little less ego [is good]. 

f. It’s OK to question but privately 

The other part is it’s OK to ask questions as opposed to stew in your juice. So 

when you're starting to feel like you're left out, or starting to feel like decisions 

are being made around you, and you are getting upset, it's OK to privately bring 

those up with those you work with directly. 

Be sure to note “privately.” To make a person lose face in public is not good, not 

OK. 

g. Being able to drink helps 

In light of the big drinking culture in Korea, Harry said: 

One final item is the socialization after work is real big in Korea. So you need to 

be able to drink … You laugh but I'm telling you, I hope you're listening with 

both ears when I say that. 

 

Individual Profile #4: Omar 

Omar grew up and started his career outside the US, but by the time he joined his 

Korean company, he had worked in several large companies and lived in North America 

for 15 years. Throughout his career, Omar reported to managers from different 

nationalities: Middle Easterner, Western European, South Asian, and Caucasian North-

American. Omar had little or no exposure to Korean companies and culture before 

joining a Korean company. 

The clusters and their emergent themes for Omar are as listed in Table C.4 below. 

Like the previous participants, the last column in the table shows whether Omar’s 

emergent themes converge with (i.e., similar to) the previous participant’s emergent 
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themes, or diverge from those (i.e., opposite of, or something new/different). The 

discussion of the emergent themes follows.  

No Cluster Emergent Themes Conv? 

1 Work environment a. Large, multi-location, and diverse 

company 
• Y/N 

2a Organizational structure a. Hierarchical organization with too 

many layers  

b. Muddy vision 

c. Unrealistic direction 

• N 

 

• N 

• Y 

2b Management system a. Chance to speak up 

b. Reluctance to confront the boss 

c. Language is a problem 

d. Plenty of praise but not always for the 

right reason 

e. Good managers, but not good leaders 

• N 

• Y 

• Y 

• N 

 

• N 

3 Being a leader, not just a 

follower 

a. Leader with big responsibility 

b. Leader of a diverse team 

c. Contrasting goal-setting authority 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y/N 

4a Relationship with the 

Korean leader and the 

coordinators 

a. Regular communication with the 

Korean leader 

b. My expertise is sought 

c. Indirect negative feedback 

d. Unconstructive negative feedback 

• Y 

 

• Y 

• Y 

• N 

4b Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. More bottom-up and collaborative 

decision making in American 

companies 

b. Small benefit reporting to a Korean 

• Y 

 

 

• Y 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Present data 

b. Play within the "bad" sandbox 

c. Evade the approval process and do 

things your way 

d. Meet the target no matter what 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

 

• Y 

6a Advice for American 

managers 

a. Be strong! 

b. Be an expert 

c. Be analytical, not emotional 

 

Table C.4 

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Omar.  

(Notes on the “Convergence?” column: Y = yes, it’s similar to a previous theme; N = no, it’s a 

new theme; O = it’s opposite of a previous theme) 
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6b Advice for Korean 

companies 

a. Start fresh in the US 

b. Learn to communicate in English 

c. Mingle and be integrated with the 

Americans 

 

 

Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. Large, multi-location, and diverse company 

Contrary to Harry, the previous participant, Omar’s company has a big presence 

in the US. 

The company is a big company, it's a great company. 

So my first drop, that was located in [a city in Western region]. My manager was 

located in the city also during that time. The second drop that I'm in, I am located 

in multiple locations, mainly we can say [a city in the Southeast], but my manager 

is in [the Northeast]. 

The first division [I worked in] was several hundred people and mixed up Korean 

and US. I would say when we define Korean, we have two types of Koreans: we 

have Koreans who really hold US citizenship or US residency, and there are 

Koreans who are dispatched from headquarter to do the business. I would roughly 

say that there is about maybe 40% of the employees who were Caucasians. I 

would say about 30% are Korean Americans and 30% are Koreans dispatched 

from the headquarters in Seoul. 

 

Cluster 2a: Organizational structure 

a. Hierarchical organization with too many layers 

Omar’s large company had many layers and very complex organization structure. 

… the way my company worked, it's a hierarchical company, meaning that it is a 

very, very complex organization. It has a holding company that has fifty plus 

companies. So, there is a holding company, and there are fifty other companies. 

After explaining the many layers of the organization and where his company and 

he sat in the hierarchy, Omar said: 
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So there is this level of overall hierarchy and management that goes on the 

company overall. 

[And] the challenges that you have [is that] there are what I call too many cooks 

in the kitchen with too many different opinions. 

  

b. Muddy vision 

The problem above created a situation where leaders of different sub-companies 

chased unsynchronized goals and “muddy” vision. 

… each [leader] comes with different mandate, and sometimes, or often, they do 

not have a clear vision to what we want to do. Moreover, the vision becomes so 

much distant from the reality, so you can have the CEO of the company make a 

decision that doesn’t work because he does not know the exact details of how 

each one of the businesses run. 

c. Unrealistic direction 

Another problem the situation created was unrealistic direction from the top 

company leaders (which is similar to what Oscar experienced). 

For example, if T [our competitor] does something, people say, “See, T got it, let's 

do it,” [and] it comes to us as a decision that doesn't make sense to my 

environment. It doesn't make sense to my product. Maybe it's not applicable to 

me. I cannot imitate and copycat the thing. 

 

Cluster 2b: Management system 

a. Chance to speak up 

One prominent impression that Omar got after he joined the company was that it 

was different from other Asian companies that he had dealt with in the past. 

I think the first difference is how the hierarchy within the companies is respected, 

but at the same time, different people have voices. So in Japanese or Chinese 

[companies], it was like, really, when the boss speaks everybody shuts up. They 

don't talk, they don't argue, stuff like that. But in this company, I think people are 

given the opportunity to speak up their minds and express their feelings in a 

different way or in a better way. 
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And it's interesting – I'm not sure it is because they listen more to foreigners than 

they listen to their own people from the same kin or from the same culture – but I 

was fully given the chance to express anything and everything that I wanted. 

Beyond this, Omar saw a lot of downsides (although not completely negative) in 

the Korean values and management system as we can see below. 

b. Reluctance to confront the boss 

It's a challenge that they [the Koreans] have, and you can see that also when 

you're sitting in big meetings. A Korean person would not tell his Korean 

manager about an issue because all hell can break open in the meeting, and they 

will be screamed at and whatever. However, they will send it to them in an e-mail 

after they leave the meeting. 

c. Language is a problem 

Although Omar did not mention language as a major problem in his regular 

communication with his manager, it was a problem in the overall corporate 

communication. 

There are major communication gaps when it comes to the language. … the 

biggest problem that [my Korean] company has is that, while operating globally, 

the company continues to behave locally, meaning that it is a Korean company 

that operates in the US versus the global company. And you can see that from the 

communications, all are in one language, in Korean. 90% of my emails that come 

to me are in Korean. 

The challenge is that you feel at a disadvantage compared to your peers who may 

be Korean. … Omar has to wait for the translation to come in from his admin. So 

it puts you at certain level of the disadvantage, and we're talking about five, six 

hours of disadvantage but they mean a lot. Because now we can go to a meeting 

and everybody has read the memo except you because it didn't come your way 

yet, and you find yourself like really have no clue what the people are talking 

about. So communication is really a major issue. So … I would say language … 

there is major communication gaps when it comes to the language. 

d. Plenty of praise but not always for the right reason 

Unlike all previous participants, Omar’s company was good at giving praise in 

public. Unfortunately, it was not always for the right reason. 
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I think that [my Korean company], as I say, is a company that respects 

achievements and results. So when do you do something right … you get the 

praise for that. 

It's a company that praises people, that's true. 

But also, there are praises that happen when really you did not do anything. It's 

just like all the stars lined up so things work fine. And they also attribute 

greatness to people, not necessarily to the team or to the process. 

e. Good managers, but not good leaders 

The Koreans are more social into after-hours or after-work activities, so they 

would invite people for dinners often. They will share drinks and stories and 

laughs and stuff like that. So they are keener to reward their people through these 

informal things, more than the Caucasian manager.  

Koreans don't have a personal life after hours. So basically what they do is they 

spend time with their employee and they try to – I don't say “apologize” – but 

they try to really make it up for part of the tense work environment through some 

of these informal settings. They will be laughing and joking and do as if really the 

tense environment that was an hour ago in a meeting was not existed. 

I fear that the Koreans are doing above and beyond when it comes to that, and 

they are trying to take care of their people above and beyond the others, but really 

in terms of entertainment, not in terms of career planning, development, coaching, 

training and all of these things. 

I think that [with] the Korean, there is a lot of management, and they try to do a 

good job to take care of their people and to defend their people. However, it 

doesn't develop beyond that. 

Koreans work very hard, and they are trying their best to be good managers for 

their people, but not good leaders. 

 

Cluster 3: Being a leader, not just a follower 

a. Leader with big responsibility 

Like all previous participants, Omar was also a leader with big responsibility in 

his company. He held an executive title and led an organization of several hundred 

people in North America. 
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b. Leader of a diverse team 

I would say that I had over 70% Caucasians, 20% Korean Americans, and about 

10% people dispatched from overseas. 

c. Contrasting goal setting authority 

When asked about who set the goals, tasks, and plans for him, Omar gave an 

interesting answer: it depended on his job role – whether it was financial- or non-

financial-related one. 

… in sales, all the targets are set top-down. The company CFO knows exactly 

how many units we need to sell, what is the revenue that we need to get, and for 

us to be profitable, what is the level of operating margins that we need. So it is 

non-existent that goals at this time are set by anybody but by the CEO of the 

company and the CFO. [For] all the presidents of all the business units, every 

single one, as high as you can get [and] as low as you can get, there are goals set 

up by the top [leaders] in Korea, and it's for everybody and non-negotiable. 

This is in line with what Sean said, i.e. that Human Resources and Finance were 

tightly controlled by the Korean headquarters. Contrast that to the full freedom that Omar 

had in his functional (non-financial) job: 

[In the functional job] I had all the latitude in defining the goals because those 

goals … were not financial in nature per se. They had financials in them, but I 

was able to control the financials. I was setting up the entire cost structure 

because that level and domain expertise was outside of headquarters and that's 

why they asked me to join the company. 

So [it is] 100% full freedom in the functional jobs, zero freedom when it comes to 

sales jobs.  

 

Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean leader 

a. Regular communication with the Korean leader 

Like Harry, Omar had a good and regular communication with his Korean leader. 
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When we were collocated at the beginning, it was a daily interaction because my 

office was three or four offices away from my manager, so we always have 

meeting every morning where we huddle and just talk about the day's important 

things, and whether there is something that developed the last twenty-four hours. 

So, it was daily interactions and ... so, great communication. 

When we're not collocated, we have three-times-a-week meeting with my 

manager across all the organizations, so not only myself but my peers as well … I 

think I can say that my manager was always available to take my calls – of 

course, as the schedule allowed – but mainly that the communication was working 

fine on a regular basis. 

b. My expertise is sought 

Again, like Harry, Omar felt that his expert advice was sought by his leaders. 

Maybe also because I was coming in a time of crisis, when the company was 

looking for expertise, so they looked at me with expertise and to provide that 

[expertise] so they were more prone to listening and to adopting newer ideas. 

c. Indirect negative feedback 

… because of the language, you find yourself so many times not talked to, 

because your manager wants to express something that he’s not able to tell you, 

and he is going to one of your people who works for you, who are Koreans, who 

are dispatched from Korea, to try to tell you something. So that is really one of the 

things that, “If you need to call me, just call me. And if you speak okay English, I 

am going to understand it.” And many of them speak actually good English and 

they understand, but it's easier for them to just call one of your subordinates to 

work on something. 

… the most troubling one for me: it's a conflict-averse culture, meaning that you 

hate me for something but at the same time you are not talking to me. You do not 

confront me. … They try to evade [the conflict], they don't tell you in your face 

what they like, what they don't like, and they try to leave it to your subordinates to 

come to you, “Well, your boss did not like you, don't like this thing when you said 

it.” He could have called me; “Why is he calling you to tell me about that?” 

  

d. Unconstructive negative feedback 

Because of the expectation to meet one’s work performance target even though it 

was unrealistic and regardless of the external factors, Omar felt that the post-mortem 

evaluation often became an emotional process that didn’t yield meaningful feedback. 



   

 222 

[Korean is] a culture that attributes greatness, as well as failures, to individuals. 

… You could be praised for something that really was not that hard to do or was 

easy to do, and the opposite, you could be cursed for something that you did not 

do but again the stars did not line up. 

It is not a constructive feedback, that's what I can tell you, because it's an 

emotional environment, and it's an emotional leadership style versus a factual, 

contextual-based style. When you are praised, you could be an angel one day, 

[then] you could be Satan the second day. It shifts up and down. 

So you tend to ignore, just like you coping with a non-qualified leaders. So that's 

it. “OK, well, thank you. I'm good today, I'm bad tomorrow. That's fine.” But you 

don't get out of the discussion with something that you can operationalize or work 

on, or change or go learn, or go read about or what take a class about … [It] 

doesn’t lead to that. 

[In American companies] it is more factual, and you can leave the appraisal or 

your meeting or your evaluation feeling that you learned something because you 

discussed the fact: this is what happened, this is what you did not do, what was 

within your control and did not do. And … generally when you evaluate your 

people, you evaluate them over what was within their control. … so you could 

teach them about, “Hey, you had all the information yet you made the wrong 

decision.” 

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders 

a. More bottom-up and collaborative decision making in American companies 

While the employees in his Korean company had the opportunity to speak up, 

Omar felt that still, the decision-making process in American companies are more 

collaborative and hence better. This echoes the theme found in Oscar’s and Harry’s cases. 

In general, in western management style, decision making is bottom up, not top 

down; meaning that I and my team members and my colleagues, we reach a 

decision and we explain its rationales. We bring it to our supervisors, they add 

their views their perspectives on it, and they bring it to their supervisors such that 

when it hits the top, generally it's a well-adopted decision that came from the 

bottom, or has been supported at the bottom, or somewhere, but you never or 

rarely find a major discrepancy between what the bottom people believe and what 

the top believe. 

I would say, in the Western management style, decisions are eighty to ninety 

percent accepted, adopted, approved. Very rarely that you would find a major 
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decision that nobody is knowing about or surprised about, or struggling to 

understand its implications. 
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b. Small benefit in reporting to a Korean 

The only benefit that I see is that because they are Koreans, they are aware of 

what goes on in Korea. If it would have been an American or a Caucasian 

manager sitting here, he would be as clueless as I am to what happens in there. So 

these people, it's because of speaking the same language and coming from the 

same culture, they are communicated to more often about the situations happening 

in Korea and what the priorities are, what we need to work on, so this is the only 

benefit. However, at the management level, there's absolutely no benefit. 

 

Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean leaders 

The plural word “leaders” is used here because in Omar’s complex, multi-layered 

organization, he often had to deal not only with his direct leader but also with his leader’s 

leaders. 

a. Present data 

Asked about how he tried to influence his manager and put his ideas forward, 

Omar mentioned two tactics. The first one was to present data – which is similar to 

Harry’s “be rational.” 

Case number one [is] if the Korean manager is blindly following what his 

supervisor is saying and convinced about it. … When they agree blindly with the 

supervisor [or] with the bosses in Korea, when the information is wrong, you try 

to assemble data and be analytical to try to take away that.  

… you try to get data from the environment, from the competitive intelligence, 

what the others are doing, how the others are facing several challenges or 

different challenges, what the product going to look like, what's the pricing of the 

competitor – you try to bring data to be able to counter that argument, and you try 

to utilize your manager to convey that uniqueness of your accounts such as maybe 

he would be able to speak up and present newer evidence to speak his bosses in 

Korea. So that is one. That is the first case. 

b. Play within the “bad sandbox” 

The second case [is] where your boss is not convinced of something that comes to 

him from Korea and he feels helpless. Then what you try to do is you try to play 

in the “sandbox” while knowing that it's the wrong decision. You try to do the 
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best you can out of that decision but generally it fails, and you provide them the 

failures; say, “You know what, we were not able to secure this product, we were 

not able to get the price, … That's the fact and … it fails.” So through results you 

can show that the prior decision was wrong, and maybe in the future we need to 

get a better decision. 

c. Evade the approval process and do things your way 

Omar understood that in Korean management system, he was supposed to ask 

approval from his manager 100% of the time. But like Oscar, who “asked for forgiveness 

rather than permission,” Omar made a case-by-case judgment on when to follow and 

when to evade that process.   

… if I follow Korean structure, it has to be 100%. If I follow Omar’s structure, it's 

about 10%. Because after a while you have to do your way. I don't care, I just like 

go and do it because on one hand the decision [from my leaders] can be delayed. 

On the other hand, they may not be knowing the answer, and they may be not 

giving me the answer on time that I need. And after a while, you know what, you 

feel that you need to go make that decision anyway. 

And sometimes you need to get [the approvals] especially when it involved a 

large amount of money that can affect the others, not [only] you. … So that's 

when we go and secure our approvals in the formal detailed approval of the 

system. 

d. Meet the target no matter what 

Like Oscar and Harry, Omar’s company expected him meet the work performance 

target no matter what. 

The Caucasian generally – again I'm going to operate within the North American 

market – have very clear goals and expectations, delivery, and set unified targets 

that you need to treat. But what I would stress on that part is that “within your 

control, within your circle of influence,” so if you are responsible for a function 

and you do that function correctly, and something else screw up, they don't drag 

you into it. 

At my company you become responsible for the final results irrelevant its 

breakdown. 

In a western management society, they will say: “OK, well, this month the factory 

was not able to produce twenty million worth of product, so Omar, try your best 
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to cover the gap, but I understand that you cannot cover twenty-million gap 

today.” In the Korean culture, it doesn't make a difference what the factory did 

not produce; you become accountable still for the final answer and blamed for it. 

[The top management] don't care … because they are all managed top-down by 

the final number irrelevant of how the pieces lined up. But they try to make you 

responsible for all the pieces. 

 

Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers 

a. Be strong! 

One critical quality that American executives need to have in a Korean company 

is a strong personality and the capability to defend their ideas. This is in contrast with the 

advice from Oscar to “just follow the rules and keep your heads down.” 

I think that it's very important for the executive to possess specific behaviors. 

First of all, they need to not be intimidated. So they need to have very strong 

personalities, otherwise if they are not, they will be deceiving themselves and they 

will be miserable because they will not be able to fight and to argue. 

… they need to be able to provide a different perspective [to the Korean leaders], 

and to be at the same time strong in how they defend their ideas. 

And … they cannot be at any moment in time ready to waver on their beliefs and 

ethics because that can lead to disasters, because the pressure that a lot of these 

companies go through can push them to the brink of wrong decision-making 

unknowingly. … So the American and Caucasian manager has to be able to truly 

be knowledgeable about the work environment the US, and to stand very strong 

when they feel that there is any deviations from that, whether intentional or 

unintentional.  

b. Be an expert 

It is also very important that the American executives are experts in their fields. 

… they need to be very reputable and respected in their domain of expertise. 

That's the only thing that can guarantee for them that they will continue to be 

treated well and respected because they bring a certain level of knowledge that the 

others do not have. 

c. Be analytical, not emotional 
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… if you do not know how to defend your ideas analytically, not emotionally, you 

will lose because you are fighting an emotional decision-making. The only way to 

counter that and continue to be happy in what you do, is to present facts and data. 

And that could be helping you to gain some traction, not all the time, but it can 

help strengthen your position. 

 

Cluster 6b: Advice for Korean companies 

Omar gave three advises to the Korean managers who will work in the US so they 

can be successful. 

a. Start fresh in the US 

The first thing to understand by Korean managers coming into the US: They need 

to wipe out everything they think they know about business, and they think about 

they know about the products, and they think they know about the market. They 

have to start completely fresh because the customer in the US is different, the 

market is different, the guidelines are different, the processes are different, the 

standards are different, everything is different. The taste of the customer is 

different. So the first thing is to abandon and abolish everything that you think 

you know. Be able to start fresh and learn from the beginning how things work in 

the US. That's the most important thing. 

b. Learn to communicate in English 

The second most important thing is, if you really do not possess good 

communication skills, then don't come. Or take a class before coming, or do 

something because communication gap can create a lot of misunderstanding and 

can also create business decision delay. 

c. Mingle and be integrated with the Americans 

Third, be willing to be outgoing, not in-going. A lot of the Korean managers when 

they come in – because of the communication gap – they become more 

operations. They close their doors, they work in their office, they talk with their 

Korean people. They are not trying to learn the world outside of them. They are 

rarely come and go, and go and meet with customers. They rarely would like to 

go and visit the store, or do a shopping themselves, and they would live in Korea 

Town.  It's the isolation mentality that really needs to be wiped out. 
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Furthermore, Omar said: 

They need to start getting more integrated into this new society. Go meet with the 

customer, with the ordinary consumers, see how people shop, how people buy, 

how people consume product. Spend more time outside of their office. Live in 

somewhere else other than Korea Town and Asian Town. I think that can help 

tremendously: them understanding the new environment and living with it. 

 

Individual Profile #5: Charles 

Charles worked in a Korean company for 13 years, much longer than any of the 

previous participants. Prior to that, he worked for EA, an East Asian company for many 

years. So, in his career, Charles has worked more for the foreign companies than for the 

American ones. Nevertheless, he had never dealt with Korean companies or Korean 

people prior to his job at the Korean company.  

Up to the point when he joined KR, the Korean company, Charles’ interactions 

were mainly with Caucasian American people. Except for one East-Asian American 

manager (which he said was more American than East-Asian), all his managers had been 

Caucasian Americans. He had never lived, studied, or worked abroad, either. 

The clusters and their emergent themes for Charles are as listed in Table C.5 

below and their discussion follows. Like in the previous cases, the last column in the 

table shows whether Charles’ emergent themes converge with (i.e., similar to) the 

previous participants’ emergent themes, or diverge from those (i.e., opposite of, or 

something new/different). The discussion of the emergent themes follows.  
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No Cluster Emergent Themes Conv? 

1 Work environment a. Growing and evolving company 

b. Admiration for Korean’s drive to 

succeed 

• N 

• Y 

2a Organizational structure a. Coordinators as shadow peers 

b. The problem of quick rotation 

c. Having dual organizations 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

2b Management system a. Top-down hierarchical organization 

b. Low empowerment for American 

management  

c. Reluctance to confront the boss 

d. Everything is a high priority! 

e. Overwhelming workload 

f. The Korean-leader factor 

• Y 

• Y 

 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

• N 

3 Being a leader, not just a 

follower 

a. Leader, not just follower, and moving 

up 

b. Having local authority – at times 

c. Evolving goal-setting practice  

d. Proud to help the company grow 

• Y 

 

• Y 

• N  

• N 

4a Relationship with the 

Korean leader and the 

coordinators 

a. Language is sometimes a problem 

b. Quality of personal relationship with 

the coordinators 

• Y 

• Y 

 

4b Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. Assignment of blame to individuals 

b. No more working for the Koreans 

c. The ultimate combination – if only 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Choose to collaborate 

b. Ensure the coordinators are informed 

c. Understand their difficult position 

d. Meet the target no matter what 

e. No personal agenda 

f. Understand what the Korean leader 

cares about 

g. It’s their company! 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• N 

• N 

 

• Y 

6a Advice for American 

managers 

a. Work hard and make a difference  

 

 

Table C.5 

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Charles.  

(Notes on the “Convergence?” column: Y = yes, it’s similar to a previous theme; N = no, it’s a 

new theme; O = it’s opposite of a previous theme) 
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Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. Growing and evolving company 

Having worked for 13 years in KR, Charles saw the evolution of the company 

from a “raw and crude” organization to a more developed and matured one. 

Describing the company condition in the beginning, Charles said: 

… it was quite new for me. Not only a new company, which was much different 

structurally and maturity-wise compared to EA. EA had been around much 

longer, had many more people, had many more processes and policies, was more 

mature as an organization. And KR was, by contrast, raw and crude is the best 

way I could describe it. 

There weren't a lot of established and structured things. It was kind of the wild, 

wild West [LAUGH]. And a little chaotic. And so it was difficult for me in the 

beginning to figure those things out and get used to it. 

I had my doubts about KR as a company at the time. Admittedly so, and it was 

true, the product was not good at the time. 

The organization, as I mentioned, even during the interview process, I could see it 

was raw and crude. … When I got to know just a little bit and saw the operation 

of the department and, quite frankly, the level and quality of the staff, I was 

concerned. [LAUGH] And I just felt that I'd taken a big step down in the 

organization. And I was worried about the future of the company. 

However, Charles also experienced firsthand the phenomenal growth of the 

company. 

I was in the exclusive group as a long-term employee that had seen a lot and 

experienced the rapid growth of the company and been in the middle of it. 

b. Admiration for the Koreans’ drive to succeed 

There was no doubt in Charles’ mind that the Koreans’ unrelenting drive to 

succeed enabled the quick elevation of the company’s position in the US.  

What we always saw as the core attributes and values coming from our Korean 

counterparts ... is the sheer will and determination, and [the] unrelenting focus and 

hard work that would go behind everything. 
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That drive, that commitment to succeed at all costs and show ... KR in past years 

was either a laughing stock in the industry or not taken seriously, but that changed 

in a short amount of time. There were a number of records set in the industry and 

people in the industry and consumers took notice over the years that it wasn't the 

same company, and that it accomplished a great deal in a short amount of time. 

There's no doubt [that] we, as American management, were pushed very hard. But 

the results speak for themselves.   

 

Cluster 2a: Organizational structure 

a. Coordinators as shadow peers 

Charles worked in the same industry type as Sean, and he experienced a similar 

organizational phenomenon, i.e., the use of the Korean coordinator system. 

Asked when he started dealing with the Korean coordinators in his Korean 

company, Charles said: 

It was immediate. … I would immediately then begin interacting with the Korean 

coordinators, yes. 

And then at times there would be a Chief Coordinator who all the coordinators 

would report up to. And this was also impacted by, on and off, there being a 

Korean CEO, who then the Chief Coordinator would report to. 

However, unlike Sean, this was not the first time Charles experienced a 

coordinator system. He saw it in his previous company EA as well – but with a 

difference. 

… there was a somewhat similar structure as in EA in that each major department 

would have a coordinator. But the difference was … the Korean staff had much 

more hands on and influence on what was going on than in EA.  

I could see right off the bat that Korean coordinators were much more involved. 

One big problem was that everybody had his/her own interpretation of what the 

coordinators' duties and authorities were.  
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So going back to when I first joined KR, I got downloads from my American boss 

and others in the organization about the coordinator's role, but a lot of times 

everybody had their own interpretation of it. [The] Americans had different 

interpretations of it, the Koreans had different interpretations of it. And then they 

would execute it in different ways. So, it was confusing. 

And many of them [the Korean coordinators] had their own different 

interpretation of their role in their job duties … Many of them kind of felt that the 

Americans reported to them, even though that's not the way the original structure 

was set up, and you would not see that on official organization charts. 

  

… how each coordinator would choose to operate was left unchecked. 

However, not all coordinators were bad, as Charles explained further. 

I've seen both ends of the spectrum. I've seen a bad end of the spectrum, where 

the coordinators wanted to be involved in every single meeting and decision, and 

would attempt to influence things. … To the other end of the spectrum where … 

this gentleman … told me early on as soon as he started, that his main goal was he 

just wanted to be informed. 

b. The problem of quick rotation 

Charles also observed an inherent problem with the short-term nature (2-to-3 

years) of the coordinators’ assignment in the US. 

One of the inherent conflicts is short term nature. Their bread is buttered, so to 

speak, as the saying goes in Korea. 

The coordinators are short term, [and they] always have their eye on their next 

job, trying to impress the people in Korea more than the people here in America. 

  

… the fact that they're only here for three years – [in] which the whole time they 

have an eye on impressing their superiors with an eye on getting another good job 

in their next rotation back at Korea. 

And over the years that's created quite a bit of conflict, I think.  

I've read into many coordinators who have their own agenda. I don't know what 

they're telling their bosses back in Korea about what's going on in American 

operation, or us personally. Or how they're spinning things. And many times we 

find out disturbing things later that were communicated that were not true or 

misunderstood. 
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c. Having dual organizations 

The presence of the coordinators created a dual-organization situation; something 

that Charles called “two KRs; culturally, as well as operationally.” 

The net effect of all this over the years would be that there were almost two 

separate organizational structures, American/Western and then Korean. 

So it was an interesting dynamic [LAUGH] that somehow worked, but it came 

with its frustrations for myself and the American staff, that's for sure. 

 

 Cluster 2b: Management system 

a. Top-down hierarchical organization 

Similar to Oscar and Omar, Charles perceived the top-down, hierarchical nature 

of the organization as one of the major attributes of the Korean management style. 

How I viewed and saw and experienced the Korean management style … one of 

the major attributes of it is a top-down hierarchical structure, much like the 

military. 

[The decisions from the top] would just be disseminated down through the 

organization and globally without any depths of explanation, or other strategies, 

or help in how to execute it. It would just say, “You must achieve this,” and no 

questions. Even if it conflicted with something else, even if … we didn't have a 

budget to do that, it didn't matter. 

So … there's no credibility in anything coming from the top. And no questions 

were allowed to be asked about it. Just do it.  

b. Low empowerment for American management 

It is no surprise that the top-down nature of the Korean management style 

conflicted with the expectation of the experienced American managers. 

I think the American style is, “Boy, give us the authority and let us do our thing! 

What did you hire us for? This is what you're hiring us for, we know this 

business, we know this country. And we know the dealership operations and the 

customers, blah blah blah, … Let us do this!” 
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This is a result of the two KRs, and how American management is not 

empowered to do anything, and how decisions are being made overseas without 

input from the staff here. 

The American management feels it's not trusted, feels it doesn't have authority or 

empowerment, and it feels like it's just supposed to carry out orders, even down to 

ridiculous details.  

Asked to compare this to his experience in EA, which after all is another Asian 

company, Charles explained: 

The American management in both places would attempt to do the same things.  

But the difference being is what the parent company, EA or KR management, 

would let them do, … would empower them to do. 

And the difference there is that the EA management – and again, because EA 

[has] been in the United States longer and was a much older company – EA 

management would tend to give more rope, and authority, and empowerment to 

the American management than the Korean management did at KR.  

Unfortunately for the American managers, Charles didn’t see the situation at KR 

improving: 

… in many ways, it hasn't changed and possibly it's gotten worse. Meaning, 

Korean management, whether it be the parent company or the Korean CEO here 

at KR, if anything, may be exerting even more authority or influence on decision-

making – even down to minor decisions – than it did 15 years ago. 

c. Reluctance to confront the boss 

But it's an issue … they literally take orders from the top. And they never 

question [the] authority or their supervisor, or attempt to provide a different 

viewpoint, or debate, or argue a point or decision.  

  

All the Korean staff, and coordinators, and everyone, would just carry out the 

orders, like a military order, with no questions asked. 

The reluctance to confront the upper management created the two conditions 

below.  
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d. Everything is a high priority! 

Everything at KR is a priority. I could never get the Korean management to tell 

me what was a higher priority than another thing. And that's because they were 

getting their orders from the parent company, and they were not able to – 

culturally, or personally – turn around and ask those questions to their supervisor 

in Korea, either [because they were] fearful, or just [because it] wasn't an 

accepted part of the practice. 

Meanwhile, the American management is asking a million questions, and trying 

to prioritize things. “Hey, you told us last month that we had to do this. [The] two 

things can't coexist.” 

… we were forced to chase everything as a priority. And it would change from 

day to day, week to week, month to month. 

So what the result would be, and what the frustration of the American 

management would be, is an organization that was perennially, and always, 

chasing everything.  

  

e. Overwhelming workload 

The workload was overwhelming. I was working weekends, I was overwhelmed. I 

was not able to get additional help on staffing. 

f. The Korean-leader factor 

Nonetheless there were nuances in the top-down, hierarchical condition of the 

organization, i.e., it was not uniformly authoritarian across all functional areas all the 

time. One big factor was the characteristic of the top Korean leader in the US. 

And again, there'd be some variation, based upon the management. There'd be 

times and issues, where it would be the nice opposite. 

[The Korean leader A], he was a dictator, I'll say a friendly dictator. But he was 

well-connected to the very top of the parent company ownership and senior 

management. … He had interest in exclusive things that he would dictate and get 

involved in, and everything else he left to the American management.  

… we consider [Korean leader B] to be a puppet leader. [The parent company] 

would then control all the decisions from Korea and insist on certain initiatives, 

insist on developing global approach to things. Even if we didn't think it would 

work in the American market, they liked a one size fits all-type approach to 

things. … It was extremely frustrating adapting to [this] style, and being told what 

to do, and knowing that those decisions were coming from Korea. And feeling 
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like our input was not valued in the parent company and this Korean leader wasn’t 

listening to us ...  

 

Cluster 3: Leader, not just follower 

a. Leader, not just follower, and moving up 

Like all previous participants, Charles was a leader with an important nationwide 

responsibility. What differentiates him – due to his long tenure there – were his steady 

procession moving up the Korean corporate ladder and his role in helping the 

organization grow. 

I would summarize and characterize my progression there as steady upward 

mobility and earning the trust of executive management and being rewarded for it. 

Each step along the way, also earning a lot more, not just responsibility, but trust 

throughout the organization. 

b. Having local authority – at times 

Despite the challenging situation in KR, Charles felt that he had authority in his 

role. (Although as we read before, it was greatly affected by the characteristics of the 

Korean leader and coordinator that he had.) 

And I was able to deploy my own programs and influence a number of things as a 

result. 

c. Evolving goal-setting practice 

And as the company matured, the American managers got more involved in the 

goal-setting process. 

It evolved in my years at KR. In the early days – in what I described as an 

immature, raw, and crude organization that was still young, still finding its way –  

the main thing was sales volume goals. And that was almost it; that was the 

ultimate goal for the entire organization. 

But to answer your question directly again, [the goals] would come from the top 

in Korea, typically. And in the earlier years, it was a whole list just about sales 



   

 237 

volume.  

  

… as the years went on and the company matured, American management got 

much more involved, in broader, more comprehensive strategies, and plans, and 

goals. 

d. Proud to help the company grow 

In the end, Charles was proud of what he did in KR. 

But I stuck it out, thankfully. It was the right decision. I'm glad I did. I was able to 

help the company and witness the company grow dramatically. And it really is a 

modern-day success story. I'm proud. 

KR has proven over the years that it's succeeded despite many obstacles and many 

doubts amongst many people.  

I'm proud, it's a modern-day success story. 

Well, I felt immense pride in what we accomplished together and what I helped 

contribute to over the years. And I still have an immense pride as to what was 

accomplished there. I think it's a success story, and that's what I feel, and I think I 

learned a lot. 

  

Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean leader and coordinators 

a. Language is sometimes a problem 

For the previous participants, English was either a problem or not a problem with 

their Korean leaders and coordinators. Charles experienced both ends of the spectrum, 

which is probably not surprising considering he worked in the Korean company much 

longer than the previous participants.  

Some [of the coordinators] that I've met over the years have gone to school in the 

United States, but I think it's more the exception and not the rule. Most of them 

are Korean educated.  

  

Again, the Korean coordinators, they all, of course, they wouldn't be sent to 

America if they didn't know English. But there was a varying degree of how well 

they spoke or understood it over the years. 
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I've had a few that were extremely good communicators in English, both speaking 

and listening and understanding – with the exception of being once in a while a 

slang term, they may not understand what someone meant here – to the one 

coordinator I had … [who] was not confident in his speaking. We learned that he 

could understand us fairly well, but he wasn't confident enough to speak that 

much. 

b. Quality of personal relationship with the coordinators 

Similar to Sean, having a good personal relationship with the Korean coordinator 

was a critical factor for Charles. 

I did have the benefit of one of the more recent coordinators [who] was different 

in my department. And I developed a really good relationship with him and 

trusted him. And I saw many examples of him fighting for us, both inside the 

American operation with Korean management, as well as with the parent 

company management. … But, that was an ideal situation, obviously, for me and 

most American staffs. 

Then contrast to that was another coordinator who had an agenda I felt, and was 

trying to get himself promoted into a better job [on] his next rotation out. And I 

found out later he was telling the parent company inaccurate and untruthful things 

about what we were doing. And he was promising the parent company things that 

then he couldn't deliver on, and he wouldn't tell me, or our staff, about it. Or else, 

I'd find out that he would go direct to my staff, and tell them what to do. And I 

would find out about it later, and I'd have to unwind it or confront him. … we 

didn't have that relationship, so I didn't trust him. He had his own agenda, and he 

would go behind my back. It was not a good situation. 

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders 

a. Assignment of blame to individuals 

Charles echoed what Omar said that that Korean is a culture that assigns 

(greatness and) blames to individuals. 

It's somebody's fault. Another issue we learned about Korean culture is the 

assignment of blame. Someone had to take responsibility even if it wasn't fair. 

And there was a history of Korean management firing American management – 

mostly what American management would consider as unfairly, to cover for 
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missed objectives or things of that nature. “Hey, somebody's gotta go and it's the 

Americans, not the Koreans, of course!” 

b. No more working for the Koreans 

Sadly, the conclusion of his many years working for the Korean company is that 

he doesn’t want to do it again. 

It's too draining.  

  

… I don't think I would ever work for a Korean company again. 

At this stage of my life and career, I think I've earned empowerment. I want a job 

where you just … tell me what you want to accomplish and then let me do it the 

best way I think fit. I don't want to be told what to do. I don't want to have to 

report to people about every single detail. I'm not a young kid starting on a career. 

So I don't think I could work under that style the next time.  

c. The ultimate combination – if only 

Looking back, Charles wished that “the best of both world” combination could 

have prevailed more. 

And we would like to have that perfect blend if we could – and in certain cases it 

did work that way, and in the other case it didn't – of combining [the Koreans’ 

drive to succeed] and the American management's knowledge of the market and 

desire to take a little bit more risk and be innovative and try new things. That 

would be the ultimate blend in most of our minds over the years. 

 

Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean leader and coordinators 

a. Choose to collaborate 

I learned early on that you could have two choices. You could choose to work and 

collaborate as best and get to know and earn the trust of your Korean coordinator. 

Or you could bang your head against the wall and complain about it and scream 

about it, but I quickly chose the former, because that was the way to get things 

done, and my approach to my job has always been to get things done. 

So I chose early on to do my best to treat all my Korean colleagues with respect 

no matter how they approached their job, and even if they disagreed [with me]. 
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I definitely felt that it was a better approach. And over the years I think it proved 

true that if you work together and understand where they're coming from and 

what their needs and concerns are, it'll be a lot better in the long run rather than 

choosing not to work with them, and being an obstructionist. 

  

I learned the power of collaboration and give and take. And I believe strongly in, I 

think I earned their trust, and that was important to me. And I think that was one 

of the reasons why I was successful there and I was able to stay there so long. 

  

b. Ensure the coordinators are well-informed 

As Sean (the first participant) mentioned, one of the main roles of the 

coordinators is to manage the huge information flow between the Korean headquarters 

and the US subsidiaries. They take instructions and questions from Korea, and they report 

what is going on in the US. As such, it is imperative that they are well-versed on what the 

American managers are doing. So, one way Charles kept the good relationship and trust 

with the coordinators is to help them be well-informed.  

Our understanding and deal was make sure he's [the coordinator] informed about 

all the big things that are going on: what we're trying to do, what the status and 

progress is – so he could report it and do his job. 

… [the coordinator] didn't ever want to be uninformed and embarrassed that he 

didn't know anything in front of his bosses. And as long as I did that, when my 

staff did that, he would stay out of things and he would attempt to help us. So I 

scratched his back and he scratched ours [LAUGH]. So sometimes that meant he 

didn't have to be in every single meeting. He didn't have to be copied on every 

single email. But I would schedule one-on-one meetings with him regularly, 

weekly. 

I would prepare little agenda items for him to keep him informed about plans, 

progress, staff issues, or anything that would pop up that I felt he needed to be 

aware of – whether he needed to report it, or in case something came up behind 

the scenes with the Korean staff – [so] that he would be able to properly represent 

on my behalf. So that one worked fairly well – [although] it didn't mean there 

weren't ever problems. There were still some communication challenges from 

time to time. 
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c. Understand their difficult position 

Similar to what Sean said, the coordinators are often in the difficult position as a 

mediator between the Korean leader and headquarters, and the American managers. In 

those cases, Charles would try to understand and help them by altering his actions, but 

not necessarily all the time. 

But a lot of times, the coordinator would come to me as well, and explain to me 

the difficult position he was in, in-between the Korean parent company and what 

we were doing and what I was doing. 

On a rare occasion in which he expressed to me that maybe the CEO didn't agree 

with it or wouldn't like it, you know, I would try and understand something better 

and then make a decision on my own about how to handle it. 

And because we had a good collaborative relationship, I would do my best to help 

him in his situation and vice versa. It was a mutual trust and respect and 

collaborative relationship. 

  

He would never ask me blatantly to do something, but I could see where he was in 

a difficult position and what he wanted me to do. And I would attempt to help 

him, but I wouldn't always do it necessarily and I would explain to him why. 

d. Meet the target no matter what 

In a theme that has become familiar to us by now, Korean leaders expect their 

managers to achieve the target no matter what – even when the American managers think 

it is unrealistic. 

“Hey, we told you to deliver the sales goal, just do it! Figure it out!” That would 

be the style. 

e. No personal agenda 

Asked about how he could stay that long in the Korean company, Charles 

explained: 

I learned what drove the Koreans, and I think they saw me as [somebody who] 

didn't have a personal agenda. I wasn't trying to promote myself and get a lot of 



   

 242 

attention and build my ego. I was there to do a job and I would collaborate and 

listen to people. 

f. Understand what the Korean leader cares about 

So everything else down to the how we operated [various programs in my 

department], things of that nature, he didn't care about that. He didn't get 

involved, he didn't ask any questions. So over time, we got to understand how we 

have to deal with him and what we needed to show him and what we didn't need 

to show him. 

But we would need to get approval. … We would need to come in and present 

[the program] to him … and he would need to approve it. And sometimes, he'd 

get it right away and like it. Other times, he'd throw us out of the office and we 

have to go back to the drawing board. And we try and understand what it is that 

he didn't like about it, and how we would fix it without totally compromising 

what we believed was something strategic or strong about the campaign. 

g. It’s their company! 

If all else failed, the American managers resigned to yet another familiar notion of 

“It’s their company.” 

And we would always have our little internal saying, too, many of us, when we 

would get frustrated over the years in our interaction with Korean staff, we would 

always look at each other and say, “Well, it's their company.”  

 

Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers 

The author didn’t have enough time to ask Charles for the advice for American 

managers and Korean companies, but he did indicate during the interview that the unique 

work atmosphere necessitated certain characteristics from the American staff who work 

in the Korean companies. 

a. Work hard and make a difference 

And typically, the American staff that would be attracted to KR over the years to 

work there, it wasn't your average American worker ... They were people that 

weren't afraid to work hard, or wanted to make a difference, and would make a 

mark … 
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And in a lot of respects, that was my personal situation experience. I felt I could 

do a lot more [in my previous company] and I wasn't being given opportunity. 

And that was one of the major reasons I came to KR and navigated my way 

through all the cultural issues but still was able to make my mark and accomplish 

that. 

 

Individual Profile #6: Dylan 

Dylan worked for almost 20 years in many American companies prior to joining 

his Korean company. He worked in the US throughout that time, first in the Southeast 

and then in the West. For most of the years, he reported to Caucasian-American 

managers, but in three separate occasions he had African-American and Indian national 

as his manager. 

Although Dylan didn’t deal with Korean companies during those years, he was 

exposed to Japanese and Korean culture through the many years of East Asian martial 

arts lesson that he took. Among the participants, Dylan is the only one that can read and 

write Hangul (Korean alphabets), and he understands a little bit of Korean and Japanese 

verbal communication. 

The clusters and their emergent themes for Dylan are as listed in Table C.6 below 

and their discussion follows. Like in the previous cases, the last column in the table 

shows whether Dylan’s emergent themes converge with (i.e., similar to) the previous 

participants’ emergent themes, or diverge from those (i.e., opposite of, or something 

new/different). The discussion of the emergent themes follows.  
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No Cluster Emergent Themes Conv? 

1 Work environment a. Mostly Koreans in the company 

b. Un-American work environment 

c. Extreme hard-working culture 

d. Problem of short-term rotation 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

2a Organizational structure a. Complex reporting structure • Y 

2b Management system a. Top-down hierarchical organization 

b. No budget 

c. Utter reluctance to face the boss 

d. Unrealistic work performance target  

e. Zero-sum game 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

3 Being a leader, not just a 

follower 

a. Leader of a “SWAT” team 

b. Authority to ask more budgets 

c. Authority to try new ideas 

d. Proud to be a pioneer and a change 

agent 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

• Y 

4a Relationship with the 

Korean leader and the 

coordinators 

a. Language is mostly not a problem 

b. Being a cultural attaché 

c. Not much praise received 

d. Becoming a family 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

• O 

4b Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. Americans are more strategic and long-

term planner 

b. Different attitude towards mistakes 

• Y 

 

• Y 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Showcase your expertise 

b. Figure out the interest of the Korean 

leader 

c. Make upward requests in batches 

d. Understanding my limitations 

• Y 

• Y 

 

• N 

• Y 

6a Advice for American 

managers 

a. Ready to get your hands dirty 

b. See the immeasurable reward 

 

6b Advice for Korean 

companies 

a. Provide more support 

b. Move beyond autocratic leadership 

 

 

 

  

Table C.6 

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Dylan.  

(Notes on the “Convergence?” column: Y = yes, it’s similar to a previous theme; N = no, it’s a 

new theme; O = it’s opposite of a previous theme) 
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Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. Mostly Koreans in the company 

Asked about how he felt in the first few weeks after he joined the Korean 

company, Dylan said that he noticed right away that the work environment was different 

from what he used to see in his American companies before. 

Within our company, 99% of all personnel are expatriated from Korea …, and 

they have rotating assignments every couple of years. 

Within his own team (that he managed), he was the only Caucasian-American. 

His team members were Koreans and Asian-Americans. 

b. Un-American work environment 

I think my first disagreement with my boss was that the toilet paper was more like 

rice paper [LAUGH]. It was like if you took rice paper and split it into five pieces 

of paper. That's what the toilet paper was. So I complained about it … 

And then it slowly started dawning on me that things are different here, even 

though this department is based in North America. It's definitely a Korean 

company. Their sensibilities and so forth are very entrenched in the Korean 

culture, so the way offices run, the way appearances are, very different [than 

American companies]. 

So yeah, it was kind of a little getting used to maybe is the most appropriate term.  

c. Extreme hard-working culture 

Dylan also learned that there is a different level of expectation of the work hours 

between his previous American managers and his Korean manager in the Korean 

company.  

… in my experience, managers in non-Korean firms, while they're a 

representative of the company, at the end of the day they go home and it's not 

their company, right? Regardless of what level they're at, … you know, they're in 

charge of this division and the division performance, but at the end of the day they 

go home and they’re John or Jane Doe. 
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… across the organization [in my Korean company], … the expectation is you 

work for the company, period. Meaning that 24 by 7, you work with the company. 

If you need to stay 24 hours in a row, or you need to work through the weekend, 

which is typically expected, you've got to do that. You need to do what you've got 

to do.  

… we may be spending eight hours a day working with non-Korean [American] 

firms, but then, Korea's morning starts around 4:30 PM our time, and that starts a 

brand-new day for them. So we're also highly dialed into their day. We don't have 

just one clock in office. We have multiple clocks to show the different times that 

we're working on here.  

  

d. The problem of short-term rotation 

Like Charles, Dylan perceived the two-year rotation of the Korean employees as 

problematic. 

… every couple of years, there's a complete … rotation, the people are rotated. 

And what happens [with that], it's always looked like this is a set-and-forget-it 

kind of activity. 

So, all this is a short-term project and then when that project's done, we're going 

to move onto the next thing. The problem is that, especially with the way 

technology's evolving today and the way competition's evolving, it's leaning more 

towards you have to have people that are skilled and talented in this area so they 

can best represent your interests. 

  

But if you dismantle that function [because of the frequent rotation] and just 

expect it to run and operate by itself, it becomes a liability that always invariably 

surfaces. 

 

Cluster 2a: Organizational structure 

Inside the Korean company, Dylan found himself in both a top-down hierarchical 

organization and a complex reporting structure. 

a. Complex reporting structure 

My department actually reports to kind of several individuals because we're 

situated in North America. 
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On paper we directly report to the President of the company who sits in Korea.  

On kind of gray dotted lines, we report to, because we work closely with the Head 

of Operations as well, we're reporting to them in a sense. Also, because we sit 

under the Strategic Planning umbrella, we also, on a gray line, report to our Head 

of the Strategic Planning Division, which reports directly to the Chairman. Then, 

because we're sitting in the United States, we're within the North American 

region, we also, on a gray dotted line, kind of report to the Head of North 

American operations. 

[The whole company is] many, many boxes within a box. 

 

Cluster 2b: Management system 

a. Top-down hierarchical organization 

Everybody in the food chain has to give an okay, even up to the Chairman. 

  

Everything has to go back to the Chairman which is quite astounding for me. I 

mean, just to think about it, if I was to be running the company and have all of 

these decisions coming to me. I've got to make all of these decisions! 

  

.. it begs the question: how could this person actually handle all of this stuff? It 

doesn't sound humanly possible.  

  

So it's really interesting how the Chairman is involved in very mundane activities. 

It seemed very antiquated to me. 

Even his Korean colleagues from his previous American company was astonished 

to hear that he was moving to a Korean company.  

[My colleagues] were like, “You went to work for a Korean firm?” [LAUGH] 

Because they all have left Korean firms. They're all like, “We're done with that. 

That style of management is creepy and it's antiquated.” It is really what it is. 

b. No budget 

A prominent difference that Dylan found was that there is no budgeting process in 

the Korean company. 

Yeah, so I'd been accustomed [to budgeting] I’d been in management for, gosh, I 

don't know, 15 years or something like that. And I had, in most of the companies 

… budgets. The way budgets were done were: yearly budgets were set, and then, 
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of course, there was management discussion, and they could have flexibility to 

just kind of do what they needed to do. 

…  just to be kind of clear here, that the way budgets were created and/or 

managed within the organization was extremely different. There's no budgets in 

my [Korean] company. There's no budgets at all. 

[In] Western companies, at least those I was exposed to, they had budgets. Every 

year, they'd say, “You, okay, you pick out the things you know you need to train 

in, and get it scheduled, and we'll pay for it.” 

And in this company, if I picked out things that I want to get trained in, I have to 

push it, make a special request. Everything's a special request. There's no budget 

that you can go to and say, “I'm going to use the budget this year for this much, 

whatever” – discretion. 

c. Utter reluctance to face the boss 

Even if the employees found that they needed more budget, they would not want 

to request it. As other participants mentioned, Dylan found that they were utterly 

reluctant to face the boss. 

But the reality is, most people don't make requests. They'll seldom make requests. 

Dylan gave an example when they had a project with an American vendor, and 

more money was needed because more requirements came from the headquarters. 

[To ask for more money] was not an acceptable approach according to this 

management. They didn’t want to [do that]. They were in terror to go back to the 

Chairman … They looked at it as “We messed up! We made a big mistake.” 

And in many cases where there are problems in the company: 

They're not going to surface any real substantive issues because the way they look 

at it is, “That's going to show there's a weakness.” … the Chairman will be 

displeased. So, to avoid the Chairman's displeasure, they'll kind of cover up the 

deficiencies. It's disheartening. It disables the company, I think, from growing. 
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d. Unrealistic work performance target 

As other participants found, the combination of the extreme hard-working 

expectation, top-down directives, and the reluctance to confront the boss often created a 

mismatch between the work target and resources available/provided to achieve it. 

So we should have like 20 people doing that stuff. And they assign one. 

[LAUGH] And then they put all those expectations on that one person although 

we're doing [it on a global scale]. So the result is that there are problems globally. 

What happens is people, customers complain ... 

I guess the analogy I always have in my head is, you’re dropped into Vietnam 

with a pocketknife. And I'm expected to find my way out, and on the way, there 

are armies and all kinds of snipers and stuff. I have to get through them. 

You're just dropped in the situation without the support you need, … without the 

backup and so forth. And you're just expected to do what you got to do to, not just 

survive, but also to thrive. 

And unfortunately, … – at least in my company – they haven't learned that by 

taking away the tools of your vendor or your team and asking them to bleed more 

doesn't necessarily equate to a successful succession planning. What it really does 

is it leads to extremely high attrition, and loss.  

e. Zero-sum game 

And usually there's no win-win in Korean businesses. It's always a zero-sum 

game. They're always looking to get one up; they're always looking to get the 

edge. 

This observation is similar to the “Korean binary negotiation style” that Charles 

mentioned. 
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Cluster 3: Being a leader, not just a follower 

a. Leader of a “SWAT” team 

Echoing the theme above, Dylan felt that he was like a leader of a SWAT team. 

… my sense at least – was the Chairman originally set up this department so that 

he has his own little team to do some of these tactical projects for him. He'll come 

up with something like, “Hey, I like this, something I saw, or whatever it is. Can 

we do this?” So our job is to go figure out, “Can we do it?” 

The Chairman sends us projects and things, right? So we're kind of … being this 

tactical. Maybe a SWAT team or something for the CEO, or the President, 

whenever they have an idea that they want to get flushed out. 

  

So [often], we have to drop everything and go that direction. 

b. Authority to ask more budgets 

One authority that Dylan had in his Korean company is to ask for more budget 

(albeit difficult), which is significant considering some of themes mentioned above. 

But our team, we have the ability to come in and say, “Hey, we need money to do 

this. Here's why,” and so forth, and push for the budget. Obviously, like I said, it 

has to go through the same process …, where it goes to all the top leadership 

around the world and has them all approve it, up to the Chairman. So it's a real 

difficult process. 

c. Authority to try new ideas 

Another privilege that he had was to try many new ideas, which is again 

significant considering the top-down hierarchical environment that he was in. 

Well, my team is a bit different because our job is to question the status quo. The 

rest of the company is the status quo. 

My job is with to ideate and to think outside the box, and the whole company is in 

the box. 

I have the luxury in my department to do that kind of thing.  
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d. Proud to be a pioneer and a change agent 

Despite the difficulties that he had, Dylan was proud to be a pioneer and a change 

agent in the Korean company. 

I kind of have a sense that I'm making changes. It just takes longer to do it within 

my firm, and it takes more energy. But it does happen. I do see that change 

happening. If I didn't, I personally couldn't stay there because I'm so cultured to a 

different way of doing things that I see this as kind of a challenge for me to do it 

in a different way than I've done throughout the rest of my career. 

Referring to the earlier case where the company only assigned one person when 

twenty persons were needed to do the job properly, Dylan reflected: 

I feel that just having that one person assigned ... to me, that was a big 

accomplishment within this organization. And I'm like, “Wow, they at least 

recognized that's viable; [that it is] an asset to the company,” and that they're 

willing to at least sign one person. That hopefully will grow. Now I'm done 

planting that seed, and I can move on to plant other seeds. 

 

Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean leader 

a. Language is mostly not a problem 

Dylan’s Korean leader came from Korea to the US in the 1980s, and he worked in 

a couple of different companies and industries before joining the Korean company. 

His English was very good, with the caveat that because he spent so much time 

within the Korean community, English wasn't his first language. So it was evident 

and clear, especially in talking with him, that he would think in Korean, which is 

a verb- or action-based language, and then translate to English, which was a noun-

based language. So there was a bit of translation, I think, [and] difficulties with 

the nuances when talking with him.  

  

b. Being a cultural attaché 

I felt like I was a cultural attaché [to my Korean leader]. Let's put it that way. 

[LAUGH] Because he'd tell me how a particular request or a direction [came] 

from the headquarters folks, the upper executive management team, and I would 

say, “Well that's not how it's handled in Western culture.” And here's an 

approach, potential approach. And then, it would be some kind of massaging. 
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There's lots of discussions to try to massage and come up with a workable 

solution. 

c. Not much praise received 

When asked how he had been praised when he did something well in his Korean 

company, Dylan laughed and said: 

Well, so first of, that would assume that the individual stands out within the 

company, and that's not necessarily true. It's always the manager [who] gets the 

credit.  

He explained further: 

… because the Chairman even is involved in such minutia, it's really difficult to 

not find, once the project's done, the Chairman being the one with the credit. 

So typically, anybody beneath the Chairman doesn't get credit for anything and 

get recognition, [LAUGH] other than the continued renewal of your job next year. 

That is your recognition that you're doing a good job or you're doing what is 

expected. 

  

And he contrasted this with the practice in the American companies: 

[In] most companies [when] you work on a project, you get some certification of 

appreciation from executive leadership, from the teams, … little trophies people 

put on their desks to show, “Hey, I completed this project, and I got this reward,” 

so on and so forth. That's not existent in my [Korean] firm, definitely, yeah.  

  

d. Becoming family 

One surprising thing that Dylan mentioned was that in the Korean company, work 

colleagues became a family, not just friends. 

I've worked in organizations where you become really close with your peers. 

Within Korean culture you kind of become close to family. You may go to each 

other's house. You may have to work together on some things to try to resolve 

things. And it's a little different, and I'm not sure how to explicate it. 

One possible explanation is Dylan’s appreciation of East Asian cultures. 

I think one of the reasons it might have been easier for me than maybe other 

Westerners to do this, is that I've had a life of, maybe 35 years of martial arts, 

Asian martial arts. Mostly Japanese, but also there was some Korean.  
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And I was kind of taken in and walked in by my martial arts head coach into a 

whole new world.  

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders  

a. Americans are more strategic and long-term planner 

And there's an example of that: we didn't have any Quality Assurance team. It's 

best practice globally for companies. And I've been involved with working with 

quality assurance practices for many years in many organizations in my career. 

And there was none [here]. 

And [yet] it doesn't seem to be a priority because they have to continually 

scramble for whatever the Chairman expects. 

[In] most of my career, everything's been planned. Okay, so we know we're going 

to work on this project for this amount time. If something comes up, sure, where 

we have to make some concessions or do something. 

Like I said, the CEO [in my Korean company] is not similar to what we're used to 

in non-Korean companies, where the CEO is more on a strategic level. 

b. Different attitude towards mistakes 

As Oscar and Omar noticed, Americans approaches mistakes in a process-like 

manner and much less personally than Koreans.  

It's not a mistake-making culture in the West. It's like, “Let's bail fast and learn 

early,” and then we're not going to fail big, right? But it's just a total different 

management approach in Korean culture.  

 

Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean leader 

a. Showcase your expertise 

One example that Dylan gave in this regard was his effort to promote the creation 

of a Quality Assurance team that was touched on under the heading “Americans are more 

strategic and long-term planner.” 
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I actually had to build a business case, saying “Okay, here's who we're actually 

trying to be, from the size company we want to aspire to be.”  

So I use that particular company as an example, and based on commensurate size, 

built a business case for why we should have this quality assurance practice and 

team.  

So anytime … that company does something, we get something from one of the 

executives saying, “Hey, what are they doing? How are they doing that? Let's do 

that. Why can't we do that, kind of thing?”  

b. Figure out the interest of the Korean leader 

So we have to understand, well, what is it that he [the Korean leader] likes about 

it? You know, a lot of this is interpretive and we have to figure out, because he 

didn't give us much information to go on. So we have to read into what he said, 

and to kind of understand his expectations. 

c. Make upward requests in batches 

Given the reluctance to face the boss, if one needs to make a request to his Korean 

leader, one might as well make a bunch of requests at once. 

And if they do make requests, they'll want to do the requests in a batch so they 

don't have to go back and do it again. If you get it wrong the first time, there's no 

going back. 

d. Understanding my limitations 

As other participants mentioned, Dylan realized the limit of his effort to change 

the company’s culture. 

I've kind of come to understand that [that] just happens in this environment. And I 

can't do anything big to change it. I may model and show a different way, maybe 

… [I] can communicate to my boss and say, “Here's how I've seen it done better 

in different places.” 

And yeah, and I just have to accept that I can't make the giant leaps and strides 

that I made, in the same way that I made in [other] firms. 

And Dylan used the image created by artist Yang Liu to illustrate his point (note: 

the hole in Yang Liu’s image represents “problems): 
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You see for the visualization for the Western culture: there's these footprints 

going, and then there is a hole in the middle. The Western culture goes right 

through it, [while] the Eastern culture goes right around it. It leads up to it, goes 

around it and then it keeps going again. And that was a unique way of explaining 

… this phenomenon that I experience in my day-to-day work, that I have to be 

willing to walk around and ignore some things. Or just realize that at some point, 

either I will have to come back to do this, circle back, or somebody will do it. 

They'll have to, or that hole just go away. 

 

Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers 

a. Ready to get your hands dirty 

And I think it's kind of necessary in at least the current state of Korean business 

culture – that you've got to be ready to get dirty, … [to] to learn how, to figure out 

things on your own, and be independent to be successful because you're not going 

to get the executive support than you've had [in American companies]. 

b. See the immeasurable reward 

I was introduced to an amazing world that most non-Asians aren't accustomed to, 

are not exposed to. 

 

Cluster 6b: Advice for Korean companies and leaders 

a. Provide more support 

Westerners are going to expect more support. They'll be able to do it within the 

normal [Korean] practices, but it's not going to be how they flourish. They'll 

probably flourish in bridging international commerce better in a more fully and a 

more comprehensive manner, if they were to get commitment and support from 

the [Korean] executive leadership … in a more Western-styled or some sort of 

hybrid approach. 

b. Move beyond autocratic leadership 

In our Western culture, we've evolved – or at least we believe we have evolved – 

beyond those types of control mechanisms and autocracy, [i.e.] Aristocracy kind-

of-approach to leadership. 
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Individual Profile #7: Lukas 

Lukas worked for more than 25 years in several American companies before 

joining his Korean company. He worked in the US most of that time, reporting to 

Caucasian-American managers. The exception was a two-year expatriate assignment in 

Western Europe where he reported to a couple of Western European managers. 

Even though Lukas worked mostly in the US, he did interact with clients in 

Europe, Canada, and Mexico in several occasions. However, he had no exposure to 

Korean companies or any East Asian cultures prior to joining the Korean company. 

The clusters and their emergent themes for Lukas are as listed in Table C.7 below 

and their discussion follows. Like in the previous cases, the last column in the table 

shows whether Lukas’ emergent themes converge with (i.e., similar to) the previous 

participants’ emergent themes, or diverge from those (i.e., opposite of, or something 

new/different). The discussion of the emergent themes follows.  
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No Cluster Emergent Themes Conv? 

1 Work environment a. American workers, Korean culture 

b. Expatriates for major functions and 

“spying” 

c. Extreme hard-working culture 

d. Honeymoon period 

e. Korean hypocrisy 

• Y 

• Y 

 

• Y 

• Y 

• N 

2b Management system a. Micromanagement at its finest 

b. Looking down on Americans 

c. Ambush visits 

d. Top-down organization 

e. Utter reluctance to face the boss 

f. Unrealistic work expectation  

g. Walking back in time 

• Y 

• N 

• N 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y  

3 Being a leader, not just 

a follower 

a. Leader of a “rainbow” team 

b. Vacuum-filling leader 

c. Goals were negotiated 

d. Trying to be a change agent 

e. Show we are in control 

• N 

• N 

• Y 

• Y 

• N 

4a Relationship with the 

Korean leader and the 

coordinators 

a. Changing bosses 

b. Language was and wasn’t a problem 

c. No trust 

d. Minimal praise, plenty of criticism 

e. Too seasoned to be bullied 

• N 

• Y 

• N 

• Y 

• N 

4b Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. Same “what”, different “how” 

b. American managers give more praise 

c. No benefit reporting to a Korean 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Put your foot down! 

b. Have Korean-American as your staff 
• Y 

• Y 

6a Advice for American 

managers 

a. Think carefully before you join  

b. Understand Korean work culture 

c. Be careful in pushing back 

 

6b Advice for Korean 

companies 

a. Understand American work culture 

b. Move past the face-time culture 

c. Have a Korean leader with American 

experience 

 

 

Table C.7 

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Lukas.  
(Notes on the “Convergence?” column: Y = yes, it’s similar to a previous theme; N = no, it’s a 

new theme; O = it’s opposite of a previous theme) 
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Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. American workers, Korean culture 

Lukas did not say anything about the work environment being physically 

different, but he could feel the Korean influence on the work culture. 

… it was 90% Americans and 10% Koreans [in the company]. But it felt 

uncomfortably more like 50/50 in the way that the culture was in the company, at 

least in my location. 

b. Expatriates for major functions and “spying” 

Lukas said that his company sent Korean expatriates to cover the major functions 

of the organization and – like we have heard from some of the previous participants – to 

report back to the headquarters. 

So they essentially tried to cover the major functions of the organization by 

putting an expat in each of those functional areas, and essentially giving those 

expats a day job in addition to their "reporting responsibilities," – spying would 

be a better word for their evening job after all the lazy Americans went home at 6 

o'clock at night. 

c. Extreme hard-working culture 

Like other participants, Lukas could definitely see the hard-working culture in the 

Korean company. 

They had a manager and he was a Korean-American, and they were working him 

18 hours a day, and he finally had enough and quit. 

And so, this ex-pat that they sent over a few months before I started was furiously 

trying to close the prior couple months [of work], and get caught up on all this 

stuff, … and he was trying to do just too many things. He had just too many 

things on his plate, and couldn't do it all and was honestly, despite the belief that 

the Koreans had of this young man who was a very bright guy. But … he was 

beyond his capabilities because of all the things that were on his plate, and he was 

making mistakes.  

… so there is this mentality that the Koreans have, that work is what defines you. 
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d. Honeymoon period 

Still, in the first three months, Lukas felt great about his work. 

I felt great. I mean, I thought, okay, this is a challenging environment. They 

misled me a little bit on the condition of the organization. It was in much worse 

shape than I was led to believe, but even coming to realize that within those first 

three months, it didn't bother me that much. 

So again, despite all that chaos and not knowing what I didn't know at the time, I 

thought that the first 90 days were pretty good. … We're making some progress 

on things, we're talking about things strategically, we're working to improve [my 

department]. I'm getting myself a little bit more involved on the [other functional] 

side, building up my knowledge of the products and the services we sold, and how 

we operated, and the pieces of the business. So yeah, I would say overall that the 

honeymoon period of the first 90 to 100 days was pretty good. 

e. Korean hypocrisy 

Later on, things got much more difficult for Lukas. Looking back, he singled out 

Korean hypocrisy as the most troubling aspect of working in the Korean company. 

… the thing that I think struck me the most, as I look back on that, is that to your 

face, they were the most professional, genteel, decent people. Behind your back 

they were savage beasts, stab-you-in-the-back, throw-you-under-the-bus kind of 

thing. And it is that two-faced hypocrisy that I think is the thing that sticks with 

me the most.  

But it's hard to tell with the Koreans, because they're very good at hiding their 

feelings toward people. They can be very poker faced. I would guess they're very 

good poker players. 

 

Cluster 2b: Management style 

In many ways, Lukas had the same feeling about the Korean organizational 

structure and management system as many of the previous participants. However, Lukas’ 

situation was exacerbated by a unique and huge problem of unaccountable records left by 

his Korean predecessor. Overall, Lukas felt like working in 1950s America. 
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a. Micromanagement at its finest 

… what I would like to affectionately refer to as micro-management at its finest, 

happening almost on a daily basis. 

There was a lot of the appearance of “you're in control and you can make your 

own decisions,” but was what happening … what was happening was almost 

nightly the five expats would have various conference calls and video calls with 

Korea, and report in the day's activities, and then a lot of things would be called 

into question, or decisions reversed.  

b. Looking down on Americans 

And I think what made it worse was the Korean – at least again, [in my company], 

I can't speak for all Koreans – the level of arrogance of these guys is unparalleled 

in my experience in 30 plus years of business. They really thought they were the 

smartest guys in the room, and really looked down on Americans as sort of lazy 

and not very bright, generically. 

And [the new Korean expatriate] was, of course, coming in and try and fix the 

problems from us – again, the incompetent Americans. 

c. Ambush visits 

And [one of the chief officers of the parent company] comes rolling into town like 

a prince. Basically [he] comes in, and it's literally we get into a room and he just 

starts. No agenda from him, no ability to prep for anything. He just comes in and 

starts going down his list of things. 

And as it turns out, how he operated is exactly how these guys in this company 

operated. They would literally try and ambush you and come in, no ability to 

really prep or anything. 

d. Top-down organization 

Describing the relationship between the Korean leaders in the parent company 

and the American management, Lukas said: 

It was very much a parent-child relationship. 

Yeah, here's a perfect example: I'm getting berated in essentially a two-on-one 

conversation without my [American] CEO, telling me I didn't do enough, and that 

there has to be another answer [to the unaccountable records]. 

e. Utter reluctance to face the boss 
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They didn't want to ever own up their mistakes to their bosses. And this huge 

problem that I described to you was about saving face for them, and I was the one 

that essentially was punished for raising it up. 

Like Harry, Lukas cited the story of Korean Air accident. 

I'm sure you've heard of this study, there was a study of why Korean Air had so 

many accidents. Like pro-ratably more than any other airline in the world. And 

the reason they crashed more is because the damn co-pilot was afraid and would 

rather die than to tell the pilot he made a mistake, because the pilot was his 

superior. Well, that is the opposite of American culture! 

f. Unrealistic work expectation 

[The CEO of the parent company was] telling me I've failed him, because I can't 

come up with some way to make this [problem] disappear. … And I sort of said, 

“No, there is no other answer.” I don't have another answer [for the unaccountable 

records]. 

These [Korean] guys could not see the forest for the trees, they were so deep in 

…, they were literally into the root system of a tree. This whole ask-why-five-

times and fishbone analysis, I mean, they took it to a new level of craziness, in my 

opinion. 

g. Walking back in time 

Like some of the previous participants, Lukas felt that the Korean management 

system is an antiquated one. It was like 1950s America, depicted in the movie Mad Men. 

Mad Men is the story of 1950s America, sort of New York City, big business-kind 

of thing, advertising agency. And in the 50s in the US, it was very much, men 

were men, and women stayed at home and had babies, and made dinner, and had a 

cocktail waiting for you, and that kind of thing.  

It was very much sort of a true male-dominated era in the US, from a business 

perspective. And there weren't a lot of women in any management positions. And 

women were really at the company to be secretaries, and to bring coffee, and all 

that kind of stuff. 

Well, that is essentially, in my opinion, Seoul, Korea today, or at least several 

years ago. When we would have video conference calls with these guys, there 

would be women in white gloves coming into a big conference room, serving 

these guys tea and coffee. And they'd be in this big conference room, smoking 

cigarettes and all that kind of stuff. 
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And I sort of say, they're 50 years behind us from a cultural perspective. And it 

will change, it will change. I think it will change faster than what it took for 

America to change, simply because of the information super-highway. But it was 

really like walking backwards in time to a different era. 

 

Cluster 3: Being a leader, not just a follower 

a. Leader of a rainbow team 

Lukas was hired to lead not one, but three functional areas in the company. He 

also had a unique composition of the direct reports. 

Well, the combination of a Korean expat, and then I also hired a Korean-

American citizen [as my second direct report], and then an American was the 

Director [of the third functional area]. So, it was literally one of each. [LAUGH] I 

had a Korean expat, I had a Korean-born American citizen, and then I had an 

American. So I had the whole rainbow! 

b. Vacuum-filling leader 

Additionally, Lukas had to step up to fill the leadership vacuum in his company. 

It was one of the reasons why this was such a beyond challenging experiences that 

I was a few months into this job with no CEO, [then] no COO, and essentially, 

along with another [American] VP, [I was] running the company. 

So now I essentially become the American responsible for helping them find an 

[American] CEO. 

I'm busy trying to run and do the best I can there with the American company. 

c. Goals were negotiated 

Despite the top-down organization structure, Lukas had a say in the defining the 

goals for the American branch of the Korean company. 

The targets were set from Korea, and then there was some negotiation, and 

ultimately, we came to an agreement on what the plan was. 
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d. Trying to be a change agent 

As a leader, not just follower, Lukas tried to make the company better – in a way, 

to be more like a mainstream American company. But it was a one-step-forward-two-

step-backward process. 

[My American CEO and I] start going about trying to do the right things, and 

change what we can, and fix what we can. 

I was really trying to help them be more successful. 

And every time we'd make a step forward on trying to make things a little bit 

better and friendlier and a good place to work, the Koreans would yank our chains 

and we'd go two steps backwards. 

So we really tried to do something good there, and it just turned out to be 

[difficult]. In my opinion, some of it was company culture, and some of it was just 

the difference in culture between the American culture and the American way of 

doing things, business-wise, and the Korean way. 

e. Show we are in control 

As a leader, Lukas also tried hard to show to his American team members that he 

was in control of the situation, including managing the parent company. 

And get our management team [members] confident that we could manage the 

business and manage the parent company. 

 

Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean leader 

a. Changing bosses 

As can be inferred from the previous section, Lukas did not have a stable or 

permanent boss in his relatively short tenure in the Korean company. 

[My first Korean boss] was travelling into my location most weeks for the first 

few months that I had the job, and then he disappeared. … I rarely saw him much 

after that. 
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And unbeknownst to me, I was told that … I sort of have this dotted line reporting 

to [a functional leader in the parent company in Korea]. 

So in the first year, nobody, honestly. No direction, no conversation with the top 

management in Korea. 

b. Language was and wasn’t a problem 

Language wasn’t a problem per se with his first Korean boss. Although he spent 

many years working in Korea, his first Korean boss was born in the US and educated in 

Ivy League. However, Lukas said that in general, language was a problem in the 

company: 

Absolutely [a problem], 100%. I mean, it was a huge problem and here's why: 

Most of the Koreans don't speak as good of English as they think they do. 

But the other real problem was, in a meeting with mixed Americans and Koreans 

– and this was very much the case when the Koreans would come into town – it 

was inevitable that the meeting would turn into a Korean meeting, anywhere from 

one to seven times in the course of the day. They would just literally start talking 

in Korean and it would go on for a long time. It could go on for several minutes, it 

could go on for 15 minutes. … So it's a major problem, major. It was for us, let's 

put it that way. 

c. No trust 

Lukas felt that there was a broad lack of trust from the Korean leaders to the 

American managers 

No level of trust, none. Not me personally, I just think in general, they didn't trust 

[the American managers]. I mean, literally, if they didn't agree with something 

and wanted to do it a different way, they would get their little report from their 

expats. And then they'd be back to either reverse it, or call you into question. 

I would like to think that it was more the style and the leadership of the company. 

Perhaps the Korean culture is a little bit that way. But I'd like to believe that that 

the guys that were running the company from on high were just very un-trusting, 

maybe even of their own people. But all I got to see was sort of this one-way, 

Koreans not trusting Americans. 
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d. Minimal praise, plenty of criticism 

I would describe it this way: there was minimal praise and plenty of criticism. 

And I would describe it this way: the beatings will continue until morale 

improves. There was just a lot of negativity associated with the Korean style of 

management. It was micro-management, it was berating, it was yelling, it was 

screaming. It was, like I said, unlike any place I'd ever seen before. 

e. Too seasoned to be bullied 

And it was just a really bad fit for me, personally, because I was just too 

experienced. And too seasoned to be bullied into doing things that [I didn’t think 

was good], and I just didn't tolerate it very well. 

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders 

a. Same “what,” different “how” 

Asked whether he thought American and Korean managers expected different 

things from their subordinates, Lukas said no. The difference is not in the “what,” but in 

the “how.” 

I think expectations are always pretty straightforward about results, get things 

done, clean things up. 

No, I don't think they were any different that way. I think it was all about in the 

management and the style of. It's not the "what," … it's about the “how.” And I 

would say it this way: their “how” sucks. The how they did things, how they 

approached things ... 

And there's the style issues, …of being a micro manager … – maybe some of 

that's Korean culture, maybe some of that's [my Korean company] culture …  

b. American managers are more praiseful 

Lukas also noticed that American managers give more praises compared to the 

Korean managers.  

Well, when [my first Korean boss] was around, the praises weren't like a typical, 

atta-boy, slap-on-the-back kind of American, but they were there. Good job, keep 



   

 266 

it up, thanks for that. But again, he was born in the United States, and truly he's an 

American, right? 

And then I worked for the American CEO. So I was acknowledged a lot by that 

guy for the things that I was doing: the cost cutting, the planning that got done, 

the clean-up of the accounting stuff, all that kind of stuff. And there was a lot of 

other things we did. We automated a lot of things, we cut costs out of HR. 

So I mean, there were a lot of really good things that got done and got 

acknowledged. But they were more acknowledged by my American boss. 

c. No benefit reporting to a Korean 

Asked if he saw any benefits in reporting to a Korean manager, after a long pause, 

Lukas answered as follows: 

You know, that's a very good question. … I mean honestly, I would say that I 

can't say that there really was. Then again, I hate to use the word Korean manager, 

I would really have to say Korean managers [in my Korean company], because I 

just don't have any experience outside of that. And I really struggle with how 

much of it was [my Korean company] culture versus Korean culture.  

[Having said that,] there is not a single Korean that I met that I walked away with 

a lot of respect for. Because they were all behaving, almost in a crowd mentality, 

they all were drinking the same Kool-Aid. 

 

Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean leader 

a. Put your foot down! 

There are points that Lukas felt the American managers need to put their foot 

down and stand up to the Korean leaders, and he gave two examples of this. 

… after that [my American CEO] put his foot down and said [to the Korean 

leader], “No. This is our quarterly review, our meeting. If you have things you 

want to discuss, you can let me know and we will have private sessions for those 

or whatever, but we're going to bring our business unit leaders in, and we're going 

to run the agenda. It's my meeting …” [LAUGH] It was sort of [my American 

CEO] and I trying to keep some control over the situation. 

And I'm not going to sit there and say, I made a mistake [when I didn’t]. I said, 

“My only mistake was doing my job and finding that this was an error [made by 

the previous Korean manager].” 
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b. Have a Korean-American as your staff 

The second tactic is simpler, i.e., having a Korean-American as his staff to 

facilitate better communication with the Korean leader and headquarters. 

I and my [Korean staff] write this very lengthy memo, if you will, in English. But 

he can speak Korean, so I tell him, if [the Korean leaders and headquarters] have 

any questions, you can get on a call with them and talk in Korean and all that. 

 

Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers 

a. Think carefully before you join 

Think very carefully before you really accept that [Korean] job assignment. I did 

have somebody call me and say, “I have this,” and I just cautioned him. 

b. Understand Korean work culture 

If you're already in the boat, I guess my advice would be to really pay attention to 

the style and understand that. And read more about the Asian culture of 

understanding this issue of saving face. 

c. Be careful in pushing back 

The way that I grew up in a great [American] company that was influenced 

greatly by Noel Tichy and this whole idea of pushing back, that is … [LAUGH] 

the opposite of what is really needed to be successful in a Korean company. You 

really have to be careful about expressing strong opinions, about pushing back on 

what appears to be a decision that's been made. 

 

Cluster 6b: Advice for Korean companies 

a. Understand American work culture 

I would say that you need to be cognizant of the difference in the cultures, right? 

That there's a very different culture between the two countries. And that if you 

want to be successful, then you have to understand the differences. And 

understand that a hardworking American is putting in maybe nine to ten hours a 

day in and that's it. You're going to get 50 hours, 40 to 50 hours [a week] out of a 

hardworking American. 
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b. Move past the face-time culture 

And I think the other thing that I learned is that – what I found with a lot of these 

[Korean] guys is that – they were sort of going behind closed doors and taking 

naps. So … they felt like they needed to be present physically. But what I found is 

that they mentally weren't present.  

… one of the things that was an “Aha! moment” for me is, they're only here 

because they feel like they have to be here. We had that culture in America long 

time ago, what I call face-time culture. We've moved past that. I don't care where 

my people are and when they are as long as they're doing what they need to do, 

and the stuff is getting done in the correct timeframes. For the Koreans, it is not 

about that. It is not about that, it is about physically being at the work place of 

work. And understanding that difference is important [for the Korean leaders]. 

If you're really going to have a Korean company running an American operation 

with a Korean figurehead, or with a Korean CEO, if you will, then you really have 

to understand that the American work environment is much more mobile. And 

that you – as a Korean leader – are going to have to deal with remote workers or 

telecommuters ... as well as executives feeling like they can be very successful 

and not physically be in the office.  

c. Have a Korean leader with American experience 

And I would think finding someone that's a Korean, that's had prior experience 

living and working in America, would make it much better, too. 

 

Individual Profile #8: Patrick 

Patrick worked in a Korean company for 26 years, by far the longest among the 

research participants. He joined the Korean company when it was just starting up in the 

US, and in 24 of those 26 years, he reported to Korean managers. As such, he is an apt 

choice to be the last participant presented here as he had so much experience working in a 

Korean company. Patrick’s long experience also means that his data set is larger than the 

other participants, and it is reflected in the larger number of themes for him. 

Prior to joining the Korean company, Patrick worked for a couple of years in an 

American company that was partly owned by a Western European company, and then 
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another couple of years in a startup East Asian company. Hence Patrick already had an 

experience working with foreign management and East Asian culture when he joined the 

Korean company, but not with the Koreans. He had never lived, studied, or worked 

abroad, either. 

The clusters and their emergent themes for Patrick are as listed in Table C.8 

below and their discussion follows. Like in the previous cases, the last column in the 

table shows whether Patrick’s emergent themes converge with (i.e., similar to) the 

previous participants’ emergent themes, or diverge from those (i.e., opposite of, or 

something new/different). The discussion of the emergent themes follows.  

No Cluster Emergent Themes Conv? 

1 Work environment a. Typical American employee 

demography 

b. Extreme hard-working culture 

c. Expatriates as shadow peers and spies 

d. Drinking culture 

e. Deceitful environment 

f. Not a global company 

• Y 

 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

2a Organizational structure a. Having dual bosses 

b. The burden of coordinator system 

c. The problem of short assignment 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

2 Management system a. Top-down organization 

b. It’s who you know, not what you know 

c. Utter reluctance to face the boss 

d. Unrealistic work expectation  

e. The art of not making decision 

f. Looking down on Americans 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y  

3 Being a leader, not just a 

follower 

a. Important leader 

b. Goals were set by Korea 

c. Being culturally sensitive 

d. Believe in the products 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

Table C.8 

 

The Clusters and Their Emergent Themes for Patrick.  
(Notes on the “Convergence?” column: Y = yes, it’s similar to a previous theme; N = no, it’s a 

new theme; O = it’s opposite of a previous theme) 
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• Y 

4a Relationship with the 

Korean leader and the 

coordinators 

a. Relationship with dual bosses 

b. Person factor 

c. Relationship with the coordinators 

d. Minimal praise, plenty of criticism 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

4b Korean vs. American 

leaders 

a. No benefit reporting to a Korean • Y 

5 Tactics to deal with the 

Korean leader 

a. Have Korean-American as your staff 

b. Skip the approval process 

c. Reach the target no matter what 

d. Use your expertise 

e. Be creative 

f. It’s their company! 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

• Y 

6a Advice for American 

managers 

a. Don’t do it!  

b. Immerse in their culture 

c. Work late, not early 

d. Tactics to handle the drinking parties 

 

6b Advice for Korean 

companies 

a. Understand the American market 

b. Don’t use coordinators 

c. Have a single leader 

d. Let the Americans run the company 

 

 

 

Cluster 1: Work environment 

a. Typical American employee demography 

Patrick worked in a large Korean company with mostly American employees and 

the typical demography: 

… so the demographic is Caucasian, Asian – whether that be Korean, Japanese, 

Vietnamese, Malaysian, right? – and Hispanic. Okay, and when you look at the 

numbers, it's probably about 25% Asian, 25% Hispanic, 48% Caucasian and 2% 

African American. 

b. Extreme hard-working culture 

Like many other participants, Patrick experienced the extreme hard-working 

culture in his Korean company. 
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We did a [new software] implementation that any American company said would 

certainly take four years, and we did it in 14 months. But you know what, stupid 

me, it's was like working two jobs! So you would do your normal job and then 

you did your new software job. So, for example, the new software weekly recap 

meeting convened at 8:30 PM on Friday nights. That's after you've been there 

since 7:30 in the morning. 

But that's the kind of effort they like, right? Because that's … you're giving 

ultimate, you're giving your best for the company. 

There was one time I had my gallbladder out. I got home at like 3 o’clock in the 

afternoon. The next day, I was in the office at 8:00 AM doing a production order, 

because nobody else knew how to do it … 

c. Coordinators as shadow peers and spies 

Patrick’s company also employed Korean expatriates as coordinators in the US, 

similar to Sean’s and Charles’ cases. And like them, Patrick didn’t have a high regard of 

their job function. 

Their job is just to take the questions from the Korean headquarters, and then if 

you had a good coordinator, he can come back and explain. 

… their major job was to know what was going on and report that to Korea. So, 

we really did not call them coordinators because they really did not have real job. 

We call them spies. [LAUGH] 

… they do not have a job. They just sit there, and they take your data and they put 

it into a Korean PowerPoint, and you don't even know what they're sending off. 

And Patrick also thought that the company would be better off without the 

coordinators. 

There's no need for them, they add nothing to the business, nothing. 

And if you didn't have one, you didn't have 10% of the stress you had being with 

the many Korean coordinators around you.    

… not only did they make it miserable for the Americans, they made it even more 

miserable for the Korean staff below them. You know, we can talk about how bad 

the coordinator system is [for the Americans]. Oh, my goodness, it is ten times 

worse for the low level Korean guys. 
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d. Drinking culture 

Then throw on top of this the drinking that the coordinators do. So, they'll go out 

because somebody's going home. The next day there's a major meeting that has to 

happen. It's eleven o'clock or noon before they show up because they're all 

hammered from the night before. 

So, if one guy challenges a guy to take a shot, then they challenge back. Then 

they get hammered, and they're challenging the other guys. It's unbelievable, it's 

like kindergarten. It's like they're all babies. 

e. Deceitful environment 

Patrick depicted the work environment as deceitful, just like Lukas did. 

They could look you in the eye and say, “Patrick, you are the greatest guy, you 

are like Henry Ford. You are great, you work so hard.” [Then] they could put 

right in the deck that I was the biggest slime ball in the world. 

It sounds amazing, [and] people don't believe it, but that is exactly how the 

Koreans operate. You just have to remember that. And it does sound like, “How 

could that be?” [But] that's exactly how it is. 

They will lie to you, they will cheat. They will say they've told the headquarters 

one thing, and they actually told them just the opposite. 

If you work there for two years, you'll take 20 years off your life. It's very bad. 

f. Not a global company 

They are not a global company. They are a Korean company that does business in 

many countries. [But] They're not a global company. There's no foreigners on the 

board of directors, there's not one. There's not a woman on the board of directors. 

There's not a Korean woman on the board of directors. So, it's archaic. The world 

is kind of growing up around them. 

People, kids now, millennials, won't put up with a negative atmosphere like that. 

So, they hire them from school, they come in, and they work a couple years, and 

then they quit. So here in the US, they're always worried about the ever-aging 

workforce. And it's going to continue to age, because it's aging faster than they 

can bring replacements in. 
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Cluster 2a: Organizational structure 

a. Having dual bosses 

Like Sean, Patrick also had dual bosses and had to deal with the coordinator 

system. 

I have A as my American boss, and I also have K2, the Chief Executive 

Coordinator (CEC), as my Korean boss. 

I also have Senior VP [of my functional area] that I interact once a week. 

b. The burden of the coordinator system 

Well, we had the CEC, which has Director, Executive Director, and VP – I dealt 

with him every day. Then I had the coordinator [for my functional area], I dealt 

with him every day. Then I had an operations coordinator [for my functional 

area], and I had to deal with him. And then I had a coordinator for distributor 

development, you know, franchise agreements and incentive spend, I had to deal 

with him. Then, when it came to incentives, there's the financial arm of my 

company, they would have their own team of Americans and Korean 

coordinators.  

Yes, so, as you can see, you wasted so much time with guys that don't have jobs, 

that just want to question you on every geopolitical issue. 

c. The problem of short assignment 

Every one of the Korean [coordinators] is only worried about their own skin. How 

do they survive here in America until they get sent back for their next 

assignment? That's all they're worried about. They're not worried about how 

effective they are. They're not worried how the company in America performs. 

They just want to survive and get on to their next assignment. 

[If a problem takes one and a half year to solve] and if that coordinator's only 

going to be there another year, you would never push back, you'd leave that 

problem for the next coordinator. 

… the coordinators, once it's announced they're going back, like in September, 

and say that this coordinator's going back in December, for that three or four 

months, they won't make any decision. Nothing. It's like they're already done with 

the job. Because they can't make decisions and then have the new guy implement. 

Because the new guy can turn around and blame the previous coordinator. 
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Cluster 2b: Management system 

a. Top-down organization 

Their business savvy is just to follow what the leader says. If the leader has a 

vision of what's going on, … sign up. “We're going to build all the products,” 

[and] all the other Koreans just fall right in line. Nobody is going to question the 

superior. 

When I got to the executive level, all it basically was a title. Because they still 

want to pull the strings, they still want to control. 

… in their mind, the people [in headquarters] are just going to give orders out to 

all the subsidiaries and distributors, and you're just going to follow orders, and it's 

going to be the Korean way or no way. 

Korean is a great culture … until you get into one of these groups that one of the 

Chaebols controls. Because it's that old, it's that 1950s, 60s mentality, that the 

general is the only guy that knows what to do, and you better not even question 

him. 

b. It’s who you know, not what you know 

… remember, in the Korean culture, it's not what you know, it's who you know. 

They're much more comfortable having somebody that they know they can trust 

versus somebody that knows what's going on and knows what to do. 

c. Utter reluctance to confront the boss 

If it's not what the upper people at headquarters wanted, they would never do it, 

because they don't have the guts to do something different. 

The CEC would not tell Chairman that he missed a number. 

… you have to remember the Koreans are very conniving. If you do any kind of 

reading on the culture, you're going to see that in their culture, it is perfectly 

permissible to lie. To keep harmony. It is totally permissible to lie. Now, what we 

could never understand is that harmony for us was different than harmony for 

them. Two different things. It’s like yin and yang. 

To illustrate the  Koreans’ reluctance to confront the boss, Patrick told the same 

Korean Air crash story that was told by Harry and Lukas, and this one: 

I heard one story that the Chairman fired a guy named Mr. Lee. And then two 

months later, the Chairman was saying, “Where's Mr. Lee? Mr. Lee can solve this 

problem.” Nobody had the guts to tell the Chairman that he fired Mr. Lee. They 
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ran out and they found Mr. Lee. And let's hope Mr. Lee was smart enough to 

make the deal of a century to come back. [LAUGH] 

d. Unrealistic work expectation 

Patrick also gave a good little story to illustrate this theme. 

So picture a hill, big hill, and you're at a base of the hill with the Korean. And the 

Korean says you need to get that car to the top of that hill. I said, “Okay, to do 

that, I need two gallons of gas.” “No, no, no, no, here's one gallon. Do your best.” 

Car goes halfway up the hill, rolls back down. You get to the bottom of the hill, 

and you say, “See? I told you I need two gallons of gas.” “Okay, here's another 

gallon of gas, you get to the top of the hill. I gave you two gallons.”  

That's how they think. And then you would say, “Well, Patrick, you failed, you 

didn't get to the top of the hill. I gave you the two gallons. Didn't you get two 

gallons?” “Yeah, I got two gallons, but I didn't get them when I needed them.” 

“But you got … Well, see, you failed.”  And that's Korean culture. 

e. The art of not making decisions 

This finding is similar to what participant #3, Harry, experienced. 

The Korean way is that if you don't want to make a decision, you just leave it in 

your inbox. Leave it in the inbox all day, two days, a week. After you go past a 

couple days, if they won't sign it when you go in to them and ask them to sign 

something, you know that they don't want to do it. They won't tell you no, they 

just let it languish in the hopes that it dies. That you'll get the hint that they don't 

want to participate, they don't want to agree to it. 

Because remember, they don't want anything to disrupt harmony. And you keep 

harmony by not telling people no, or they're just pushing things to the side and 

never making a decision. It's just the way Korean culture is. 

f. Looking down on Americans 

Similar to Lukas, Patrick said that the Koreans felt they were better than the 

Americans. 

And they would come to me and say, “Patrick, you know one Korean man is 

worth ten Americans.” 

When I asked whether they really said that, Patrick said: 
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They really say that. Which really gives them these crazy expectations of what to 

believe, right? Because they think they can send two Korean guys off to do some 

study. And then what happens is they draft ten Americans to actually do the work. 

And all of a sudden, they just report back, "Yeah, [we] just put the stuff together. 

We didn't have any help.” 

They think they're so much smarter than everybody. "Why listen? We'll just tell 

them what to do." 

 

Cluster 3: Being a leader, not just a follower 

a. Leader, not just follower, and moving up 

Given his long tenure in the Korean company, Patrick had a steady movement up 

the ladder. In his last position: 

Well, there were several hundred employees, and more than half reported to me 

because I had all five regional offices and three functional areas reported to me. 

b. Goals were set by Korea 

Nevertheless, in this top-down organization, the goals were mostly set by the 

headquarters. 

All the real objectives are set by Seoul. … And then here, you just put together 

the plan, try to implement. 

An American President and CEO is not a real president and CEO because he 

doesn’t control everything. All the strings are pulled by Korea. 

[My American CEO] controlled how often he got beat from missing objectives. 

[LAUGH] 

It's really a way just to keep it, “Hey, let's make it look like the dumb Americans 

are really in charge, but we're really pulling all the strings. But you know what, if 

something goes wrong then we just blame the dumb Americans.” And you could 

call anybody at [my Korean company], and they will tell you the exact same 

thing. 
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c. Being culturally sensitive 

Staying in a Korean company for 26 years required Patrick to be culturally 

sensitive. 

And you know what? I think I'm pretty culturally sensitive. I mean, my American 

boss had said, “Hey, I would've thought if anybody here,” he goes, “Patrick, the 

way you got along with these guys, I would've thought if [the Korean company] 

was going out of business, you would be the very last employee to leave and you 

would be shutting off the lights.”      

[The previous CEC] gave me a Korean name, I had it on my business cards, in 

Korean and in Chinese. 

Having been to Korea so many times, he was also very familiar with Seoul, and 

he actually had a good opinion of the Korean people and culture. 

Oh yeah, I knew Korea enough that if I had to go, I just went myself. I just 

navigate it to the hotels. I get a cab over to the headquarters. Seoul is a very 

pretty, very clean city. And the average Korean is actually very nice. It's really, I 

mean it's a great culture. 

d. Believe in the products 

As much as he disliked the management system, Patrick actually admired the 

products. That was one reason he stayed for so long. 

Because the hardest part [of the comis having good products. They have great 

products. Everything else should be easy. 

I liked all the positions [that I had] because people would say, “Hey, if you cut 

me, I would bleed Hyundai blue.” I really believe in the product, they have great 

products. 

I just thought I was doing the right thing. I liked working for that [Korean] 

company and that was the right thing.  
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Cluster 4a: Relationship with the Korean leader and coordinators 

a. Relationship with the dual bosses 

Asked about his relationship with his American boss (A) and his Korean boss 

(K2), Patrick said: 

You know what? The relationship was 180 degrees different. 

So A was a very experienced guy. He knew the US market. You didn't have to 

explain very rudimentary things ever to him. He just knew what he wanted to do.  

K2 came from an Asian country where they had … only two [types of products]. 

When he got here to the US, he was totally over his head, totally over his head. 

You could explain the same thing to him 20 times, and he never got it. 

It was very difficult. My last six months [at the Korean company], A’s and K2’s 

offices were side by side. The common wall, to the left of the wall was A’s door. 

To the right of the wall was K’s door. I would go in and talk to my A, and A hated 

K2. So, he would go, “Okay, go tell K2.” I would literally get up out of the chair 

in A's office, walk right into the next office, and tell K2 what A wanted to do. 

Then K2 would say, “No, the headquarters doesn't want to do that. Go tell A we 

can't do that.” And then I would walk right back to A's office, and there were 

times in the day I did that for hours because those two guys wouldn't talk.  

b. Person factor 

However, things were much better with K1, the previous Korean CEC. 

K1 was one of the most experienced people in the company. He started as a 

trainee. He was in various departments of the company. … He was in the US, 

went back to Korea, came back here as the head guy. Then he went to another big 

Asian country as the head guy. So, he's one of the most experienced people in the 

company. 

There were Americans, me included, who would have done anything for K1. 

Then when K2 came in and was a total 100% different person than K1, that really 

demoralized the whole company.  

They had an understanding. A ran the American staff. K1 reported everything 

back to Korea. He took the heat. K2 got here and what K2 did, he didn't want to 

take any heat. 

K1 could report right to the top, and the top would say, “Okay, let's do this then.” 

“No, we can't do that.” So maybe he argues with them for a month, or six months, 
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or whatever, right. But ultimately it got resolved one way or another, and then the 

Koreans would buy into it because the command came from the top.  

c. Relationship with the Korean coordinators 

Patrick had to deal with the coordinators as soon as he moved to the company’s 

head office in the US. 

 [The coordinators were] right in the office, right next to me. 

… for the last ten years, oh, God, I would talk to them too many times in a day to 

count. 

In the first few months I had a guy that was US-educated, could speak and write 

English better than me, and was more well-read than me in classic literature. He 

was just a very, very good guy. But then again 10% of a time, somebody from 

Korea would call him and tune him up, and then all of a sudden, he would revert 

to like a crazy Korean. There were times he would come in screaming [into my 

office]. 

But all in all, good, and then his replacement was a good guy. And then the third 

replacement was horrible. Horrible English, didn't attend meetings. 

d. Minimal praise, plenty of criticism 

So you would do [self-scarifying] stuff like that, and you know what? That means 

nothing to a company. Means absolutely nothing. 

… the Korean coordinators … tell you when things are negative. They will never 

praise you. 

There was one year we were up 5% of one month. We were supposed to be up 

8%. The Korean out here in the US was so pissed, he called me in his office, and 

he said, “Bob, are you ashamed of yourself? Is your family ashamed of you?” 

And they have no qualms about [saying something like that]. “No, my family is 

very proud of me. Thank you very much.” 

 

Cluster 4b: Korean vs. American leaders 

a. No benefit reporting to a Korean 

Asked whether he saw any benefits at all of working in Korean company in the 

US and reporting to Korean manager, Patrick said: 
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Not a one. 

I can't tell you – in 26 years and in the last 10 years out here [in the US head 

office] – I can't tell you a single time where I think they really did anything to 

make business better. Everything is generally an obstruction. 

 

Cluster 5: Tactics to deal with the Korean leader 

a. Have Korean-American as your staff 

Patrick’s tactics to deal with the Korean leader mirrored what other participants 

prescribed. 

So, we would say there are Korean-Koreans, and there are Korean-Americans. 

The two are very different. For the most part, if you're a Korean American man, 

the Korean-Korean men treat you like an outcast. If you are Korean American 

woman, and you are relatively good looking, [LAUGH] you can work into the 

Korean-Korean men's confidence. 

… I had a couple Korean staff, Korean Americans that would translate stuff for 

me because I didn't trust them [the coordinators]. 

… I had two Korean analysts that worked for me, Korean-Americans. And I 

would get all the reports, and they were like my spy network, because they were 

two good-looking girls, and all the Korean coordinators here were men. So, they 

were like my spy network. I knew everything that was going on because these 

guys would talk to the good-looking girls. And that intercepted so many difficult 

situations because the Korean coordinators won't communicate with you. They 

don't. 

b. Skip the approval process 

… there's no freedom or leeway [in making my own decisions]. Now, I have 

freedom or leeway because I would just do stuff and I wouldn't tell them.  

Patrick told a story when his American boss (A) and his Korean boss (K2) 

couldn’t agree and were at an impasse for two days: 

On the third day, I launched a multi-million-dollar program … without having 

sign-off. I just announced it. Oh, K2 was so pissed because he had to explain it to 

Korea. 

So … there be time when I would just, “Sorry, I have to make a decision.” 
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c. Reach the target no matter what 

By hitting the number, whether legitimately or by cheating, that's all that mattered 

to the Koreans. Because if you didn't hit the number, they were worried about the 

negative effect on the parent company’s stock. So they would just put in 

[anything]. 

d. Use your expertise 

The easiest time to convince them is when they know absolutely nothing about it. 

Okay, so say we need to spend extra money on enhancing the distribution system, 

how we allocate products to the distributors. Something like that, if I said, “Hey, 

we need a million dollars to fix this and this, this, this, this, this.” In cases like 

that, they would agree. And they would agree a lot of times because they didn't 

even understand what you were talking about. They're never going to admit that 

they don't know. 

e. Be creative 

So what you had to learn to do, if you needed $100 million to do something, and 

you did all the analysis, and you said this is what you need to do. [Since] every 

time they would come back, and say, “Okay, you can have 40 million,” – just like 

going up the hill – … you had to start playing their game. “Well, what do you 

need to do this?” “I need 225 million.” “Okay, we'll give you 100.” 

f. It’s their company! 

Just like some other participants, in the end Patrick felt it was their company, not 

his, but they have to take responsibility for it, too. 

And you know what, it's their company. If they wanted to tell you what to do, that 

would be fine, but when their plan doesn't work then they have to say their plan 

doesn't work. They don't do that. They blame the people at the local subsidiary. 

 

Cluster 6a: Advice for American managers 

a. Don’t do it! 

So, anybody that was going thinking they had to go work for a Korean, my advice 

would be, even if you were destitute and needed a job, do not report to a Korean. 

When the author said, “So if you are working in a Korean company, at least don’t 

report to a Korean?” and Patrick replied: 
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Well, one, I would take it further. I would say, if you had your druthers, don't 

even work for a Korean company. 

b. Work late, not early 

So at my Korean company, if you got there early, … okay, so say you got there at 

6 o'clock in the morning but you know what you wanted to get out of there by 4: 

30 so that you could go to your kid's Little League game. Going in early to work 

meant absolutely nothing to them. If you could stay until 7, 8, 9 o'clock, that's 

where you helped your coordinator because that's when they're getting calls from 

Korea. 

c. Immerse in their culture 

If you had to [join a Korean company] then you better immerse yourself in their 

culture. Okay, you better learn to like Korean food. You better learn how to drink 

because with every Korean coordinator, if you were not Korean and you didn't 

drink, you are done. They just don't respect you. You have to go drink, and you 

have to drink to excess to be respected by them. 

d. Tactics to handle the drinking parties 

Patrick even gave an advice on how to survive the Korean drinking parties. 

And if you watch them at these drinking parties, if there's ten Koreans, ten 

Americans, and it's almost time for the next round of shots, you'll see two or three 

of them go outside, and they smoke. Took me a long time to put two and two 

together, but it's orchestrated. It's orchestrated because then they miss one of the 

shots. And so then I never went to any of those parties without having cigars. And 

when they would go out and have one with you, and then they would smoke, they 

would be done, and I would have the cigar. I'd say, “You guys can go, I'll be right 

in.” And then I'm taking the cigar against the palm of my hand to put it out, so I 

can go back in and wait for the next group to go smoke. 

 

Cluster 6b: Advice for Korean companies 

a. Understand the American market 

It's like so many people, it was the same thing for the French that came here, and 

the Japanese that came here, and the Koreans that come here. People that those 

foreign companies post to come to America, they generally pick their A people, 

their A team players, right? They get here to the market and then they don't 

realize it's not Japan, or Korea, or Europe. They see the sophistication of the 

market, and then they cannot admit that they don't know what's going on. And 
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then their biggest downfall would be because they can't admit. … And I would 

say the worst out of the three are the Koreans.  

You would never hear these [Korean] guys say, “Hey, I don't understand that. 

Could you explain that to me?” They would never do that because that would 

show weakness. They're supposed to be the superior, and they're asking an 

underling to explain something that should be very basic. 

So you know, the French would come here, the Japanese, the Koreans, they all 

stay in their clique. They really, for the most part, 90%, 85% of them really don't 

try to learn the other culture. And so, if they don't try to learn the other culture, 

then if they're here two months, six months, by the time you get to eight or nine 

months, it's too late. They're ingrained in their ways. 

b. Don’t use coordinators 

[The coordinator system] doesn't work. All it does is cause heartache, and 

problems, and ill will. I don't see a single positive from the coordinator system, 

there's not a single positive. 

Take the Korean staff and integrate them. Give them real jobs so when they go 

back to Korea, they have actually learned something about the US market, versus 

sitting in their offices waiting for the phone to ring from Korea and do what 

Korea's bidding.  

Get rid of the Korean coordinators. Save all that money, get a big video 

conference room. Four or five of them, so all the different departments here could 

communicate directly with Korea that way. You don't need them here, you don't 

need Korean managers. You don't.  

It doesn't work, it doesn't work. And that's what [my Korean company] doesn't 

realize, they could be so much more successful in the US if they didn't have all 

these coordinators. Our foreign competitors don't have coordinators. 

c. Have a single leader 

… you have an American leader, [and] you have a Korean leader. That's the 

stupidest thing in the world, to have divided command. Go through history, 

anything with divided command, loses. I don't care whether it's American or 

whether it's a Korean. Put one person in charge.  

d. Let the Americans run the company 

… for a Korean company coming here ... you know what, open up an American 

subsidiary and one high level Korean executive with one admin, and let the 

Americans run the company. [My Korean company] here would be making 

billions of more dollars if they did that, if they would trust the locals that know 

the market to run the company [and] to make the product decisions. 
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… that's why you are going to hire locals that know the business and can sell the 

cars. Because you coming into a market for three or four years is not going to 

make you an expert on the market. And they don't get that.   

   

 


