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most important to understand where they [both managers and employees] are coming from 

and to adapt’.   

The general idea is that work effectiveness is invariably predicated by the ability of the 

managers and the employees to understand each other and work together. Working together, 

in turn, may require the managers and employee to adapt or accommodate to the different 

beliefs and expectations of the other, or what one employee described aptly as ‘meeting in the 

middle’.  Specifically, meeting in the middle may require the managers to focus on supporting 

and listening to the employees more than they are comfortable with. Conversely, meeting in 

the middle may call for the employees to focus on self-direction and proactive 

communication, which they may be unfamiliar with. In contrast, ethnocentrism, or insisting 

on the primacy of one’s own beliefs and expectations, is a sure way to alienate others, and to 

engender rivalry rather than collaboration.  

Costly misunderstandings can also be avoided, when differences in beliefs and expectations 

are not only recognised but action be taken to encourage adaptation. For example, if the 

managers remained adamant that employees should be able to work alone and proactively 

communicate, questions should be asked about what the managers can do to facilitate this. 

Similarly, if the employees remained resolute on the need for close and supportive managers 

who listen to them, questions should be asked about how they can make that happen. These 

are detailed in the recommendations section below. The recommendations were gleaned from 

the literature and from the participants’ responses. They take into account the various issues 

raised in the discussions. 

6.5 Recommendations for practice – managers  

For managers intent on seeking employees who are able to work on their own, engage 

themselves and proactively communicate, the following recommendations are made.  

6.5.1 Build close relationships  

Consideration must be given that the employees may be wired differently. Due to their 

cultural orientation that emphasises group interests and interdependence, the employees may 

be more aligned with the fundamental need to belong than with individual self-actualisation 

needs (Hofstede 1984). That is, they may be more likely to work hard with close relations 

than with any inherent need for personal achievement or autonomy.  
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One overarching theme coming from the interviews with the employees is that of close 

relations. The employees wanted closer ties with their managers. Various studies have 

demonstrated that close ties are important because of their ability to build trust and facilitate 

communication (Bass & Bass 2009). Employees are more likely to communicate with their 

managers when they know and trust them. A number of studies have also shown that close 

relations are important because of their impact on employee commitment and involvement 

(Lussier & Achua 2009). Employees are more likely to return their managers’ close support 

and trust with engagement and involvement. This is especially true in collectivist cultures. 

Several studies have found that collectivist cultures such as the Vietnamese culture are much 

more effective when working in close knit groups. That is, they are more likely to work 

harder in groups that are close (Earley 1989). This means that if the managers want their 

employees to communicate and to involve themselves more at work, the managers must first 

involve themselves with their employees.  

From the employees’ perspective, close relationships can be obtained by the managers 

showing concern or interest in the employees. Showing interest, in turn, can be demonstrated 

by the manager walking around and asking their employees how they are doing. Pitching in to 

help the employees out with the problems they face at work can also help considerably 

towards showing interest. Close relations can also be promoted by the managers displaying an 

‘open’, ‘approachable’ attitude. Managerial openness, in turn, can be facilitated by adopting 

what one employee referred to as the ‘open door' policy. That is, employees should be able 

walk into the manager’s office and provide feedback, contribute suggestions and engage in 

debate without any feelings of fear or apprehension. Managers can also show openness by 

spending time ‘hanging out’ with their employees after work at the local eatery and 

participating in the occasional wedding dinners and birthday celebrations. Attending these 

informal but personal events provides excellent opportunities for the managers to bond with 

their employees. It also provides a venue for the managers and employees to discuss work 

matters freely and not be constrained by protocol.  

6.5.2 Develop skills and ability   

Interviews with the employees indicate their tremendous willingness to learn and to work hard 

without exception. Nonetheless, a lack of skills and experience appeared to be holding them 

back. Working independently invariably requires employees to plan and negotiate their duties 

and responsibilities. Participation or involvement, in turn, requires them to be able to 
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articulate and persuade others about the merits of their ideas or suggestions. Communication 

with superiors, in particular, often requires employees to have communication skills, 

including language, in order to explain, clarify and ask questions. These skills do not come 

naturally but must be worked on.   

On account of their training, the employees may not have the skills and training the managers 

have come to take for granted. Scott and Bannon (2008) talked about children in Western 

cultures being socialised from very young to work on their own and to speak up. These 

qualities however tend to be absent in East Asian cultures, leaving them disadvantaged in the 

modern workplace. Nguyen and Robinson (2010) and Trung and Swierczek (2009) refer to 

the local education systems’ focus on theory rather than work skills. This focus on theory 

often does not prepare new employees adequately to cope with the numerous demands placed 

on them in the modern workplace.  

Accordingly, the management practice of ‘delegate and forget’ which some managers mistake 

for work independence, may not work here. It is akin to throwing the employees in at the deep 

end of the pool without a lifeline. The same authors all speak of the importance of training to 

bring the employees ‘up to speed’ on the skills required to succeed at work. Classroom 

training, however, may not suffice. Classroom training may be adequate to relay information 

and knowledge but may be less effective when it comes to imparting work skills. Scott and 

Bannon (2009) recommend on-the-job coaching as a model for training the local employee. 

Coaching is especially relevant in Vietnam as it involves providing support and direction 

(Lussier & Achua 2009), both features of the paternal leader favoured in collectivist cultures. 

Interviews with the employees suggest that the employees desired not only advice and 

guidance but also instruction and direction. Coaching these employees would go a long way 

towards making them more capable and more confident on the job. 

Managers may also have to consider expanding their skills set to include listening. There are a 

number of reasons for listening. Chief among them is the high context communication style 

practised in East Asia that focuses on indirectness and discretion, which also requires one to 

be more skilled in listening. According to Adler and Rodman (2006), listening in Confucian 

East Asia is much more complex; it involves not only the ears but also the mind and heart. 

The onus falls on the manager to not only listen to what is said verbally, but also to what is 

said through context and non-verbal cues.   
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Additionally, it is not enough for managers to just listen to their employees. Managers must 

also demonstrate overtly that they are listening. The employees noted that they are always 

looking at how open and approachable the manager is to questions, feedback or suggestions. 

If the managers do not display openness the employees will invariably withdraw and proceed 

to do their jobs quietly. Tost et al. (2011) similarly observe that employee communication 

depends very much on their perceptions of leader openness. One good way to demonstrate 

openness is to follow up on feedback and suggestions from employees. Conversely, if the 

suggestions are not taken on board, the managers should also explain why.  

Listening is particularly important when making decisions. According to Borton (2000), 

Risher and Stopper (2000), Thai (2005) and Zhu (2003), consultations and consensus are key 

to successful management and decision-making in Vietnam. Apparently, managers in Vietnam 

do not make decisions alone, nor do they expect their employees to fall in line when they do. 

Instead, managers there tend to consult their employees before making any decisions. Borton 

(2000) considers that this consultation and listening is less about sharing of power, than about 

giving respect to the employees and doing what is right.  

Finally, listening enables the managers to avoid ethnocentrism. The interviews indicated that 

the employees were wary of managers who insisted on their own ways of doing things. The 

employees generally saw themselves as having to change to better adapt to the international 

workplace but they also want to see similar attempts to change on the part of the managers. 

They definitely do not want to be the only ones making changes. The Vietnamese proverb of 

following house rules clearly illustrates this: ‘nhap gia tuy tuc’ or ‘when you go into a house, 

follow the rules of that house’ (Te 1962, p. 120). 

6.5.3 Set expectations   

Managers must also ensure that their employees are fully aware of the roles or duties that they 

should attend to. Due to their background and training, the employees may be unfamiliar with 

the idea of work independence, involvement or proactive communication. These are duties 

and functions that were neither expected nor emphasised in employees in previously centrally 

planned Vietnam (Ashwill & Thai 2005). Nonetheless, they are imperative today, as they are 

seen to provide organisations with the necessary competitive advantage, and to provide 

employees with the requisite opportunities to gain recognition and advance their careers. 
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Managers need to attend to what Wagner and Hollenbeck (2009) refer to as the socialisation 

process, where employees get to learn the duties they are expected to assume, and the tasks 

they are expected to perform. Carefully articulating the duties and tasks right from the start 

will help employees to better adjust to the demands placed on them at work. For example, 

they need to understand what work independence really means: what it entails; what it refers 

to in terms of work communication; what feedback the managers expect; when and how one 

gives feedback; what questions should be asked; when it is appropriate to ask questions; and  

why asking questions is so important. 

The interviews indicated that the employees were often not clear about what was expected of 

them. They often felt confused about what they should or should not do. On the managers’ 

part, they did not help matters much. They almost always assumed that the employees knew 

what to do. To boost employee morale and performance, it is imperative for managers to 

articulate clearly to the employees what they want right from the start. For the managers, 

taking time off to guide their employee will help them considerably. Outlining for the 

employees the duties they are to assume and the tasks they are to perform will ensure the 

employees ‘learn the ropes’ quickly to adapt and survive in the increasingly demanding 

workplace. The returns, in terms of employee performance and satisfaction will definitely 

outweigh the cost in time and expenses.  

Managers also need to be aware of the roles or duties expected of them. Views on the duties 

and responsibilities of managers in Vietnam may be more conventional and traditional than 

they expect. Recent studies show the local employees’ increasing openness and expectations 

for work autonomy and participation (Vo & Hannif 2013). Notwithstanding, as Dickson, den 

Hartog and Mitchelson (2003) point out, and as evidenced in this study, in collectivist cultures 

such as Vietnam there is still an expectation for close support and help. For a long time, the 

relationship between the manager and his employee were more like the relationship between 

the master and his apprentice than that of the facilitator and his learner. As Yum (1988) 

describes it, relationships in Confucian cultures, including manager-employee, are not only 

close but also mutually obligatory, with both manager and employees having duties and 

responsibilities to attend to. This includes the managers being more hands on and not leaving 

the employees to their own devices. Consequently, the hands off, ‘you are on your own’ 

management approach may not be viewed favourably nor appreciated.  
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Nevertheless, the right level of supervision and direction ultimately depends on the maturity 

and experience of the employees. The contingency theory of leadership applies here in that 

different leadership styles should be applied to different people. Closer supervision and 

support may be needed for the newer recruits. On the other hand, more freedom should be 

given to the more experienced employees. Guiding the employees closely and patiently is 

given more impetus with the following employee remark:  

They [managers] come very demanding. It is a good thing because it brings the team 

to the new level. Become higher standard. But it doesn’t happen overnight you know? 

Yeah you know, it’s not like today we do Vietnamese auditing and tomorrow we will do 

the international auditing. It takes time. And you know if you don’t do it one at a time, 

you will receive the negative respond from the staff. (LE4) 

6.5.4   Reduce hierarchy  

Several studies indicate that power distance discourages employees from giving feedback, 

asking advice and expressing opinions (See et al. 2011). Other studies suggest that power 

distance negatively affects initiative, including communication (Tost et al. 2011). Power 

distance is a relevant theme in Vietnam owing to the observance of hierarchy. One manager 

vividly describes the effects of power distance in the workplace in Vietnam this way: 

In Canada, if the staff are not happy, you know they are unhappy and they will tell 

you. With the Vietnamese, there is a range. There are the middle-aged men who are 

more likely to be a bit more straightforward, they think of you as sort of equal. With 

20-year-old Vietnamese women, you have to draw an answer out of her. (FM2) 

As such, managers should take proactive measures to reduce power distance at work. The 

question is how. It starts with building and fostering close relations. Borton (2000) and Thang 

et al. (2007) all talk about the ability of close relations to mitigate the harmful effects of 

hierarchy and facilitate communication. Tost et al. (2011) in turn highlight the imperative of 

open communication and collegiality to reduce hierarchy. On the one hand, hierarchy 

naturally creates distance between managers and employees. Building relations, on the other 

hand, helps bridge that distance.  
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Reducing hierarchy may also require the managers not to direct or tell the employees what to 

do all the time. The employees interviewed talked about ‘sharing’ rather than ‘lecturing’ and 

about ‘showing’ rather than ‘telling’ when being given directions to facilitate communication 

and collaboration. Telling the employees will only exacerbate perceived feelings of hierarchy 

or, as one employee puts it, create feelings of ‘different levels’ between the manager and the 

employee. Lecturing the employees may also cause the loss of face and feelings of disrespect. 

Consequently managers should refrain from just telling the employees what to do and create 

distance. Rather, they should revert to the more amenable form of communication of sharing 

with their employees and relating more closely to them.   

Milliken et al. (2003), and Edmondson and Detert (2007) also mention the importance of safe 

places. For the employees, being able to ask questions or voice their opinions and concerns 

without fear of being ridiculed or reprimanded will help allay any ill feelings about hierarchy. 

One manager put it this way: ‘once they [the employees] know it’s a safe environment … they 

will learn to argue, to state their point and to clarify issues’.  Managers also need to be aware 

that language can both empower and disempower their employees. Generally, language 

affords self-assurance and confidence to those who speak it well, but only breeds 

apprehension and uncertainty to those who do not. Employees who do not speak the language 

well will fear that they will be negatively evaluated for it. On the managers’ part, they can 

help by not censuring employees for their language deficits.    

6.6 Recommendations for practice – employees 

For employees who intend on having close and supportive managers who pay attention to 

their concerns and opinions with respect and understanding, the following recommendations 

are made.  

6.6.1  Focus on the task  

Due consideration must be given to the fact that managers may be less motivated by the desire 

for good relations than by the desire to achieve goals. Managers are generally hired to achieve 

a goal or complete a job. As such, they may be more focused on tasks than on people and 

good relations. Despite this, studies have shown that a manager’s behaviour does depend on 

their employees’ performance (Barrow 1976). When employees’ performances are 

unsatisfactory, managers will be more inclined to become task-focused. And when 
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employees’ performances meet or exceed expectations, the managers are more likely be 

people-oriented. Hence, to ensure the managers remain close, supportive and people-centred, 

employees should work to ensure their performances meet the managers’ expectations. Failure 

to do so will invariably attract unwarranted attention.  

According to the foreign managers, good employee work performance invariably includes 

regular communication. One overarching theme emerging from the interviews was that 

employees do not communicate enough. For the managers, communication is a means to keep 

tabs on what is going on at work (Giles et al. 1992). Communication is preferable to close 

supervision and other forms of formal control. The idea is for the managers not to check on 

the employees all the time, but for the employees to volunteer feedback, advice and general 

information to the managers.  

As such, employees must always make it a point to ask questions when they are not sure of 

the job instructions or the approach used. The employees must also give feedback on work 

progress and work issues, especially work issues that may affect job delivery. Additionally, 

employees should articulate ideas or suggestions that may improve work performance. When 

there is clear and constant flow of communication, the managers will feel that they have a 

handle on what is going on at work. When the employees don’t communicate sufficiently the 

managers will feel a loss of control. When the employees persist in not communicating, the 

managers may be persuaded to implement other less amenable forms of control.    

6.6.2 Develop ability   

To succeed at the workplace, employees need to ensure that they have the requisite skill and 

ability to communicate. Like it or not, employees will be evaluated according to their 

willingness and ability to communicate. McCroskey et al. (1975) note some years back that 

willingness to communicate is key to work success. Those who communicate are seen as 

more competent, sociable and more attractive than those who don't. San Antonio (1987) refers 

to increased opportunities for advancement for employees who communicate well and limited 

prospects for those who do not. 

With regard to the question of what are the requisite communication skills to succeed at work, 

the interviews suggest that proactive and direct communication are the most important. The 

managers interviewed wanted proactive communication including feedback, questions, 
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opinions and suggestions. The idea is the employees should anticipate and provide their 

managers with timely information they need to make good decisions. What is most important 

is that the employees should not wait for the managers to query them.  

Proactive and direct communication will also ensure that the employees’ voices are heard. 

Adler and Rodman (2006) note the importance of coordinating communication. Essentially, 

effective communication requires the employees to match their communication behaviours 

with those of their managers or vice versa. Thus, if the managers are direct and assertive, the 

employee must likewise be direct and assertive. Further, Tost Gino and Larrick (2012) argue 

that due to perceived power distance, managers often do not listen to their employees. They 

will only listen to their employees if they feel that the employees have something of value to 

say, or it is in their best interests to do so. In this case ‘in your face,’ direct and assertive talk 

will certainly help the employees to get heard.  

Generally, managers are not obliged to listen to their employees. There are no pre-existing 

rules stating that managers must attend to their employees.  If the employees want the 

managers to listen, they need to capture their attention. Direct, assertive talk will not only help 

the employees capture the managers’ attention but will also get them in their managers’ good 

books. Various studies conducted in individualist cultures associate assertive and persuasive 

talk with competence, confidence and competitiveness (Kim 2002). By way of contrast, 

speaking quietly with downcast eyes, as employees from collectivist cultures have been taught 

to do in the presence of higher authorities (Hwa-Froelich & Vigil 2004), will not suffice in the 

modern workplace.  

At the same time, employees cannot assume that the managers are as adept at listening as they 

are.  Managers tend to be unfamiliar with indirect forms of communication and the emphasis 

on listening, particularly listening to context and non-verbal language. As explained earlier, 

employees can adapt to this by changing their communication to be more direct, assertive and 

persuasive. Alternatively, the employees can always educate their managers on the fine art of 

patient listening, although that can prove to be a considerable challenge.  

6.6.3 Set expectations   

Employees must understand their new roles. Today, managers demand that their employees 

assume greater work independence and engagement. That is, they not only want their 
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employees to be able to direct their own work, but the employees must also be able to actively 

contribute to the goings on at work. This invariably requires the employee to voice opinions, 

provide suggestions and discuss issues. It is no longer enough for the employees to wait on 

the managers and follow instructions. They must also be ready to take on roles that have 

traditionally been the sole preserve of the managers.  

Put another way, the employee role has expanded, with greater demands being placed on the 

employees today. Increasingly, the role distinction between the manager and employee has 

become indistinguishable. As a result, the employees may need to re-evaluate the Confucian 

hierarchical idea that everyone has a place and position in life, and their duty is to keep to 

them to maintain peace and harmony. In the modern workplace, there are still hierarchies, but 

they are rather fluid and flexible. The focus is on results, rather than on maintaining place and 

position. The emphasis is on work performance and survival in the marketplace rather than 

observation of roles, decorum and protocol. This may require the employees to break down 

any preconceived notions of role boundaries.  

At the same time, if employees are not ready or not comfortable with their new roles and 

duties, they should keep the managers informed.  If they want the managers to play a more 

conventional role, they should clearly articulate it at the outset. The employees need to clearly 

outline the roles or tasks they want their managers to play right at the start. They need to 

consider: what they want the managers to do; how much support they want; and what kind of 

support they want. The employees should ask if they want more help. The general idea is ‘ask 

and you shall receive’. Failure to do so will invariably lead to costly misunderstanding. 

6.6.4  Become aware of organisational culture   

Employees should also recognise the prevailing organisational culture or the ‘the way things 

are done around here’ (Schneider 1988, p. 232). They are the ‘do’s and don’ts’ of the 

organisation. Each organisation has its own rules on what constitute good behaviours and 

good attitudes. These rules are often unspoken but ultimately binding on the employees. A big 

part of the managers’ job is to promote and enforce these rules. To succeed at work the 

employees need to adhere to, if not embrace, these rules. Several managers talked about 

organisational culture or rules of behaviour that have proven so successful that they have 

made the company what it is now. Rather than fighting against these rules, the employees 

should consider how best to work with them.  
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One of the areas that these rules cover is asking questions and expressing disagreements. 

Disagreements are never seen as dissent. Neither is asking questions seen as a challenge. 

Generally, disagreements and asking questions are viewed by managers as part of the process 

of improving task efficiency and effectiveness. Consequently, when employees neglect to ask 

questions and subsequently produce substandard work, they may be viewed as unreliable, 

even irresponsible. A quote attributed to Confucius is particularly pertinent here: ‘He who 

asks a question is a fool for five minutes. He who does not ask is a fool for life’.  Another area 

covered by the said rules is the contribution of ideas and suggestions. In the main, managers 

are partial to employee participation and employee involvement. In direct contrast, holding 

back on idea contribution may be interpreted by the managers as a lack of interest or worse, a 

show of indifference.  

Rather than settling for employees who follow instructions, the managers wanted their 

employees to work with them to develop plans and implement strategies in response to issues 

and problems at work. The manager’s partiality to this approach is not without reason. 

Employee involvement is reputed to increase the quality of problem solving and decision-

making (McShane & von Glinow 2010). Better quality solutions are likely to come forth 

when there are more heads working on problems.  

Further, managers tend to associate employee involvement and participation with employee 

commitment. From their perspective, a more involved employee is more likely to be a more 

committed employee. When all the employees are involved and committed, the organisation 

would be better prepared to face the challenges of the marketplace. Hence, to gain more 

traction and recognition from their managers, employees should reassess any inhibition about 

talking and contributing, and participate more in the workplace.  

One manager sounded a rather stern warning to employees who disregard company culture: 

At our workplace, we kind of push our culture, the way we are. We forced them to 

follow us. We are an organisation that has been around for more than a hundred 

years. The culture is this. That's how we survive. Don't think that you come in and you 

can change the culture. I mean, I think after a while, it is a natural selection process. 

If they feel that they cannot fit into the culture, they will leave. So those who remain 

tend to deal with the situation better. (FM3) 



180 

 

6.7 Contribution to  theory building 

This study provides deeper insights into the foreign managers’ and local employees’ 

experiences in communication at work, shedding light on what they perceive to be issues or 

concerns at work. It presents a valuable contribution to the body of knowledge on culture and 

communication at the international workplaces in HCMC, Vietnam. Whilst much research has 

been done on culture and communication in the Western context, few equivalent studies have 

been made in East Asia. Vietnam, in particular, has yet to have a comprehensive study in the 

subject area.  Further, this study provides insights from the perspective of culture, 

communication and leadership. Whilst many studies have focused on either culture and 

leadership or culture and communication, this study provides insights into the research 

situation from the perspective of all three disciplines. Analysis of the data from all three 

disciplines affords a more holistic picture of the situation under investigation. Because the 

disciplines are intricately linked, neglecting one or the other would invariably diminish the 

results of the study.  

In this study, work roles were highlighted. Both managers and employees expected the other 

to take on certain duties, function and responsibilities. In essence, there were certain 

expectations from both managers and employees on what the other should do and how they 

should do it. Perceptions of work roles come partly from the positions held at work and partly 

from the employees’ cultural backgrounds and training. Failure to conform or to comply with 

these perceived roles will invariably cause confusion and apprehension among the parties 

concerned.  

In particular, the role of the empowered employee was emphasised. Various studies have 

reported the rise of the empowered employees in the modern workplace. Generally, the 

empowered employee is one who is able to work alone, take on responsibilities and make 

decisions (Miller et al. 2012; Yukl 2013). The belief is that empowered employees will be 

more motivated to work if they are given control over their work, and if they are able to 

obtain credit for its success. There is also the idea that the empowered employee will provide 

the organisation with a greater competitive advantage in the global marketplace.    

At the same time, the role of the supportive manager received attention. Various studies have 

also highlighted the importance of the supportive leader. The supportive manager has also 

been referred to as one who shows concern and takes interest in their employees (Dorfman et 

al. 1997; House 1996). The idea is that managers should help and support their employees 
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until they are able to turn in credible work performances. This will not only help job 

performance but also employee satisfaction. 

This study also highlights the idea that work roles are closely linked to work communication. 

That is, employee empowerment is not only about giving the employees responsibilities and 

opportunities to get involved at work; it is also about communication, particularly verbal 

communication. True autonomy only occurs when employees are able to, and are given the 

opportunity to discuss, clarify and negotiate work duties and responsibilities. Similarly, true 

involvement occurs when employees are able to explain, assert and persuade others of their 

ideas and suggestions, and are given the opportunity to do so. The ability to communicate 

effectively allows the employees to take better control of their work and better engage 

themselves at work. The reverse is also true, that when the employees are not able to 

communicate effectively due to language or cultural issues. The employees’ willingness to 

engage and take responsibility for work will be compromised when the ability to 

communicate is in question. As such, questions should be asked about what can be done to 

facilitate open, direct communication from the employees. 

Similarly, managerial support is very much about communication, specifically listening. 

House (1996) and Dorfman (1998) describe the supportive leader as one who is concerned 

about his or her employees and communicates respect to them. This study highlights the 

importance of listening in communicating respect. Careful listening to the employees’ 

concerns and opinions will persuade the employees that the managers are interested in them. 

Following up on concerns will indicate respect for the employees opinions, and show that 

they are valuable contributing members of the organisation. Genuine interest expressed 

through listening is most important in East Asia as it not only connects the managers to their 

employees but also encourages greater employee commitment and engagement. The question 

arises as to what can be done to encourage more careful listening on the part of managers.  

This study also underlines the idea that in East Asia especially, the relationship between the 

empowered employee and the supportive manager is one that is complementary rather than 

contradictory. That is, in order to gain the empowered employees, managers need to first 

provide them the necessary support. The idea is that managers need to guide and coach 

employees until they can truly work on their own and take more responsibility. Put another 

way, employee empowerment does not mean the managers get to throw the employees in at 

the deep end of the pool and walk away. Rather, the manager’s role is to help and support the 
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employee until they are able to swim at the deep end of the pool in confidence. This flies in 

the face of the approach of many managers who regard empowerment simply as another term 

for the ‘delegate and forget’ approach. If anything, employee empowerment demands greater 

support from managers in Vietnam. Increased support is required here, not only because the 

employees may lack the requisite skills that the managers often take for granted, but also 

because that is role or duty of the manager.    

This study also emphasises how the idea of work roles can be perceived very differently. As 

explained earlier, roles have been described at different times and by different authors as 

duties or responsibilities, tasks or functions, or simply expected behaviours associated with a 

position (Bidell 1986). Generally, the definition of work roles has evolved over time from that 

of duties and responsibilities to that of activity and function. This change can be attributed in 

part to societal change in beliefs and values to accommodate the increasingly competitive and 

global society that we live in. Hofstede (2001) notes that cultural beliefs can and will change, 

albeit slowly, on account of a changing environment.  

This study highlights the idea of work roles in East Asia as duties and responsibilities, not just 

functions and task. Like ‘face’ concerns, roles are taken more seriously in collectivist East 

Asian countries such as Vietnam. The interviews and the literature serve to reinforce this idea. 

Yum (1988) observes that relationships in East Asia are not relational but also mutually 

obligatory. That is, when in close relationships with important others, there are duties and 

responsibilities that cannot be dispensed with. Gannon and Newman (2001) similarly observe 

that whilst individualist cultures emphasise individual rights and privileges, collectivist 

cultures focus on duties and responsibilities. Bontempo and Rivero (1992) point out that 

behaviours in collectivist cultures are in the main determined by their perceptions of roles, 

duties and obligations rather than values and attitudes. Invariably, the focus on roles goes 

back to the members of collectivist cultures having strong feelings of interdependence and the 

emphasis on fitting in and maintaining good relations and harmony (Fiske et al. 1998).  

In Vietnam, the importance of roles is reflected in several studies. For example, Ashwill and 

Thai (2005) cite a World Values survey study that queried the Vietnamese respondents on 

some of their goals in life. More than 97 percent of the respondents included ‘to make my 

parents proud.’  To another question on the family, nearly 100 percent thought that parents 

ought to be respected regardless of their qualities or their faults.  
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These strong feelings of duty and responsibility to the family are inevitably carried over to the 

workplace. Borton (2000) refers to the importance of ‘right relationships’ in the workplace. 

That is, managers and employees occupy a certain place or position in the organisation and 

therefore must attend to related duties and obligations.  

The implication of roles as duties and responsibilities is significant. Pellegrini and Scandura 

(2008) note that for peace and harmony to prevail at work, both managers and employees 

must play their respective roles and duties.  When one party complies with their duties and 

responsibilities but the other neglects theirs, disaffection, disharmony, or worse, conflict, will 

invariably ensue. Several of the managers talked about ‘leveraging’ and ‘harnessing’ the 

employees’ industry. One way to do that is to adhere to perceived roles. If the managers 

assume his or her roles, including that of being a supportive manager, they will be able to 

access a highly committed, engaged and productive set of employees. Conversely, when 

managers neglect their duties and responsibilities, the employees have every right to neglect 

theirs too.  

Whilst the employees appeared to focus on duties and obligations or ‘right relationships’, they 

also displayed a willingness to take on new roles and duties if given the opportunity and the 

requisite training or coaching. A number of the employees expressed satisfaction in being able 

to work on their own and actively contribute to the organisation. This has similarly been 

observed in more recent studies. Vo and Hannif (2013), for example, observe that the local 

employees working in foreign joint ventures, were particularly eager and enthusiastic about 

being able to actively contribute to the organisation. The younger employees especially 

perceive autonomy and involvement as the way it should be.  

This phenomenon appears to correspond to Ralston’s (2007) observations on ‘crossvergence’.  

That is, the employees appear to take on a mix of traditional Vietnamese and contemporary 

Western values, beliefs and roles. The Vietnamese employees are traditional in the sense that 

they still observe deeply embedded Confucian value of ‘right relationships’, but at the same 

time, they are ready to embrace new values and new practices to advance themselves. They 

are less willing to be constrained by the age-old tradition of formality, protocol and 

differentiated roles if it hinders their progress. For their part, managers should try to 

understand and manage this ‘crossvergence’. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Interview Schedule / Protocol (foreign manager) 

 

What did the foreign managers perceived as a problem or a concern when communicating 

with the local employees at work in HCMC? 

 

1. What were some of the problems, issues or concerns you had when communicating 

with the local employees? 

 

2. How and why was it a concern?  When and where was it a concern?   

 

What did the foreign managers perceived to be the reasons for the concern?   

 

3. What did you think were the reasons for your concerns?   

 

4. What did they do or what did they not do?  

 

What did the managers do with the concern?   

 

5. What did you do with the concerns?   How did you address the concerns? 

 

What did the foreign managers want or expect the local employees to do to facilitate better 

communication at the workplace? 

 

6. In your opinion what should local Vietnamese employees do to facilitate 

communications at the workplace? 

 

7.  What do you think makes for good communication at the workplace? 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Interview Schedule / Protocol (local employees) 

 

What did the local employees perceived as a problem or a concern when communicating with 

the foreign managers at work in HCMC? 

 

1. What were some of the problems, issues or concerns you had when communicating 

with the foreign managers at work? 

 

2. How and why was it a concern?  When and where was it a concern?   

 

What did the local employees perceived to be the reasons for the concerns?  

 

3. What did you think were the reasons for your concerns?   

 

4. What did they do or what did they not do?  

 

What did the local employees do with the concern?   

 

5. What did you do with the concerns?   How did you address your concerns? 

 

What did the local employees want or expect the managers to do to facilitate better 

communication at the workplace? 

 

6. In your opinion what should the foreign managers do to improve communications at 

the workplace? 

 

7.  What do you think makes for good communication at the workplace? 
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APPENDIX C 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 
Title of research project: Communication at the international workplaces in HCMC  
 

Name of researcher: Adrian Wee Tiong Weng  

 

Name of Supervisor: KJ John 

(Contact details of the researcher and the supervisor are contained in the information sheet 

about this research) 

 

 

NOTE: This consent form will remain with the Southern Cross University researcher for 

their records. 

 

 

Tick the box that applies, sign and date and give to the researcher 

 

I agree to take part in the Southern Cross University research project 

specified above. Yes 

 No  

 

I have been provided with information at my level of comprehension about 

the purpose, methods, demands, risks, inconveniences and possible 

outcomes of this research, including any likelihood and form of publication 

of results. Yes 

 No  

 

I agree to be interviewed by the researcher Yes 

 No  

 

I agree to allow the interview to be audio-taped  Yes 

 No  

 

I agree to make myself available for further interview if required Yes 

 No  
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I agree to complete questionnaires asking me about local culture Yes 

 No  

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary Yes 

 No  

 

I understand that I can choose not to participate in part or all of this research 

at any time, without negative consequence to me Yes 

 No  

 

I understand that any information that may identify me, will be de-identified 

at the time of analysis of any data. Therefore, any information that I have 

provided cannot be linked to me (Privacy Act 1988 Cth) Yes 

 No  

I understand that neither my name nor any identifying information will  

be disclosed or published Yes 

 No  

 

I understand that all information gathered in this research is confidential. 

It will be kept securely and confidentially for 7 years at the University Yes 

 No  

 

I am aware that I can contact the supervisor or researcher at any  

time with any queries Yes 

 No  

 

I understand that the ethical aspects of this research have been approved by 

the SCU Human Research Ethics Committee Yes 

 No  

 

If I have concerns about the ethical conduct of this research, I understand 

that I can contact the SCU Ethics Complaints Officer Yes 

 No  

 

 

Participants name: _____________________________________________________ 

 

 

Participants signature:………………………………………………………………………... 

 

Date:  ________________________ 

 

   Please tick this box and provide your email address below if you wish to receive a 

summary of the results:   

 

Email: ________________________________________________________________ 

 

Contact details for the ethics offices are:   

 

HREC Secretary     HRESC Tweed Heads/GC 
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Sue Kelly      Sue White 

Tel:  (02) 6626 9139     Tel: (07) 55069303 

Fax: (02) 6626 9145     Fax: (07) 55069202 

Email: ethics.lismore@scu.edu.au   Email: ethics.tweed@scu.edu.au 

 

HRESC Secretary Coffs Harbour    

Tel:  (02) 6659 3924 

Fax: (02) 6659 3622 

Email: ethics.coffs@scu.edu.au 
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INFORMATION SHEET  
 

My name is Adrian Wee Tiong Weng and I am conducting research as part of my doctoral 

degree in Business Administration at Southern Cross University. I am working with Dr. KJ 

John to do a study on 'Communication at the international workplaces in HCMC'  

 

A major part of this research is collecting information from expatriate managers and local 

employees who work in for foreign companies in Ho Chi Minh City. You are invited to 

participate in this research project to study Vietnamese cultural influences on business 

communication. You were selected as a possible participant because of your knowledge and 

experience of the topic. The results of this study will help improve communication and 

understanding between foreign managers and Vietnamese employees. Further this 

understanding may translate to management practices and processes better suited to the 

environment in HCMC.       

 

Please read this information sheet and do ask any question you may have before accepting this 

invitation. 

 

Background information 

The purpose of this research is to study business communication between foreign managers 

and their local employees in HCMC. We will focus on the influence of Vietnamese culture on 

communication. We will also look at the challenges of this cross cultural communication, 

possible causes for the challenges and what can we do about them. 

mailto:ethics.lismore@scu.edu.au
mailto:ethics.tweed@scu.edu.au
mailto:ethics.coffs@scu.edu.au
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Procedures 

If you agree to the study, you will be asked to fill in the consent form, attend a personal 

interview and complete a questionnaire. The interview will be for an hour and will be 

conducted in English or Vietnamese depending on your preference. The interview will be 

recorded and transcribed for academic purpose. The questionnaire will be bilingual (English 

and Vietnamese) and will take 30 minutes to complete.  

 

Confidentiality 

Rest assured that your answers to the interview questions and the questionnaire will be kept 

completely confidential. All completed questionnaires, recordings and interview transcripts 

will be kept under lock and key in the researchers premise. They will only be made available 

to you upon request. The records will be kept for a minimum of 7 years before being 

destroyed. 

Further to ensure your anonymity, only pseudonyms will be used. You will not be identified 

by name on data collected in the research, or in my doctoral thesis, research reports, 

presentations and publications that will come from the research.  

 

Voluntary nature of the study and compensation 

Please take note that your participation is strictly voluntary. There are no financial incentives 

or costs, apart from time, for taking part in this research. But by deciding to participate in this 

study you will have made a direct contribution to the assessment of Vietnamese culture and 

their influence on communication.   

 

Feedback 

The results from this study will form part of my doctoral thesis that will be available at the 

SCU library at a later date. If you want a summary of the results, please leave your email 

address on the attached consent form. The results of the study will be forwarded to you once 

the study has been completed.      

 

Risk of being in the study 

There are no risks for participating in this study. Once you participate, you may refuse to 

answer any question you consider invasive or stressful. Additionally, you are free to 

discontinue your participation at any time.  

 

I will contact you to inquire of your decision to participate in this study. In the meantime if 

you have questions or concerns about being in this study you may call me at +0084 

909609764 or email me at Adrianwee@mail.com 

 

Thank you for taking time to consider this invitation. We hope that you will be able to help us 

in this very important study. 

 

Adrian Wee  

Doctoral Candidate 

Southern Cross University 

 

 

 

The ethical aspects of this study have been approved by the Southern Cross University Human 

Research Ethics Committee. The approval number is ECN-09-133. If you have any complaints 
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or reservations about any ethical aspect of your participation in this research, you may 

contact the Committee through the Ethics Complaint Officer, Ms. S. Kelly, (telephone (02) 

66209139, fax (02) 66269145, email:skelly@scu.edu.au) 

 

Any complaints you make will be treated in confidence and investigated, and you will be 

informed of the outcome. 
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HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE (HREC) 
NOTIFICATION 
  
 
To: Dr K J John/Adrian Wee 

Graduate College of Management 
adrianwee@mail.com,kjjohn@ohmsi.net 

 
From: Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee 
 Division of Research, R. Block 
 
Date: 22 October 2009 
 
Project: The influence of Vietnamese culture on business communication in 

foreign companies in HCMC. 
Approval Number ECN-09-133 

 

 
The Southern Cross University Human Research Ethics Committee has established, 
in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research – 
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Section 5/Processes of Research Governance and Ethical Review, a procedure for 
expedited review by a delegated authority.  
 
This application was considered by the HRESC, Tweed/Gold Coast campus. 
 
This research is approved and you may commence your research. 
 
The approval is subject to the mandatory standard conditions of approval. Please 
note these and inform the HREC when the project is completed or if there are any 
changes of protocol. 
 
This approval will be ratified by the full Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 
at its November meeting. If the full HREC has any further queries, the researchers 
are expected to respond to those queries. 
 
Standard Conditions in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct 
in Human Research (National Statement) (NS). 
 
1.  Monitoring 
 NS 5.5.1 – 5.5.10 
 Responsibility for ensuring that research is reliably monitored lies with the 

institution under which the research is conducted. Mechanisms for monitoring 
can include: 

 (a) reports from researchers; 
(b) reports from independent agencies (such as a data and safety monitoring 
board); 
(c) review of adverse event reports; 
(d) random inspections of research sites, data, or consent documentation; and 
(e) interviews with research participants or other forms of feedback from them. 

 
 The following should be noted: 
 

(a) All ethics approvals are valid for 12 months unless specified otherwise. If 
research is continuing after 12 months, then the ethics approval MUST be 
renewed. Complete the Annual Report/Renewal form and send to the 
Secretary of the HREC. 
 

(b) NS 5.5.5 
Generally, the researcher/s provide a report every 12 months on the 
progress to date or outcome in the case of completed research specifically 
including: 

 The maintenance and security of the records. 

 Compliance with the approved proposal 

 Compliance with any conditions of approval. 

 Any changes of protocol to the research. 
 

Note: Compliance to the reporting is mandatory to the approval of this 
research. 
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(c) Specifically, that the researchers report immediately and notify the HREC, 
in writing, for approval of any change in protocol. NS 5.5.3 

 
(d) That a report is sent to HREC when the project has been completed. 
 
(e) That the researchers report immediately any circumstance that might affect 

ethical acceptance of the research protocol. NS 5.5.3 
 
(f) That the researchers report immediately any serious adverse events/effects 

on participants. NS 5.5.3 
 
2. Research conducted overseas 

NS 4.8.1 – 4.8.21 
That, if research is conducted in a country other than Australia, all research 
protocols for that country are followed ethically and with appropriate cultural 
sensitivity. 
 

3. Complaints 
NS 5.6.1 – 5.6.7 
Institutions may receive complaints about researchers or the conduct of 
research, or about the conduct of a Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 
or other review body.  
 
Complaints may be made by participants, researchers, staff of institutions, or 
others. All complaints should be handled promptly and sensitively. 
 
Complaints about the ethical conduct of this research should be addressed in 
writing to the following: 
 
Ethics Complaints Officer  
HREC 
Southern Cross University 
PO Box 157 
Lismore, NSW, 2480 
Email: sue.kelly@scu.edu.au  
 
All complaints are investigated fully and according to due process under the 
National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research and this University. 
Any complaint you make will be treated in confidence and you will be informed 
of the outcome. 
 
All participants in research conducted by Southern Cross University should be 
advised of the above procedure and be given a copy of the contact details for 
the Complaints Officer. They should also be aware of the ethics approval 
number issued by the Human Research Ethics Committee. 
 
 
Sue Kelly 
Secretary HREC 
Ph: +61 +2 6626 9139 

mailto:sue.kelly@scu.edu.au
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sue.kelly@scu.edu.au 
 

Professor Bill Boyd 
Chair, HREC 
Ph: (02) 6620 3569 
william.boyd@scu.edu.au 
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