
Toward a Normative Theory of Relationship Management

Chun-ju Flora Hung

Ph.D. Candidate, University of Maryland

Completed under the supervision of

Dr. James E. Grunig

Department of Communication

University of Maryland

College Park, MD 20742



1

Acknowledgement

The author would like to thank the following people:

The 40 participants from 36 multinational companies, for their time and commitment in

the lengthy interview processes.

The project advisor, Dr. James E. Grunig, for his advices, in the theory development

and methodology consideration.  Also, for his continuous moral support and dedication in the

entire lengthy research process.

The colleagues in the Research and Measurement Department of Ketchum in New York,

especially my mentor, Mr. Graham Hueber, and Ms. Nancy Lazarus , for their valuable

support and sharing of resources in this research.

The Institute for Public Relations, Dr. Jack Felton and Michelle Hinson, for their

confidence and patience in my research.

Dr. Larissa A. Grunig, for her moral support, encouragement, and inputs in the

qualitative methods.

Yi-Ru Chen, for her assistance in the data collection process and pretests.  Jeff He, for

his assistance in pretests.

Dr. Jack Kleiman, for his wonderful kindness in editing this project.

The anonymous reviewers, for their participation in the study proposal.



2

INTRODUCTION

Purpose of Study

The study on relationship management has become one of the most important research

topics in recent years (Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 2000; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000; Hon & J.

Grunig, 1999; Huang, 2001; Hung, 2000a).  In reviewing the development on this topic, Broom,

Casey, and Ritchey (2000), frustrated by a lack of definition of “relationship,” reviewed the

literature and constructed a definition for organization-public relationships.  In addition, they

also developed a model of the antecedents and consequences of organization-public

relationships.  Ledingham and Bruning’s (2000) edited book examining organization-public

relationships (OPR) from the following perspectives: the general theories (J. Grunig & Huang,

2000; Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 2000), applications in different areas, such as crisis

management (Coombs, 2000), issues management (Bridges & Nelson, 2000), and community

relations (Wilson, 2000).  Huang (1997) provided relationship indicators, which include trust,

control mutuality, relational commitment, and relational satisfaction, which have become the

major areas for later research (Brunner, 2000; Hon & J. Grunig, 1999; Len-Rios, 2001).

Hon and J. Grunig (1999) provided a guideline for measuring OPR. In this guideline, the

following six relationship indicators are identified: control mutuality, trust, commitment,

satisfaction, communal relationships, and exchange relationships.  The instruments provided in

the guideline were adopted in Brunner’s (2000) research on the relationship between campus

diversity and relationship outcomes and Len-Rios’s (2001) research of on-line organization-

public relationships.  This guideline also provided insight on why relationship outcomes are

different as a result of the different types of relationships, for example, communal and exchange

relationships.
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Yet, the framework of relationship management J. Grunig and Huang (2000) proposed

has not yet been evaluated in empirical studies.  In addition, as public relations practices became

a global phenomenon, one should take the influence of culture into consideration when

discussing about the global practices of relationship management.

In this study, therefore, I intend to find out how multinational companies manage

relationships with their publics in China.  I hope, by conducting this study, I can also extend the

findings to develop a normative theory of relationship management for public relations research.

This research is timely for several reasons.

By the end of 2001, China has become a member of the World Trade Organization

(WTO).  It has been a long march for China to become a member.  It first officially expressed its

interest in resuming its original status with the General Agreement on Tariffs, and Trade

(GATT), the predecessor of the WTO, in July 1986 (J. Z. Yin, 1999).  The vote for allowing

China, still a developing country, to become a member of this influential trade organization

indicates that China’s economic development has been recognized and its economic influence on

the world cannot be ignored.  Upon becoming a member of the WTO, China will become one of

the players in setting trading rules, instead of merely a follower of the rules.

Under this circumstance, what are the most effective ways to communicate with Chinese

organizations effectively?  Scholars in different disciplines have sought to answer this question

(N. Chen, 1996; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998).   Yet, China, as Gannon (1994) pointed out, is a

country with thousands of years of history that has produced a complex culture.  In addition, in

the current stage of economic development (Suliman, 1998), communication seems to have

become more complicated, because Chinese society, along with its systems and people, is always

undergoing change.
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consequences of their behavior, particularly in regard to public relations.

Public relations in China started when the door opened to the West in 1979 (N. Chen,

1996; Hung, 2000b).  The complexity in the environment resulted from the market economy,

which accelerated public relations development (Hung, 2000b).  Chinese business society is

relationship-based, which means relationships are a form of social capital (M. J. Chen, 2001).  If

public relations is “the management of communication between an organization and its publics”

(J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p. 6), it is inevitable that companies in China ought to pay more

attention to relationships with their publics and should know how to manage those relationships.

Theoretical Problems in Public Relations

Since Ferguson (1984) called for an emphasis on studying relationships in public

relations and L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Ehling (1992) advocated a research agenda on

relationships, extensive research on relationship management has been conducted (Brunner,

2000; J. Grunig & Huang, 2000; J. Grunig & Hung, 2000; Hon & J. Grunig, 1999; Huang,

2001a, 2001b; Hung, 2000a; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000; Len-Rios, 2001).  Further

emphasizing the importance of relationships in public relations research and practices, Hung

(2000b) provided another generic principle of public relations: “The ultimate goal for public

relations practice is building and maintaining substantive relationships with internal and external

publics” (p. 23).

In terms of talking about types of relationships between an organization and its publics,

are there any other existing relationships except for communal and exchange relationships?  In

discussing communal and exchange relationships, Mills and Clark (1994) and Mills (1999,

personal communication) briefly mentioned exploitive relationships.  I believe it is worth

exploring whether there are any additional categories of relationships.
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Furthermore, no research has shown how the macro environment influences an

organization’s relationships with different publics.  The literature includes cultural factors, e.g.

Huang’s (2001a, 2001b) face and favor, Cai & Hung’s (2000, in press) application of Hofstede’s

(1984, 2002) individualism/collectivism dimensions in studying relationships.  Yet, as Verèiè, L.

Grunig, & J. Grunig’s (1996) global theory of public relations suggests, culture, political systems,

economic systems, media, level of activism, and level of development must also be taken into

consideration in practicing multinational public relations.  In my research (Hung, 2000a) on a

Taiwanese company’s relationships with different publics, I found that the influence of

relationship maintenance on relationship outcomes was not always predictable.  For example, an

interviewee from this company said that even though he applied the strategies of openness and

sharing of task strategies, he could not trust his Chinese partners because of the history between

Taiwan and China.  Also, the relationships among his publics also made relationship building

and maintenance more complicated.  To explain his answer, I found it necessary to look into the

dynamics of a relationship: for example, how and what types of relationships organizations

develop and what kind of impact a nation’s culture will have on the communication process.

As a result, the theoretical purpose of this study is to describe the strategies that

multinational companies use to develop and maintain different types of relationships.  To

accomplish that purpose, I will study cultural factors that affect these strategies and explain why

they use them.  I will also develop a normative theory of relationship management, which

encompasses types of organization-public relationships, relationship maintenance strategies, the

effect of multiple publics in an organization-public relationship, relationship outcomes, and the

external forces influencing relationship maintenance and outcomes.

Significance of the Study
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From an academic standpoint, I believe the results of this study should be useful to the

following: 1) public relations scholars who attempt to evaluate organization-public relationships;

2) public relations scholars who are interested in global public relations; 3) public relations

practitioners who attempt to develop, maintain, and evaluate relationships with publics of their

organizations; and 4) multinational companies that intend to build long-term relationships in

another country.

As mentioned, studies on evaluating organization-public relationships are flourishing

(Hon & J. Grunig, 1999; Huang, 2001a, 2001b; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000). A holistic study

in this dissertation, which includes relationship antecedents, relationship maintenance, and

relationship outcomes, as J. Grunig and Huang (2000) suggested, will enable scholars to better

understand more about why some organizations have better relationships than others (Hon & J.

Grunig, 1999) and what kind of maintenance strategies they applied to achieve better relationship

outcomes (Huang, 2001b; Hung, 2000a).

Wakefield (2001) contended that many practitioners lacked the knowledge and skills

necessary in practicing public relations effectively in the global setting.  He further argued that

many similarities in practices may make the globalization of public relations possible; the many

cultural differences of practitioners from different parts of the globe may hinder an

organization’s strategic executions.  Hence, the generic principles and specific application of

global public relations Verèiè, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig’s (1996) developed are a waste, if

multinational companies impose the cultural values of their respective countries on one another.

Hence, this study will contribute to the body of knowledge in public relations as follows.

First, it will provide a research direction for evaluating “relationships” from the multiple-publics

perspective - that is, the dynamics of the relationships of parties involved in organization-public
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relationships.  Second, this study will benefit organizational communication scholars by defining

“organizational effectiveness” based on the types of organizational relationships.  Third, this

study will provide a look at public relations in the international arena for scholars who intend to

evaluate organization-public relationships from a qualitative research perspective.  Finally, as

public relations practices become global, I hope this study will provide evidence of the benefits

of excellent global public relations practices.

Operational Definition

As J. Grunig and his colleagues (J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984; J. Grunig, 1992) indicated that

public relations is a management function that involves planning and problem solving, it is

critical for this management function to manage relationships with stakeholders (Coombs, 2001;

J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 1992).  Scholars have tried to define what a relationship is (Broom,

Casey, & Ritchey, 2000; Brunner, 2000; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998).  Broom et al., after

reviewing extensive literature in interpersonal communication, psychotherapy,

interorganizational relationships, and systems theory, defined organization-public relationships

as:

 Organization-public relationships are represented by the patterns of interaction,

transaction, exchange, and linkage between an organization and its publics.

These relationships have properties that are distinct from the identities,

attributes, and perceptions of the individuals and social collectivities in the

relationships.  Though dynamic in nature, organization-public relationships can

be described at a single point in time and tracked over time. (Broom, Casey, &

Ritchey, p. 18)

Ledingham and Bruning (1998) described organization public relationships as
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The state that exists between an organization and its key publics that provides economic,

social, political, and/or cultural benefits to all parties involved, and is characterized by

mutual positive regard. (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, p. 62)

As Hon and J. Grunig (1999) pointed out, an organization-public relationship begins

when there are consequences created by an organization that affect publics or the behaviors of

publics have consequences on an organization.  Therefore, in discussing the formation of

organization-public relationships, I will develop the operational definition of a relationship from

the following perspectives: 1) systems theory and 2) resource dependence theory and exchange

theory.

Systems Theory

J. Grunig (1976) and J. Grunig and Hunt (1984) developed a systems theory of public

relations.  A system, according to Infante, Rancor, and Womack (1993), is “a set of

interdependent units which work together to adapt to a changing environment” (p. 81).  Theorists

usually identify systems as closed and open.  In open systems, resources are exchanged with

other subsystems in the environment through a permeable or semi-permeable boundary.  In

closed systems, the boundary between other subsystems in the environment is sealed and

exchange of resources is impossible (J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Spicer,

1997).  In order to survive, organizations acquire resources, which means the organization must

interact with others who control those resources.  Through the activities of environmental

scanning and issues management, public relations can collect and filter information for its

organization (Aldrich, 1979) while acting as communication facilitators between organizations

and publics (Aldrich & Herker, 1977; Chase, 1984; Chase & Crane, 1996; Crable & Vibbert,

1985; Dozier & Broom, 1993).  As a result, the value of public relations is that it can help an
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organization build a sound relationship with its external stakeholders and minimize the

possibility of conflicts or crises.

The study of systems theory helps researchers to recognize the interdependent

relationship of an organization and its environment (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Ehling, 1992;

Spicer, 1997).  In order to help their organizations reach effectiveness, public relations

practitioners need to understand the importance of building relationships with constituencies and

incorporate their values into strategic management.

Resource Dependency Theory and Exchange Theory

Broom et al. (1997) defined antecedents to relationships as “sources of change, pressure,

or tension on the system derived from the environment” (p. 94).  They also pointed out that the

study of antecedents to relationships mostly has been derived from resource dependency theory

and exchange theory.  In resource dependency theory, a relationship forms because of the

organization’s need for resources.  Therefore, this relationship involves the exchange of

resources between organizations.  Broom et al. recognized the mutual benefit brought by the

“voluntary transaction and the mutuality of interests and rewards” (p. 91).

J. Grunig and Huang (2000) argued that these theories could not support the reality that

other pressures will exist and may have nothing to do with resources.  They pointed out that

some pressures organizations face are actually from publics, activist groups, government

agencies, and others.  Obviously, human factors are involved in relationship building.  From the

point of view of the exchange theory, interpersonal interactions can be seen as ways of

exchanging resources, which will lead to different relationships (U. G. Foa & E. B. Foa, 1971,

1974; U. G. Foa, Converse, Jr., K. Törnblom, & E. B. Foa, 1993)

Interdependence
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From interpersonal communication perspective, relationship means the interdependence

between two or more people (Coombs, 2001; O’Hair, Friedrich, J. Wiemann, & M. Wiemann,

1995).  They view that relationships start when people are linked in some ways, for example,

moral, economic, social, emotional, geographic, or cultural.  Theorists in organizational

communications (Katz & Kahn, 1978; L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Ehling, 1992; Pfeffer & Salancik,

1978; Spicer, 1997) have asserted that, in an open system, organizations have interdependent

relationships with other bodies or groups in their environments.  The concept of interdependence

has been widely discussed in organizational literature.  Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) contended

that, in social systems and social interactions, “interdependence exists whenever one actor does

not entirely control all of the conditions necessary for the achievement of an action or for

obtaining the outcome desired from the action” (p. 40).  Relating it to public relations, Gollner

(1983, 1984) contended that public relations and public affairs are the management of

interdependence.  Pfeffer and Salancik argued that all organizational outcomes are based on

interdependent causes or agents.  They also clearly explained that interdependence portrays the

relationship between agents creating an outcome, not the outcome itself.

As a result, I define “a relationship” for this study as:

Organization-public relationships arise when organizations and their strategic

publics are interdependent and this interdependence results in consequences to each other

that organizations need to manage.

With the operational definition on organization-public relationships, I will develop the

conceptualization as follows:
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CONCEPTUALIZATION

The purpose of this study is to determine how multinational companies manage

relationships with publics in China and to construct a normative theory of organization-public

relationship management for such companies at a global setting.  To reach that end, I constructed

my theoretical framework by consulting literature from relationship maintenance strategies and

outcomes, and interpersonal communication theories.

Nevertheless, I also believe that, when studying the dynamics of a relationship, one

should look at external forces that influence relationship maintenance and outcomes.  To answer

this question, I employed the global theory of public relations, which takes into considerations of

the influence of culture, political systems, economic systems, media systems, level of

involvement, and level of activism (Verèiè, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1996).  In this study, I

concentrate on culture.

Relationship Antecedents

Multiple Publics

J. Grunig (1997) said publics are groups of people facing the same or similar problems.

Organizations usually surround with publics from government, media, consumers, investors,

community, and so on.  Different publics also raise different issues that organizations need to

face and communicate (L. Grunig, et al., 2002).  Heath (1999) and Lerbinger (1997) discussed

the need to study multiple publics in public relations research.  In echoing this concept, Verèiè

(1997) stated, “the problem of managing multiple stakeholder relationships become particularly

difficult when an organization is squeezed between two (or more) groups of stakeholders/publics

with opposing needs and/or wants” (p. 265).  To elaborate this point, he argued the difficulty of
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maintaining balanced symmetrical relationships with publics with opposing interests because

organizations face the dilemma of choosing side and be symmetrical to one group.

In addition, the connections among publics also influence how an organization maintains

its relationships with publics and influences relationship outcomes.  I believe that the

relationships among multiple publics are especially important in China.  Chen and Culbertson’s

(1996) study showed that, in terms of public relations practices in China, the accomplishments of

professional, personal, and social goals lie on “establishing connections, creating obligations and

favors among interactants, and enjoying privileges through relationships” (p. 280), that is, the so-

called “gao guan-xi.”1 In my study (Hung, 2000a) of a Taiwanese company’s relationship with

its publics in China, I found that the complicated personal relationship networks in China

influence the company’s relationship with publics as a whole.  For example, the company’s two

Chinese partners, one in Nan-Chang, Jiang-xi Province, and one in Hu-Pei Province, were

actually contract partners.  Therefore, when this company had conflicts with the partner from

Jiang-xi Province, it also had to think about the possible relationship outcomes with the partner

from Hu-Pei Province.

Since multiple-public relationships are important in China (Hung, 2000a, 2000b), one

cannot really ignore the multiple publics around an organization, inasmuch as a relationship with

a public will lead to a different relationship with another public, like a domino theory.  This leads

to the first research question.

Research Question 1: How do the different publics of a multinational company influence the

company’s relationship management?

Types of Organization-Public Relationships

Communal and Exchange Relationships
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Most of the research on communal and exchange relationships has been developed by

psychologists Clark of Carnegie Mellon University and Mills of the University of Maryland.

The two scholars adopted sociologist Goffman’s (1961) concepts of social exchange and

economic exchange.  Social exchange states that something is returned because the relationship

requires it and the intention of social exchange is to “stabilize the relationship” (p. 276).  In

economic exchanges, however, favors must be returned of the same values or in equivalent

goods.  Borrowing from the concept of social exchanges, Clark and Mills coined the term

“communal relationship” to express the concerns that one person has about the welfare of the

other party, whereas exchange relationships are derived from economic exchanges.  The two

scholars believed that many benefits exchanged between individuals do not involve calculated

monetary values.

In communal relationships, benefits are given in order to please the other.  Even though

this may sound like an exchange relationship, members who give benefits do not expect the

other’s return or obligation to pay back (Mills & Clark, 1994, p. 29).  An exchange relationship

suggests that members benefit one another in response to specific benefits received in the past or

expected in the future.   Mills and Clark (1994) contended that friendships, romantic

relationships, and family relationships are more communal in nature, whereas participants in

business settings or strangers meeting for the first time are more involved in exchange

relationships (p. 30).

The similarity in these two relationships is that members provide benefits voluntarily,

even though their intentions are different.  However, even though a communal relationship may

be considered a “symmetrical” approach, it sometimes can be one-sided.  When one party gives

benefits to another, he or she does not anticipate payback from the other.  Communal

                                                                                                                                                            
1 The concept of “gao guan-xi” will be elaborated in the culture section of this chapter.
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relationships can also be mutual.  Clark and Mills (1993) concluded that, when following

communal norms, members in the relationships would be more secure and fulfilled in their

relationships.  Mills and Clark (1994) also mentioned that exchange relationships could be

mutual because the party receiving the benefit would have to be expected to reciprocate.

For the application of communal and exchange relationships in public relations research,

J. Grunig and L. Grunig (1999) pointed out the necessity for public relations practitioners to

foster communal relationships with strategic publics.  In addition, with scholars’ call for ethical

public relations (Bowen, 2000; Seib & Fitzpatrick, 1995), the idea of communal relationships

enables organizations to pay greater attention to their social responsibilities for the communities

they are in.

Searching for Other Types of Organization-Public Relationships

I agree with a point raised by L. Grunig (1999) in an informal discussion that there exist

other types of organization-public relationships.  Even though Mills and Clark did not identify

more types of relationships, they did bring up a good point for further exploration by researchers.

In their research, Mills and Clark (1988) and Clark and Mills (1993) argued that, in both

communal and exchange relationships, parties are willing to fulfill one's obligation for the other

person.  For example, in communal relationships, one will provide benefits to the other side

without expecting anything in return.  In this situation, one's obligation is to help the other one.

In exchange relationships, one feels that the debt must be returned in the future.  Therefore, in

both situations an obligation exists.  Clark and Mills asserted that selfish behaviors occur when

one exploits the other by failing to fulfill the obligation.

Mills (personal communication, October, 1999) agreed that, other than communal and

exchange relationships, there exists an “exploitive” relationship.  Exploitive relationships arise



15

when one takes advantage of the other when the other follows the communal norms or one does

not fulfill his/her obligation in an exchange relationship (Clark & Mills, 1993).

In addition to exploitive relationships, Benette (2001) said educators should foster

“covenantal relationships” with students, not “contractual relationships”.2  A covenantal

relationship means both sides commit to a common good by their open exchanges and the norm

of reciprocity.  Individuals in the relationship always provide the others an opportunity to "ask

for insight, to provide criticism, and to place a claim upon some of the individual's time" (pp. 9).

The obligation of the other side is always to listen and provide responses.  Contractual

relationships start when parties agree on what each should do in the relationships.  It is like

writing a contract at the beginning of a relationship.  Contractual relationships cannot promise

equal relationships.  As Benette indicated, power imbalance always has one side taking

advantage in relationships; thus, power itself becomes control rather than collaboration.

I believe types of relationships need further exploration.  Also, for future study,

researchers need to identify additional positive organization-public relationships, such as

communal and covenantal relationships.  The concept of types of relationships suggests an

additional research question as follows:

Research Question 2: What type(s) of relationship does a multinational company develop with its

publics?

Relationship Maintenance Strategies

Based on the work of Canary and Stafford (1994), Plowman (1996), and Huang (1997),

Hon and J. Grunig (1999) and J. Grunig and Huang (2000) conceptualized symmetrical and

asymmetrical relationship maintenance strategies.

Symmetrical strategies encompass the following:
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Access

Members of publics or opinion leaders provide access to public relations people. Public

relations representatives or senior managers provide representatives of publics similar access to

organizational decision-making processes.

From Canary and Stafford’s (1994) proactive and constructive strategies, Hon and J.

Grunig also provided the following symmetrical strategies:

Positivity

Organizations do whatever is necessary to make publics feel more content in the

relationships.  The behavior of being positive includes acting joyfully, being polite in

conversation, and avoiding criticism of the other side (Canary & Stafford, 1994).

Openness or Disclosure

Disclosure is considered important in public relations ethics (Bivins, 1987; J. Grunig &

L. Grunig, 1996).  According to Canary and Stafford (1994), openness is about the willingness to

engage in direct discussions about the nature of relationships.  Even though openness cannot

guarantee a good quality in the relationship (Hung, 2000a), Bok (1989), in discussing secrets in

power difference relationships, pointed out those with greater power have the obligation to prove

that preservation of  information is in the interest of those with less power.

Assurances of Legitimacy

Jensen (1997) stated that an organization interacts with and has relationships with its

environment.  She introduced the idea that the “legitimacy” of the activities of an organization

should be granted by its publics.

The traditional view of “legitimacy” lies in the free economic system, where it is the

market that decides a company’s survival.  Therefore, investors, suppliers, and customers make

                                                                                                                                                            
2 I acknowledge Dr. J. E. Grunig and Dr. L. A. Grunig for sharing these concepts with me.
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decisions based on their own interests and preferences.  Furthermore, being “legitimate” also is

related to “power.”  Usually, power is exercised by an agent that is empowered by an authority in

a limited field of action.

Further exploring the concept of legitimacy, Jensen (1997) argued that a company is

legitimate to a certain group of people in society if that group recognizes some activities as

necessary or desirable.  As a result, a company is enabled and constricted in some fields.  Publics

expect that a company will confine its activities to the “granted” field.  Hence, a company should

be responsible to the publics that legitimize its activities.  Even though a company cannot serve

beyond its granted boundary, it can still develop its field.  To reach that end, I believe,

maintaining quality relationships with stakeholders in the environment is crucial, because, the

more credibility organizations build in their environment, the more publics will be willing to

cooperate and the more trust they will have in the organization.

Chinese people always say, “Water sinks and floats boats,” in which water can be

interpreted as referring to publics and boats to organizations.  Without support and legitimacy

from publics, organizations will face difficulties in their operations and threats to their survival.

The evidence of the benefits from legitimizing publics is more satisfaction and commitment from

both sides (Hung, 2000a).

Networking

This strategy means the effort organizations exert in order to build networks or coalitions

with the same groups as their publics, such as environmentalists, unions, or community groups.

Hung (2000a) showed that networking serves as a catalyst in relationship building, especially in

China, because personal relationships have been considered important in Chinese society

(Huang, 2000; Hung, 2000a, 2000b).
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Sharing of Tasks

Organizations and publics do their fair share to solve problems of concern to the other.

Hon and J. Grunig (1999) provided examples of tasks, such as managing community issues,

providing employment, making a profit, and staying in business, which are in the interests of

either the organization, the public, or both.

The next strategy is asymmetrical:

Distributive

According to conflict management theories, these strategies are considered asymmetrical

because one party benefits at the cost of another by seeking to maximize gains and minimize

losses in a win-lose situation.  Distributive strategies impose one’s position onto that of the other

party without concern for his or her welfare.

Dual Concern

Dual concern strategies are relevant for public relations practices, inasmuch as they take

into consideration the role of balancing the interests of publics with the interests of the

organization.  These strategies also can be called mixed-motive or collaborative advocacy (Hon

& J. Grunig, 1999).

Some dual concern strategies are asymmetrical because they emphasize the

organization’s interest over the public or vice versa and will not be effective in developing and

maintaining the most positive relationships over the long term:

Contending.  The organization tries to convince the public to accept its position.

Avoiding.  The organization ignores the conflict either physically or psychologically.

Accommodating.  The organization yields, at least in part, on its position and lowers its

aspirations.
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Compromising.  The organization meets the public part way between its preferred

positions, but neither is completely satisfied with the outcome.

Several other dual concern strategies are symmetrical and are most effective at building

and maintaining a relationship over the long term:

Cooperating.  Both the organization and the public work together to reconcile their

interests and to reach a mutually beneficial relationship.

Being unconditionally constructive.  From Fisher and Brown (1988), this negotiation

strategy means “it will be both good for the relationship and good for me, whether or not you

follow the same guidelines” (p. 37).  The organization does whatever it thinks is best for the

relationship, even if means giving up some of its position and even if the public does not

reciprocate.

Saying win-win or no deal.  If the organization and public cannot find a solution that

benefits both, they agree to disagree – no deal (Plowman, 1995).  A strategy of no deal is

symmetrical because it leaves open the potential to reach a win-win solution at a later date.

These concepts of maintenance strategies suggest additional research question.

Research Question 3: How does(do) the type(s) of organization-public relationships a

multinational company develops influence its choice of relationship maintenance strategies for

its Chinese publics?

External Factors Influencing Organization-Public Relationships

In order to provide a holistic picture of how relationships are developed and maintained, I

considered it important to examine the dynamics from the macro perspective.  As a result, I

adapted Verèiè, L. Grunig, and J. Grunig’s (1996) global concept, in which researchers need to

consider the influences from culture, economic systems, political systems, media systems, level
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of development, and level of activism when practicing public relations.  I chose to delimit my

research area to the impact of culture.  My reasons are as follows: Adler (1997) pointed out the

importance of cultural sensitivity for multinational companies doing business in another country.

Gao and Ting-Toomey (1998) stated that the concept of self and OTHER has influenced greatly

how Chinese people choose their communication behavior (I will elaborate more in the

conceptualization of culture).

Culture

According to Hofstede (1984, 2002), there are four dimensions that can be used to

categorize cultures in different regions, masculinity/femininity, power distance, uncertainty

avoidance, and individualism/collectivism.  However, there are many specific concepts in

Chinese culture, which cannot be covered by the four dimensions mentioned above.  The

complexity of Chinese culture has resulted in scholars discussing it from the perspective of

various characteristics, for example, the concept of face (Bond, 1991; Bond & Lee, 1981; Chang

& Holt, 1994; Goffman, 1955; Hu, 1944; Huang, 2000; Hwang, 1987; Ting-Toomey, 1994),

favor (Chang, 1992; Huang, 2000, 2001; Hwang, 1987), the other-oriented self (Chu, 1985;

Fairbank, 1991; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; King & Bond, 1985; Wu, 1984), and Confucianism

(Chen, 1991; Cheng, 1990; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1994; MacCormack, 1991; Yum, 1991).  In

addition, the unique Chinese culture has been discussed in relation to different topics, for

example, identifying organization-public relationship outcomes (Huang, 2001a, 2001b),

negotiation and conflict management, organizational communications (Cai, 1998), and

intercultural communications (Chiu, 2000).

In this section, I will describe in detail the characteristics of Chinese culture and provide

a rationale for how Chinese culture influences communication.
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The Characteristics of Social Orientations in Chinese Culture

Yang (1992) has discussed the different characteristics of Chinese social orientations.

Two major ones are discussed here: family orientation and relational orientation.

Family Orientation  

Traditionally, Chinese people have considered “family,” instead of individuals, to be the

basic unit for society’s structure and function.  Chinese people’s belief that family is the core

unit of economic and social life has resulted in a unique familialism (Lee, 1985; Yang, 1971,

1985, 1992; C. Yang, 1988).  Under this premise, Chinese people tend to consider family to be

more important than individuals.  Family leads individuals, and family comes first.  To be more

specific, familial reputation is perceived as more significant than an individual’s and familial

collective work has priority to individual achievements (Yang, 1992).  However, this tendency is

limited to what Schwartz (1990) called “ingroup collectivism,” not “universal collectivism.”

Hence, Yang (1992) called this kind of collectivism “familial collectivism” (p. 96).

This social orientation creates the concept of self and other in the communication process

in Chinese society.  With different social groups, members tend to provide more favors for other

individuals in the same group, because these individuals are “insiders” (���) (Gao & Ting-

Toomey, 1992).

Concepts of self-OTHER

Likewise, as conceptualized by Hofstede (1980, 2002) and Triandis (1988), in a

collectivist culture like the Chinese, people emphasize fitting in with and belonging to the in-

group; and they focus on a “we” identity (Hofstede, 1980, 2002; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998).

Triandis (1988) argued that this in-group concept is considered significant in collectivistic

cultures, in which the needs, goals, and beliefs of the in-group often take precedence over those
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of the individual.  Consequently, the concept of self-OTHER has led Chinese people to develop

the idea of “insider” and “outsider” (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1992).

Relational Orientation 

Yang (1992) identified the following explicit aspects of the relationship concepts:

formalization, reciprocity, harmony, fatalism, and determination.

Role formalization.  In Chinese society, greatly influenced by Confucianism, five

cardinal relationships (��, Wu Lun) are emphasized.  These are the relations between ruler and

subordinate, father and son, elder brother and younger brother, husband and wife, and friend and

friend.  All human relationships in the society can be derived from one or a combination of these

five fundamental relationships (Chen, 1990; Shih 1988; Yang, 1992).  This emphasis has

nurtured Chinese people to respect their elders and leaders, but the hierarchy also exists in

interpersonal relationships.  It has long been recognized that one of the most significant features

of Chinese culture is its emphasis on a harmonious society and the appropriate arrangement of

interpersonal relationships (Hwang, 1987).

Relational interdependence (reciprocity).  In Chinese society, each role is defined by the

interactions and consequences with other individuals in the family and the society.  For example,

parents should take care of their children and children should show filial piety to their parents.

Each role is obligated to provide some benefits mentally or physically to other members in the

family or in the society.   Hence, this obligation creates reciprocity and interdependence.  Yet,

the different kinds of relationships determine different degrees of reciprocity and

interdependence (Yang, 1992).

Yang considered interdependence and reciprocity to be the basic tenets in balancing the

gives and takes of a relationship, because each individual recognizes their dependence on other
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members in the society.  The sense of obligation of maintaining relationships and taking care of

others feelings make the concept of bao important (King, 1995).  Bao, meaning reciprocity in

English, is very important in interpersonal transactions; and it is other oriented (Gao & Ting-

Toomey, 1998).

In Chinese society, both giver and receiver have responsibilities for maintaining

relationships.  A relational debt comes when one receives a favor from others.  Receivers usually

don’t want to owe a relational debt to others.  One would choose not to return the favor.  Yet, the

outcome will bring isolation from others or self-isolation.  Another way is to return more favors

to others so that “a receiver” will become “a giver.”  Relational reciprocity is an important

concept, because it is where face (��, mian zi) and favor (��, ren qing) come from.

Ren qing (favor) and mian zi (face).  Because of concerns regarding relationships and

harmony, Chinese culture includes some germane concepts: Renqing (King, 1980; Hwang,

1987), and mianzi (Ho 1974; Hu 1944; Hwang 1987) have greatly influenced the way Chinese

deal with things, especially when asking a favor from someone.

Traditional Chinese people value hierarchical status in social relations.  They tend to

adopt multiple standards of behavior for interacting with different persons around them (Fei,

1948).  Hwang’s (1987) research also showed that Chinese tend to use the skills of personal

relationships when asking a favor from a more superior person.   However, when the superior is

approached by a petitioner, he will also first carefully consider, “what is the guan-xi between us?

How strong is our guan-xi?”   He and Ho (1976) claimed that in order to maintain personal

harmony and social order among persons situated in hierarchically structured relations, the

higher status person usually gives the “renqing” (favor), for the sake of “guan-xi,” and “mianzi”

(face).
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Relational harmony.  Sun (1990) and Chian (1979) pointed out that Chinese people

emphasize harmony in interpersonal relationships and harmony with nature.  Harmony comes

from achieving the expectation from others.  Chaos comes when harmony is destroyed (Yang,

1992).  As a result, Chinese people always try their best to maintain relational harmony, even

though they sometimes have to sacrifice some of their own benefits.

Relational fatalism.  As mentioned earlier, stability and harmony in relationships are very

important, inasmuch as they produce a stable and continuing family and society.  Yet,

relationships are not always stable and harmonious; and people are not always satisfied with the

relationships they have with their family and others.  In order to provide an explanation for this

condition, Chinese people created the concept of “yuan” (Lee, 1982; Yang, 1988; Yang & Ho,

1988) or “facilitative conditions” (Cai & Hung, in press, p. 21), which have decided the

relationship types, the duration of relationships, and their outcomes before the relationships start.

“Yuan” has in some ways soothed people’s anxiety when a bad relationship occurs, because this

kind of relationship was decided long ago and people should just only accept it (Yang, 1992).

Relational determination.  The difference in closeness in relationships determines

different kinds of relationships - for example, familial relationships, friendships, and work

relationships (Yang, 1992).  Since Chinese people see a significant difference between the self

and other, so do the responsibilities in the different relationships vary.

Chinese culture, therefore, has a significant effect on relationships, which suggests an

additional proposition and research questions.

Research Question 4: How do the characteristics of Chinese culture, family orientation, self-

Other, and relational orientation, influence a multinational company’s relationship maintenance

with its Chinese publics?
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Relationship Outcomes

Hon and J. Grunig (1999) have identified four relationship indicators: trust, control

mutuality, commitment, and satisfaction.  These indicators have been adopted in several studies

(J. Grunig & Hung, 2000; Hung, 2000a; Brunner, 2000; Len-Rios, 2001; Jo, 2002).  I will also

adopt these indicators to evaluate an organization’s relationship with its publics.

Trust3

Trust is an important foundation for relationships.  As a concept, trust is widely used to

measure relationships in both interpersonal and organizational communication research (Becerra,

1998; Canary & Cupach, 1988; J. Grunig & Huang, 2000; Huang, 1994; Huang 1997; Johnson-

George & Swap, 1982; Krimsky & Plough, 1988; Larzelere & Huston, 1980).  More specifically,

trust has been studied in manager-employee relationships (Lewicki & Bunker, 1998; Whitener,

Brodt, Korsgaard, & Werner, 1998), how organizations deal with crises (Mishra, 1998), how

trust enhances close relationships (Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985), and the role of trust in

conflict management (Lulofs, 1994) and negotiation (Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993).  Recently,

Doney, Cannon and Mullen (1998) conceptualized how national culture influences the

development of trust.  In an early study of trust in relationships, Rotter (1967) defined trust as a

generalized expectancy held by an individual or a group that the word, promise, or verbal or

written statement of another individual or group can be relied on.   Rotter’s emphasis on

reliability in expectations of the other party has been echoed by other researchers involved in

exchange relationships, such as negotiation scholars Pruitt and Carnevale (1993) who defined

trust as “the expectation that the other party will cooperate in the future” (p. 133).  Moorman,

Deshpande, and Zaltman (1993) characterized trust as “a willingness to rely on an exchange

partner in whom one has confidence” (p. 23), and Morgan and Hunt (1994) described trust as the



26

confidence in another’s reliability and integrity.  The focus in these definitions is on whether the

other party will behave as expected.

In public relations, J. Grunig and L. Grunig (1998) defined trust as “the extent to which

both management and publics express willingness to make themselves vulnerable to the behavior

of the other - confidence that the other party will take its interests into account in making

decisions” (p. 4).  In summary, trust emphasizes one’s confidence in the other party and the

willingness of one to open himself or herself to the other party.

Scholars have explored dimensions of trust in interpersonal and organizational

communication (Becerra, 1998; Cai & Hung, 2000a; Cai & Hung, 2000b; J. Grunig & Hung,

2000; Hon & J. Grunig, 1999; Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; Mishra, 1996; Rempel,

Holmes, & Zanna, 1985).  Hovland, Janis, and Kelley (1953) were the first to look at the

multidimensional aspects of trust, contending that a person’s expertise and his or her motivation

to lie influence others’ perceptions of trust in that person.  Over the next four decades, more than

20 studies have tested dimensions of trust.  The most frequent dimensions used in these studies

include integrity or honesty, ability or competence, benevolence or goodwill, and dependability

(Becerra, 1998; Butler, 1991; Cook & Wall, 1980; Deutsch, 1960; Frost, Stimpson, & Maughan,

1978; Good, 1988; Grunig & Hung, 2000; Jones, James, & Bruni, 1975; Kee & Knox, 1970;

Larzelere & Huston, 1980; Lieberman, 1981; Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; Mishra, 1995;

Ring & van de Ven, 1992; Rosen & Jerdee, 1977; Schoorman, 1995; Sitkin & Roth, 1993;

Solomon, 1960; Strickland, 1958).  Dimensions measuring trust in a supervisor or an

organization include integrity, competence, and dependability (Hon & J. Grunig, 1999; J. Grunig

& Hung, 2000), whereas dimensions of interpersonal trust include these as well as benevolence,

honesty, and faith (Becerra, 1998; Canary & Cupach, 1988; Larzelere & Huston, 1980; Mayer et

                                                                                                                                                            
3 Most of the conceptualization on trust was adapted from Cai and Hung (in press).
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al., 1995; Mishra, 1996, Rempel et al., 1985).    In a review of trust in organizational

communication literature, Mishra (1996) identified four components of trust that effectively

summarize the meaning of trust in the preceding definitions.  These components include

competence, openness, concern, and reliability.

Given the dimensions suggested by extant research, I employed three dimensions of trust

that appear frequently in literature: dependability, competence, and integrity.

Dependability

McGregor (1967), Ouchi (1981) and Gabarro (1987) argued that inconsistencies in words

and behaviors decrease levels of trust.  As Rempel, Holmes, and Zenna (1985) explained, “[A]s

relationships progress, there is an inevitable shift in focus away from assessments involving

specific behaviors, to an evaluation of the qualities and characteristics attributed to the partner.

Thus trust is placed in a person, not their specific action” (p. 96).

Competence

Competence is the ability a party has to capably perform his or her duties and obligations.

Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995) and Mishra (1996) declared that competence is especially

important in organizational relationships, such as relationships between supervisors and their

employees.  Sako (1992) further argued for the importance of competence in the context of

organizational relationships.

Integrity

Integrity relates to parties’ sense of justice and whether the parties’ behaviors are

consistent with their words (Mayer et al., 1995). This dimension serves as a basic foundation in

both interpersonal relationships and organizational relationships (Butler, 1991; Lieberman, 1981;

Mayer et al., 1995; Ring & van de Ven, 1992).  Trust in a close friend should be related to
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intimacy, disclosure, and risk taking.  These aspects are not as relevant in relationships with a

supervisor and the organization.  Therefore, integrity should be most likely found in a

relationship with a close friend.

Control Mutuality

Stafford and Canary (1991) conceptualized control mutuality as “the degree to which

partners agree about which of them should decide relational goals and behavioral routines” (p.

224).  They recognized that there is an imbalance of power in relationships; and therefore, added

that each side can agree either that one or both have the ability to influence the decision-making

process.  This concept is similar to Kelley's (1979) notion of bilateral control, in which both

sides have equal say in the decision-making process.   Ferguson (1984) also pointed out the

importance of distribution of power in a relationship.  L. Grunig et al. (1992) argued that, even if

power distribution is unequal in relationships, a quality relationship could still be produced if

parties followed a norm of reciprocity.  Stafford and Canary (1991) concluded that the sense of

control mutuality in interpersonal and organization-public relationships is critical to

interdependence and relational stability.

Relational Commitment

Kelley (1983) pointed out that commitment has been applied to actions, processes, states,

and dispositions.  From the study of interpersonal relationships, Rosenblatt (1977) defined

commitment as an avowed intent of a person to maintain a relationship.  More specifically,

Michaels, Acock, and Edwards (1986) defined it as “one’s desire and intent to maintain, rather

than terminate, a relationship” (p. 162).  Morgan and Hunt (1994) described commitment from

the relationship marketing perspective as occurring when exchange partners recognize the

importance of an on-going relationship and are willing to put maximum efforts into maintaining
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this relationship.  Canary and Zelley (2000) said commitment is about “the extent to which a

person wants to remain in the relationship and has feelings of attachment” (p. 308).

J. Grunig and Huang (2000) contended that parties lose autonomy in commitment.

However, I don’t quite agree with their contention.  For an organization-public relationship to be

successful, all parties involved in the relationships must communicate with each other to achieve

commitment.  L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Ehling (1992), J. Grunig and Repper (1992), and J.

Grunig (1996) discussed the approaches of organizational effectiveness, in which the competing-

values approach highlighted the necessity of an organization to incorporate the values of the

strategic constituencies into its goals so that the organization can attain the goals of most value to

its strategic constituencies.  I agree with this approach, because an organization can show its

concern and good will for constituencies, besides only concentrating on making its own profits.

While achieving organizational effectiveness, organizations will also gain more support and

commitment from publics, inasmuch as an organization replaces its own goal with joint goals.

Hinde (1997) also stated, “This does not mean about a loss of autonomy in the sense of a loss of

control over one’s own actions, because the choice has been made in accordance with one’s own

needs and values” (p. 273).

Relational Satisfaction

Though Hinde (1997) considered satisfaction to be a complicated concept to measure in

relationships, it is widely accepted as an attribute for evaluating organization-public relationships

(Ferguson, 1984; J. Grunig & Huang, 2000; L.Grunig, J. Grunig, & Ehling, 1992; Hon & J.

Grunig, 1999; Huang, 2001a. 2001b; Hung, 2000a, 2000b; Stafford & Canary, 1991).   Stafford

and Canary (1991) explained relational satisfaction from a social exchange perspective by saying

that a satisfying relationship is one in which “the distribution of rewards is equitable and the
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relational rewards outweigh costs” (p. 225). They also pointed out that positive relational

satisfaction is affected by perceptions of partners’ constructive maintenance behaviors.

Therefore, satisfaction is based on the link of the discrepancy between an individual’s

expectation of a relationship and what actually is experienced (Hinde, 1997).

In addition, When L. White (1990) examined the context in a marriage relationship, he

could not found substantial evidence between relational satisfaction and relationship stability.

The literature on relationship outcomes suggests the research question.

Research Question 5: What are the relationship outcomes between a multinational company and

its Chinese publics?
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OPERATIONALIZATION

I am now elaborating on the following: the appropriateness of qualitative research, the

method I will use in collecting data, the concepts of equivalent to validity and reliability in

qualitative research, and some ethical concerns in conducting my research.

The Appropriateness of Conducting a Qualitative Study

Patton (1990) outlined the differences between qualitative and quantitative research.

Quantitative researchers use a standardized approach so that participants respond to a

predetermined set of answers.  The advantage is that it is possible to measure the responses of

participants in a limited set of questions and compare and statistically aggregate the data.

Qualitative research provides researchers with methods to evaluate selected topics in depth and

in detail.  Therefore, data collection is not constrained by predetermined categories; and

researchers are able to find the depth and details of the topics selected.

Qualitative research is best used for exploratory or descriptive research that tries to

uncover and understand what lies deeply in the complexity and process of any little-known

phenomenon or innovative system by conveying the interaction of context, setting, and the

participants’ frames of reference (Marshall, 1985, 1987; Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Strauss &

Corbin, 1990). Little is known, for example, about how the macro environment influences

relationship building at the organizational level; and no research has yet been done in studying

the complexity of relationships among different publics and organizations. Furthermore, I also

need to determine how certain types of relationships are developed.

In Huberman and Miles’ (1994) point of view, qualitative studies are especially suited to

research on causal relationships.  They contended that researchers could observe a series of
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events and how these events led to some specific outcomes.  Moreover, qualitative studies can

explore how and why an event happened, which allows researchers the opportunity of observing

the causal relationship of an issue under study.  In my dissertation, one of research questions

asked how relationship maintenance strategies influence relationship outcomes, such as control

mutuality, trust, commitment, and satisfaction.  The argument of causality in qualitative research

supports my choice of method in exploring the answer for this research question.  Thus, the foci

of my research lead me to qualitative rather than quantitative methods.

Qualitative Interviewing

My method included a mixture of cross-cultural interviews, long interviews, elite

interviews, and active interviews.

According to Rubin and Rubin (1995) and Gubrium and Holstein (2002), qualitative

interviewing is a way to find out what others feel and think about their world.  Through

qualitative interviews, researchers will be able to understand experiences and rebuild events even

though they do not participate in them.  However, it does not mean that my data collection

method is only interviews, without giving the attention to the dynamics in interviews.

First, the interviews fit what Ryen (2002) called “cross-cultural interviewing” because the

research data will be collected across cultural and national borders.  In addition, the assumption

that researchers usually serve as instruments in qualitative studies makes me believe that talking

with my participants from companies from different parts of the world is actually cross-cultural

communication.

Long interviews emphasize the duration of interviews in the field (McCracken, 1989).

Active interviews acknowledge the interactions between interviewer and interviewees, and

reality is constructed between interviewers and interviewees.  In addition, participants give and
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take and transform facts and details as the interview unfolds (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995).

According to Holstein and Gubrium (1995), active interviewing is an ongoing

interpretive process, in which interviewers and interviewees create meanings, because socially

constructed meaning is naturally collaborative.  Hence, any active interview situation depends on

the interactions between the participants and the investigators.  This method is especially

important and suitable for my dissertation because one of the research questions explores other

types of organization-public relationships.  Even though I have identified communal, exchange,

exploitive, covenantal and contractual relationships in this prospectus, there actually may be

more types of relationships.  By collaborating with my participants, I am convinced there are

relationships out there that cannot be described by any kind of relationship we have identified so

far.

The elite interviews, as Dexter (1970) stated, are the kind of interview wherein

interviewees are not subjected to standardized questioning.  Elites, as defined by Dexter (1979),

are not the rank-and-file of a population but the influential, prominent, and well-informed of

their fields (Dexter, 1970; Marshall & Rossman, 1999).  In this kind of interview, the interviewee

“introduces to a considerable extent his notions of what he regards as relevant, instead of relying

upon the investigator’s notions of relevance” (Dexter, 1970, p. 5).  I would want to include this

approach for my dissertation because these elites, who usually are involved in the strategic

management for their companies, are able to elaborate on what they consider organization-public

relationships to be because of their close contacts to their work environment.

Elite interviews and active interviews are similar because, first, researchers usually can

benefit from interviewees, by letting them teaching the researcher the situation and the problem.

Second, both active interviews and elite interviews allow researchers to find different
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interpretations toward a problem because of the joint efforts between interviewees and

researchers.

In my data collection, I planned to acquire an in-depth understanding of the context,

expect to have interactions with my interviewees, and to seek information from those who are

highly knowledgeable of their work environment.  Therefore, I intended to have more

interactions during interviews with elites who are able to provide me information for my research

question.  Yet, I understood some research questions cannot be answered in a short period of

time and need consume considerable time for building meaning by collaboration.  As a result, I

call my method long, active interviews with elites in an intercultural setting.4

The Participating Organizations

In qualitative studies, the richness and depth of data is most important; the quantity of

sample is not the main concern (McCracken, 1988; Patton, 1990).  Therefore, I plan to conduct

qualitative interviews from multinational companies in China, following Patton’s (1990)

suggestion on qualitative sampling.

Qualitative sampling is especially suited for purposeful sampling, in that researchers are

able to select information-rich cases that will fully respond to the questions under study.

Therefore, size and specific cases depend on the study’s purpose (Patton, 1990).  Among the 16

purposeful sampling strategies Patton (1990) suggested, I first started by choosing theory-based

sampling.  Qualitative researchers sample events, time periods, or people based on their

“manifestations or presentation of important theoretical constructs” (p. 177).  By doing so,

researchers will be able to elaborate and examine the construct.

                                                
4 I thank Dr. L. Grunig’s recommendation on describing the nature of the interviews I conducted with my
participants.
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In recruiting participants, I used information from an Asian magazine, Commonwealth,

which is like Fortune magazine in the U.S. and which annually reports the top 1,000 companies.

I first sent emails to those companies to introduce myself and my research.  Usually, they were

very polite in responding to my emails.  After receiving their replies, I made telephone contacts.

In addition to the theory-based sampling, I also applied snowball sampling.  Usually

researchers ask questions such as, “Do you know whom I should talk to?” or “Who else knows

_____?”  Hence, by repeatedly asking these kinds of questions, the researcher gets more and

more potential participants.  In my experience in this study, when companies that gave me a firm

refusal to participate, I asked them if they knew any other companies that might help me in my

research.  Besides, some very kind companies volunteered to provide me the information as to

which companies I should include in my research.

Yet, in looking for participants within the Chinese context, I found it inevitable that I had

to go through acquaintance introductions.  As indicated by Patton (1990), convenience sampling

is the most common and the least desirable sampling strategy.   Patton pointed out that

researchers usually face time and budget constraints and are forced to pick those that are easy to

access and inexpensive to study.  He contended that this sampling is neither strategic nor

purposeful and should be the last factor to be taken into consideration in recruiting participants.

I concurred with Patton (1990) and in all the recruiting process and have done my best

not to apply convenience sampling.  Yet, China is the society where “guan-xi” still has great

influence for people in determining whom they want to meet or build relationships.  As a result, I

sometimes experienced the frustration of being rejected because they did not know me and I did

not have the connection to persuade them to participate in my research.  When this happened, in

order to recruit more participants for my dissertation, I had to turn to my family and a family
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friend for help.  I did not just take whatever company they provided.  When they provided me

lists of companies, I chose those with solid reputations, so that these companies would have a lot

to share with me on how they successfully build relationships in China.

I have thought many times about this situation.  Besides their commitment, what else

caused them to spend so much time for a graduate student’s research?  As indicated in an early

part of this chapter, some participants were recruited through acquaintance’s introduction.  Was

it because of “guan-xi” that broke the boundary of self-Other?  That is, was it because someone

who was the acquaintance of both the participant and me introduced us that made the participant

feel I was the “insider?”  If “guan-xi” carries a negative connotation, then this situation provides

one evidence of the positive side of “guan-xi.”  Guan-xi could be the lubrication in facilitating

relationships, as long as neither side exploits the special kind of relationships.

When I was doing my internship in the research and measurement department of

Ketchum, New York, I first obtained a list of the World 500 from Fortune Magazine; and I

surfed the websites of these companies to find contact information.  The Fortune 500 companies

are multinationals from all over the world.  Therefore, I did not focus only on multinational

companies from one country.  In addition, these companies have offices worldwide, which allow

them to be more culturally sensitive when communicating in another country.

McCracken (1988) said that an efficient number for qualitative interviews is eight (p. 17).

However, the participating companies I obtained were more than the number McCracken

suggested, because I was afraid that some companies might decline to participate.  Hence, as a

contingency in case some companies decided not to participate later, I also have contacted

additional Taiwanese and multinational companies to take part in my research.
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All the interviews was conducted in China, in these participating companies’ offices in

Beijing, Shanghai, Suzhou (a historical city close to Shanghai), Kunshan (an industrial city close

to Shanghai), Guangzhou, Dong Guan (a city close to Hong Kong), Hong Kong, and Taipei.  The

interviewees included CEOs or public relations managers in the companies.  For the sake of

protecting the participating companies’ identities, the companies’ identities will be confidential

in this study.

I also summarized the number and duration of my interviews in the following table.

Table 1

Data Collection Summary of Interviews

Interview Multinational

Company

All Interviews 40

Number of

Companies

36

Number of

Participants

40

Mean Length of

Interviews

(Minutes)

102.5

Range Length of

Interviews

(Minutes)

45 – 240

Note. ªTotal time for interviews (40 x 102.5) = 68.4 hours
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Pretests

The advantages of pretest not only lie in finding inappropriate protocol items, but also

help researchers get ready for the fieldwork.  I conducted four pretests for qualitative interviews.

Two were with Taiwanese companies and two with multinational companies.  In the

multinational company part, I included one Taiwanese or Chinese and one foreigner who work in

multinational companies.  Many multinational companies in China usually hire Taiwanese or

local Chinese as their CEOs or public relations managers, because they understand the local

culture and language better than foreigners.  However, some multinational companies send their

own people, to serve in high ranking positions in China offices.  Therefore, it is important to

have pretests for both Chinese/Taiwanese and foreigners.  The interview protocol used for data

collection is attached in Appendix A.

Language Consideration

I collected data mostly in China and one interview in Hong Kong.  Therefore, the

languages I used are Chinese, Taiwanese, and English.  Usunier (1998) indicated that the

ignorance of language in cross-cultural studies would result in biased and impoverished findings.

Therefore, there were some issues I considered before going into the field:

First, internationally, the consent form and the interview protocols were initially designed

in English.  Therefore, I needed to translate them into Chinese.  Furthermore, by translating the

interview protocols into Chinese, I could accurately conduct my interviews.  Even though it was

I who asked questions of my interviewees, I also needed to provide a copy of my interview

protocols to my participants, so that they knew what to expect.

Secondly, some multinational companies are from Taiwan, where its people use

traditional characters, instead of the simplified ones in China.  As a result, I provided two forms
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of Chinese interview protocols: one in the traditional form and the other in the simplified.

Fortunately, the Chinese system of Microsoft Word® has this converting system, which saved

me much time typing interview questions.

Finally, as Campbell and Werner (1970) and Usunier (1998) suggested in back-

translation, I considered whether my Chinese interview protocols express the same meaning as

the English originals.  As a result, after translating English questionnaires to Chinese, I also

translated them back into English to see if both languages convey the same thing.

When discussing cross-cultural interviews, Patton (1990) acknowledged that words could

be translated differently in different cultures, thus impart different meanings.  Even though he

spoke about the risk of using an interpreter in conducting interviews, I also considered the

possible risk I faced when doing interviews in China because of my Taiwanese background.

I did not do direct quotes much.  As Patton (1990) and Sha (1999) put it, there are words

and ideas that simply cannot be translated.  There are words that people from those cultures

know well in meanings but just cannot find the proper words in the translation.

Data Analysis
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The Approaches to Qualitative Data Analysis

Miles and Huberman (1994) discussed three approaches to qualitative data analysis:

interpretivism,5 social anthropology, 6 and collaborative social research.  I used the collaborative

social approach for this study.

Collaborative social researchers use one of two standard forms: 1) the researcher keeps

continues to query or questioning or 2) “dialectics,” in which investigators and participants may

have opposing interpretations of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Miles and Huberman

described the collaborative approach as a holistic perspective in which researchers and

participants work closely to act on reality instead of being acted on.  Investigators and

participants take a critical view to uncover the underlying themes and patterns.

I have chosen to use the collaborative social research approach.  Even though the social

ethnography approach emphasizes scholars revising a developed theoretical framework by

collecting data in the field, my research method is primarily on interviewing and does not include

observation.

In addition, as Schegloff (1992) and Ryen (2002) indicated, the construction of meanings

in a cross-cultural study requires the collaborative work between researcher and participant.  If I

                                                
5 The interpretivism approach, widely used by phenominologists, relies mostly on how one interprets what he or she
finds in natural settings.  Researchers in this approach emphasize the collaboration between participants and
researchers.  However, they do not use coding but assume that, by repeated reading of the material, they can reach
“the essence of an account” (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p. 8).  The problem with this approach is that researchers use
only the few instruments they established in advance; therefore, they will find more external information in the
setting, thus, bring difficulties in the data analysis.
6 Researchers using the social anthropology approach usually stay close to the naturalist setting.  They stay in close
contact with the research field and focus on individuals’ perspectives and interpretations of their world.  Compared
with other approaches, social anthropologists rely much on audio and visual equipment and observation to conduct
their research.  Noted by Miles and Huberman (1994), scholars using this approach depend on multiple sources of
data to reach conclusions.  Moreover, social anthropologists are usually concerned with the refinement of theory.
They develop a conceptual model and bring it to the field to test and refine it.  Many of the applied studies take this
approach.
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did not engage in greater discussions with my participants, I would be unable to figure out why

they chose certain behavior in maintaining relationships with their Chinese publics.

I intended to build and construct meanings by working with my participants, which is

emphasized in the collaborative social research approach.  My participants helped me define the

types of relationships they consider important.

Hence, the collaborative approach is more appropriate for my data analysis.

For this study, I mainly used Wolcott’s (1994) perspective on “analysis.”  Researchers

collect, reduce, and organize data into categories of the research topics.  Likewise, Miles and

Huberman (1994) considered the three elements of data analysis as data reduction, data display,

and conclusion drawing and verification.

Elements of Data Analysis

Data reduction is “the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and

transforming the data that appear in written-up field notes or transcriptions” (Miles & Huberman,

1994, p. 10).  It is an on-going process, even before data collection, because when scholars

decide which data to code and which to discard before they develop a theoretical framework.  As

a result, a great deal of data reduction occurs in the data collection process, because researchers

choose themes to write about memos or field notes.

In the interview process, as I planned to use the active approach, I listened carefully to

what the participants told me and took extensive notes.  During the process, I also corroborated

some points I did not understand with my participants or asked my participants to elaborate on

the points that I thought were significant to my study.  By doing so, I was able to eliminate some

irrelevant information and include more data needed for the study.  This collaborative approach

also allowed me to elicit more information from my participants.  There were some cultural
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issues I never thought about but those really influenced the relationship building processes.  For

example, people in North China tend to be more direct than people in the South.  Yet, the

Southerners’ indirectness shows they are more cautious and prudent in handling each issue.  The

difference in the North and the South also reflected in their relationship maintenance behaviors.

Data display is a method for visualizing the data collected.  It is an organized,

compressed form of information from which researchers can draw conclusions (Huberman &

Miles, 1994; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  This process enables researchers to systematically look

at the data as a basis for drawing conclusions.   Stake (1995) also suggested the method of

categorical aggregation to collect instances from data and establish patterns from two or more

categories.

When I was in China, I hired one woman who was very good in transcribing interviews.

This person, however, did not understand English.  Therefore, for many interviews that

combined both mandarin Chinese and English, she usually marked a lot of “K” indicating the

English content.  I found this to be more difficult when analyzing the data, because, for many

sections in interview transcripts, all I could see were a lot of Ks, and I ended up using the exact

remarks of the participants.  I therefore applied Sha’s (1999) suggestion regarding the

summarized transcriptions, in which it “captured the interviewee’s central assertions and did not

result in the loss of major information” (p. 175).

In displaying my interview data, I created tables to sort participants’ comments in

categories.  For example, one research question asks about the type of relationships companies

develop with their publics.  I put the participants’ words on the relationships they developed in

the “type” category.  I believed, by doing so, it made it easier for me to identify patterns for the

research.
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Conclusion drawing and verification is what Wolcott (1994) called “data transformation.”

Researchers draw meanings from displayed data.  Verification can be a simple second thought

coming to the researcher’s mind in the writing process that stimulates him or her to go back to

the field notes, or it can be a thorough intention to elaborate more on the meanings of the data.

Ethical Considerations

I recognized special ethical considerations that involve issues of harm, consent,

deception, privacy, and confidentiality of data7.  Therefore, before starting each interview, I

showed my interviewees the consent form in which I described my purpose of study to assure

them that the content of the interview will remain absolutely confidential.

Moreover, in the consent form, I provided information on the possible risks and benefits

that result from the study.  In exchange for participants’ cooperation in my study, I also stated in

the consent form that, after the research is completed, participants will be able to obtain an

executive summary of the research results.

Researcher and Participant Relationships

McCracken (1988) said that qualitative studies require a more complicated relationship

between investigator and participants.  I want to elaborate on this issue.

In the method of qualitative interviewing, I accept Rubin and Rubin’s (1995) point of

treating participants as conversation partners.  From the standpoint of active interviews, the

reality is constructed by the collaboration between the investigator and his or her participants

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995).  Hence, there are personal and ethical obligations to the

participants.  Feminist methodology emphasizes collaboration, gentleness and reciprocity in the

interview process.  Some feminists emphasize the possible need to be friends with interviewees

                                                
7 Class instructions in the course (1999, Fall): Practicum in Research Proposal and Design, instructed by Professor
L. A. Grunig
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(Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  Even though I may not become friends with my interviewees, as a

researcher I was still obligated to protect my interviewers from any harm that may possibly result

from my study.

The ethical obligations outlined by Rubin and Rubin (1995) include avoiding deception,

asking permission to record, and being honest about the intended use of the research.  The same

issue of deception and betrayal was also discussed by Wolcott (1995).  In addition, I should also

insure my participants that they will not be harmed emotionally and physically because they have

consented to talk with me.  I also provided my participants the opportunity of withdrawing what

they said and the opportunity to choose not to disclose their identities.  In the issue of

confidentiality and protecting the privacy of participants, I followed Wolcott’s suggestion of

being “candid but discreet” (p. 151).  Whatever I disclosed, I revealed accurately and not give

the impression that I am selling my participants’ story.

Another ethical dilemma between the investigator and the participants is the decision on

how hard the investigator will press participants for information.  Even though researchers’

obligation is to avoid superficial answers, this contradicts the consent form that usually informs

participants to feel free to stop whenever they want.  One way to resolve such a dilemma,

suggested by Wolcott (1995) is to apply a nondirective style to encourage the participants to

decide the limits of what they discuss.

Kleinman and Copp (1993), Pollner and Emerson (1983), and Sha (1999) raised the issue

of being close with participants.  Fieldworkers are usually concerned more with closeness than

with distance.  As Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) said, “there must always remain some part

held back, some social and intellectual ‘instance.’ For it is in the ‘space’ created by this distance

that the analytic work of the ethnographer gets done” (p. 102), I considered the closeness with
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some of my participants was an issue I should be aware of in my data collection process.  As

mentioned earlier, some of my participants were recruited from acquaintances and are very

friendly and enthusiastic in helping me in any way they can.  However, I had one participant who

I felt is kind of reluctant to participate.  He did not really reject me but I could tell he did not

want me to contact him often.  I did not want to exert any pressure on him to participate because

his company is owned by my family friend.  As a result, when I learned my family friends and

my parents vacationed to China together and this participant needs to host them, I immediately

emailed to my parents and my family friends to tell them, in order to obey the research ethics, I

hoped them not to mention a word of my research when they meet him.

Another ethical issue is particularly more important in this study: how Chinese people

regarded me.  Recently, a professor and U.S. citizen who was doing research in China was

arrested on the “dubious charges of espionage” (Newsweek, July, 2001. p. 40).  In my research

design, I have deliberately chosen to study relationships from a cultural and economic

perspective, avoiding the sensitivity derived from a political perspective.  Nevertheless,

government agencies are usually the most important and most frequently contacted publics for

multinational and Taiwanese companies in China.  My interview questions on their relationships

with government agencies might possibly hinder my participants’ willingness to respond to such

questions.

In order to overcome this problem to make my participants feel comfortable in answering

my questions and to make my research go smoothly, I wrote very specifically in the consent

form, with a letter head from the University of Maryland, on what my research purpose is,

participants’ freedom to participate or withdraw, and the confidentiality clause.

Offerings in Appreciation to the Participant
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As a scholar who is receiving advanced education in the United States, I discovered that

ethics in research is not so much emphasized in China, as compared with that in the United

States.  Besides the issue of the consent form described, I benefited by being an outsider in

China.  As naive as I was when I entered China, I had never thought of paying participants.

Also, all the 40 participants interviewed never asked me to pay them.  When I finished my data

collection, a senior scholar told me that, in China, researchers should pay participants.  As much

as I was shocked when hearing about this, I also felt fortunate that no one asked me to pay him

or her.  All the funds I spent in the research were on my and my assistant’s transportation,

accommodation, and another assistant who transcribed interviews for me.  I later thought that the

practice of paying was because this senior scholar did her research about 10 years earlier and the

situation had improved since then.  Also, the participants were from the multinational companies

that the organizational norms in ethics prevented the participants to request payment.  On the

other hand, my case also showed the feasibility and possibility of conducting ethical studies in

China.

After discussing how I conducted this study, I will present the findings in the following

section.

RESULT

Research Question 1: How do the different publics of a multinational company influence

the company’s relationship management?

According to the interviews, the publics around multinational companies in China usually

consist of government agencies, vendors and suppliers, consumers, competitors, media, and the

community.  For interviewees, multiple publics sometimes are coalitions and sometimes are

competitors.  Regardless of which condition exists, this multinational companies interviewed



47

always try to maintain amicable and professional relationships with their publics.  Multinational

companies sometimes are allies with government and sometimes are rivals, depending on the

issues involved.

Contrary to my study (2000a), in which I found one company’s relationship with certain

publics definitely influenced this company’s relationship with a third party, participants in this

study did not express much support for this inquiry.  This is probably, the situation that one

company’s conflict with one public would influence the other one happened in the early 1990s.

After a decade of development and the many multinational companies in China, Chinese have

learned the Western way to deal with conflicts.  However, two phenomena were found in this

study: multinational companies’ relationships with competitors and associations that

multinational companies formed in dealing with local issues.

  Usually, multinational companies do not have many interactions with their competitors.

They probably meet relative to certain functions, for example, exhibitions or some social

activities.  In those functions, they usually act very civily to each other.  There are competitions,

which may sometimes have impact on the company itself.  Yet, when some significant issues

occur, these competitors will close ranks and try to resolve the problem.  One participant from a

fast food restaurant told me about his company’s joining with one of its competitors to fight the

local government’s decision to raise taxes:

We decided to keep silent and do nothing about this decision.  But we needed a

coalition, because if one fast food restaurant followed this regulation, the rest of

us would have to do likewise.  So, we contacted eachother and arrived at a consensus of

doing nothing or procrastinating on executing this order.  Finally, we not only did not
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have to pay the high tax but also compiled  the government to rescind this regulation!

He further remarked that expressed this action did not have any negative impact on

relationships with the local government.  “Right now, the government officers are more

reasonable than before.  They will listen if you can provide a reasonable explanation.”

This finding also supported Vercic’s (1997) argued that, when conflicts arose,

organizations usually had to choose one side among the multiple publics.   Usually, companies

would employ efforts and strategies to have better performance than competitors in the market.

However, with the issue that concerned the common interests and one company’s behavior

would influence the other one, multinational companies realized the significance of collaborating

with each other to overcome problems.

Another coalition building tactic among multinational companies in Taiwan also proved

to be a successful one.  There are thousands of Taiwanese companies in China.  Because of the

political opposition, these Taiwanese companies had to deal with all the difficulties by

themselves, without the protection from the Taiwanese government.  In China, when interacting

with governments, there is usually the “hierarchal ladder” these Taiwanese companies have to go

through.  For example, if one company intended to talk with a local party secretary, the local

government would request a Taiwanese representative with “equivalent status” to be present.

Consequently, Taiwanese companies felt the necessity to strengthen their position.  Therefore,

Taiwanese businessmen associations were established in different cities in China, in order to

provide services to all the Taiwanese companies.  This kind of coalition indeed strengthened the

power of Taiwanese companies in China, inasmuch as the president of the association has the
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similar status of the party secretary and that will enable these Taiwanese companies to voice

their concerns to the local government.

Research Question 2: What type(s) of relationship does a multinational company develop

with its publics?

Win-win (Covenantal Relationships) Relationships

This question is designed to find out what organizations and publics get out of the

relationships they build.  Most participants described the nature of the relationships as “win-win”

or “covenantal relationships.”  They considered they not just only invest in China, but also

participate in the development of China.

As one participant from a telecommunication company put it they used the term

“partnership” in describing the relationships they built with the media in China,

We understand our company cannot just stand alone doing our business.  There is so

much we need to count on.  Yet, media in China also need information from us to provide

them with the newsworthy stories to put in the press.  So, we are partners with the media

to reach the win-win ground.

Under the Umbrella of the “Win-Win Relationship”

Participants talked about the premise of having a win-win relationship with their

companies’ publics.  Therefore, many of them considered the difficulty of identifying single type

of relationships.  They think, as one interviewee from a soft drink company said, “We developed

different relationships – exchanges relationships, communal relationships, covenantal
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relationships… or whatever relationships you call it, with the goal of reaching a win-win

situation.”  He further put it, “as long as we don’t exploit publics.”

Another participant elaborated on this point and described on the reason of this situation,

We face customers with different demands… of course, we want them to come

back again and again.  But, in some initial contacts, when you are not sure if you

both like each other, what you have in mind is… doing the best you can to satisfy

them and get their commitment to come back.

Another participant believed, besides communicating with publics, the function of public

relations is to serve the different interests of an organization.  So, totally accommodating publics

will not be able to make her company function.  Therefore, she said, “it’s intertwined.  You have

to balance publics’ interests, employees, employees, suppliers’ interests, and our company’s

bottom-line.”

This finding also leads to the next finding on the mixture of relationships.

The Mixture of Relationships

Participants in this research have spent considerable time defining the types of

relationships existing between their companies and publics.  They described the more contractual

relationships that exist between employees and between suppliers.  Communal and exchange

relationships also can be found in the relationships with local government and the community.

More exchange relationships can be examined with consumers.  Covenantal relationships can

exist in relationships with different publics.  Yet, participants expressed the difficulty of

identifying only one type of relationship.  As a general manager from an American auto

company said frequently during the interview “they are all intertwined.”  To be more specific,
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she said, “Different relationships may exist in accordance with the purpose of behaviors.”

Furthermore, one public relations manager from a food company said,

An exchange relationship has as its function – to get things done in an effective way.

But we don’t always apply exchange relationships, even though I do acknowledge that

in for-profit companies, it is necessary.  However, when we are doing charities, do

you think we only have the expectation that the Chinese people will do something

in return in the future?  If we only concentrate on exchange relationships, we can

only focus on the product development, instead of spending so much effort

and money on charity.

Different Types of Relationships with Publics

Arguments on Exploitive Relationships

Only few participants discussed in detail the exploitive relationships they have with

publics.   Most participants believe they do not develop exploitive relationships with publics.

They believe exploitive relationships will shorten companies’ life in China.  As a participant

from a fast food chain company expectation,

What we want here is long-term.  We do not have the expectation like those investors in

China in the early days, when many of them just came here for short-term investment.

They left with all the money they “earned,” without thinking about how they have

exploited and cheated the people…  What we want here is the long-term

partnership with the consumers, the government, and the community…
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Two participants argued about whether exploitive relationships are really “exploitive.”

They consider, probably the publics may be exploited at the beginning, but the long-term result

is for the benefit of thousands of people in China.  These two participants, one is a Singaporean,

who works as a public relations manager for an international hotel in Shanghai, and the other is a

Beijing native working for a multinational Internet company.  Even though there is a difference

in nationalities, their points of views are similar.  I will quote first the Singaporean:

I don’t think exploitive relationships are bad.  You know we draw resources of

the community, they will reciprocate as well.  Because by being here, it would be

an example of what luxury should be.  They are able to learn from us as well.

Surprisingly in a similar vein, the Beijing native in the Internet company said,

Well, in terms of being exploited, for the short term, yes.  It looks like we are being

exploited, because multinationals came to China for the cheap labor and the

bountiful resources.  But, China is still like a baby in the eyes of the world…  We are

young and there is a lot to learn.  It is fine that we are exploited right now, we know

that we also learn something from them.  Yup.  We are exploited.  But, so what?

A few decades later, the multinationals will be surprised to find out they have

gradually nurtured many talents in different fields for China.

Communal Relationships and Arguments on Communal Relationships

Many participants remarked about having win-win relationships, while some participants

stressed the perception of responsibilities of publics by building communal relationships.  Yet,
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when mentioning communal relationships, it was usually discussed on the level of community

relations or on corporate social responsibility.  One public affairs manager from a famous

consumer product company remarked,

When we help, I don’t expect anything specifically in return.  I never asked for anything

in return.  So, it’s not like, I help you in this, you help me in that.  Never.  That’s because,

to me, even though that’s very acceptable in China, I feel it’s beyond the established

ethics in [my company.]

In a similar tone, a public relations manager from a famous soft drink company stated,

Each year, our company sponsors many sport activities in China.  Not only do we sponsor

sport events, we also participate in the Project of Hope, to help poor students in the rural

areas further their education.  We do this without any expectation of reciprocity.  We

want to promote the concept of good corporate citizen and we also want to be a good

world citizen.

However, for some participants, building communal relationships does not come easy.

Corporations are not charity units but need to pay attention to the bottom-line.  Though

participants agreed on expecting nothing in return, they also recognized that they must assure the

survival of the company.  One CEO from an accessory company stated,

What? Are you saying I am the fool, who keeps donating?  Our bottom line is

not to be exploited.  But it does not mean we have to continuously donate… I

have thousands of employees to feed… Well, there are always different terms for

showing communal responsibility.  When I was discussing my employees’ working

shifts, I tried to provide flex-time to the married, because they have families to take care

of.  I don’t think it is an exchange relationship.  I think… it is human nature to think
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for others, about as much as the circumstances allow.

Even though participants have different points of view on whether a profit company

should develop communal relationships with publics, evidence shows that, the more communal

relationships a company developed, the more public support is generated.  Some companies aim

at contributing regional development without expecting something specific in return, but, in the

end, they find out the positive feedbacks from the community also contribute to the company’s

development.

When I was in a city in South China, I interviewed a CEO from a high-tech company.

This company had its own industrial park, where there are, besides the gigantic factory buildings,

movie theaters, disco, hospital, and counseling centers for its employees.  It was quite like

tremendous complex in that area.  However, the CEO maintained a very humble attitude in

responding to my questions and stated that the company’s success was because of the support

from the community and the local government.   As humble as he was, he did not indicate

whether the support from the local government is out of exchange norms.  He described the

outcome brought by communal relationships as follows:

We started early here, when there was not much foreign investments in this area.

When we first came here, the resources we obtained were minimal.  However, the

local government showed its pleasure by providing everything we needed – free

duty, and a good package for us to stay here.  So, right now, we are the largest

corporation in this area.  There is only one company in this industrial park – our

company!   We want to reciprocate.  Our company just started

the business for the domestic markets.  So, there are no direct interests involved in
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the relationships [with the community].  For example, this area needed a new

road.  The local government did not have the budget, so they came to ask our

president for assistance.  Our president immediately agreed to donate millions of dollars

for paving the road.  In addition, the equipment and facility in the local fire fighting

department needed updated.  We also volunteered to donate money to improve the

equipment.  Our company also values education.  So, we donated the money to

build new schools in this area.  Why do we do this?  Isn’t this like what Chinese are

usually like, “taking from the society and returning to the society?”  What we want to

do is to remember all the help we received from the community and the local

government.

So, we are doing what we can to develop this area.  But, it is true that, the more

we devote ourselves to this area, the more the government is willing to help us and

listen to us.  Would you consider this as an exchange relationship?  I cannot predict what

the local government thinks.  But, what I want to do is be a good corporate

citizen.  I think it is more communal.

Reaching for a Mutual Communal Relationships

Clark and Mills’s (1993) discussion on communal relationships focus on the

psychological perspective, which translates into how a person thinks when providing benefits or

other welfare needs to others.  Yet, the outcomes from communal relationship are seldom

discussed.  Obviously, both exchange relationships and communal relationships can exist

concurrently (J. Mills, personal communication, Oct. 16, 1999).
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As a communal relationship is defined “the norm… is to give benefits in response to

needs or to demonstrate a general concern for the other person” (Clark & Mills, 1993, p. 684),

Clark and Mills, in discussing the difference between communal and exchange relationships,

mentioned a relationship wherein both sides’ show a concern for each other, mutual communal

relationships that will make parties feel fulfilled in relationships.  Many times, communal

relationships started one-sided or relationships may start with an exchange relationship, as long

as one keeps following the communal norm of the relationship.  There will be a stronger mutual

relationship between an organization and its publics, as evidenced from the remarks from the

CEO of the high-tech enclave in Dong Guan, who considered one of his responsibilities was to

help promote local development.

Contractual Relationships

Participants had divergent points of views on contractual relationships.  In essence, many

agreed that a contractual relationship exists when both sides indicate in writing the conditions

governing their working relationships.  Therefore, participants identified their relationships with

employees and suppliers as contractual.  However, they did not totally agree on what Benette

(2001) considered the power asymmetry in this type of relationship.  Signing a contract was in a

way to protect the weak’s benefit.  Participants said, “Now, there are more varieties on the job

market.  If they don’t like the package we offer, they just look elsewhere.”  Therefore, one

participant said the perspective employees have more power, because they have more choices in

selecting jobs.

Other Type of Relationships

Power in Relationships
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Though not many participants mentioned power differences in relationships, some did

emphasize this point directly.  The power difference can be examined from two aspects:

supervisor-subordinate relationships and multinational companies’ relationships with local

governments.

As for the supervisor-subordinate relationships , which is commonly the case, one

participant said,

“There is, of course, the power difference in the supervisor-subordinate relationship.  I

don’t mean that employees cannot voice their concerns or fight for themselves, but… sometimes,

power is really relative.  For example, even though my boss told me I could be frank and tell him

whatever is on my mood, do you think I really will do so?  Of course not!  I have a family to

raise and I don’t want to lose my job in this company!”8

Upon hearing the statement from this participant, I could not help but ask him what he

would do if he were unhappy with his company at all.  He gave a sigh first and answered, “of

course, you have the freedom to change jobs.  But, you probably cannot find a better job than

this one.  This is the way it is.  This is life, right?”

On the other hand, one participant, from the United States, described his relationships

with his subordinates:

Yes, a covenantal relationship is what I have always want to maintain.  It is

difficult sometimes.  In the United States, the working relationship is more equal than it is

here.  Living in Asia, you just automatically learn the accepted hierarchy of relationships.

Sometimes when you cannot get your employees support in some issues, you just want to

exercise more authority to make them follow you…  Deep in your heart, you know it is

not right….  It is hard… So I try hard to get rid of that thought right away and encourage
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my staff to express their points of view and I listen to them.  My employees know I am

trying, so they, in turn, are more willing to listen to what I want them to do.

Inevitably, multinational companies sometimes assume the superior part in the

relationships, because of the advanced know-how and the much broader worldview they hold.

One participant elaborated on the influence of power by saying, “Power can leverage the

efficiency in achieving the company’s goals.” Another participant from an auto company

described how he asymmetrically resolved the conflict with the local government when the local

government mentioned about the insufficient fund ing for erecting the factory buildings:

The city mayor came to my office and told me it would cost more to fill and level

up the land.  So, he was asking if we could just build the factory buildings on the land as

it exists.  I told him he should follow what the contract agreed; that is, it is their

responsibility to create a good environment for my company to invest here.  The

city mayor kept calling me and told me he could not make it.  I finally told him

that, if he could not improve land, I would go elsewhere to build my factory.

The city mayor then had to alter some other budgets to find funds to correct the land

problem.

Power plays an important role in both external and internal working environments.

According to Spicer (1997), power is about whether one has the ability to influence the other.

Salancik and Pfeffer (1989) believed that power is the ability to get things done.  However,

Thibaut and Kelley believed that power is about the degree to which one’s behavior can affect

the quality of the other’s outcome.  Whether it is about the supervisor-subordinate relationship or

                                                                                                                                                            
8 In China, multinationals usually pay higher than local companies.
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the relationship between the hosting country and the multinational companies, power plays a

significant role in the relationship.

Hage and Aiken (1970) interpreted power as “the capacity of one social position to set the

conditions under which other social positions must perform” (p, 19).  Usually, in many

situations, the one with more power is usually likely to impose the rank for getting things done.

However, as Price and Mueller (1986) argued, “just because one person gains power does not

mean that another person must lose power” (p. 41-42), J. Grunig (1992) considered using

collaboration in increasing power of everyone in the organization, so that everyone would be

benefited.

In reflecting what J. Grunig’s (1992) argument, the quote from the public relations

manager from the United States showed the willingness to empower employees enhanced more

commitment in relationships.9

Likewise, studies on power in organizations or interpersonal relationships recognized the

imbalance of power in relationships (Hon & J. Grunig, 1999; Hung, 2000a).  Hinde (1997)

contended that in relationships, one holds power in some certain areas and the others holds

power in others.  He also argued that the controlled side in relationships is not always powerless;

for example, the owner of an organization seems to control the tangible resources, but workers

can initiate strikes or seek employment elsewhere.  Furthermore, he believed that the distribution

of power is the outcome of negotiation between parties involved in relationships.

In public relations, Ferguson (1984) also pointed out the distribution of power in a

relationship.  L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Ehling (1992) argued that, even if power distribution is

unequal in relationships, a quality relationship could still be produced if parties followed a norm

of reciprocity.
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Another Type of Relationships: Manipulative Relationships

A few participants mentioned their relations with the media.  They understood that media

can serve as a useful channel for companies to transmit out messages.  At the same time, they

also understood that having good relationships with media will really fulfill a company’s

interests.  One public relations director from a home appliance company spoke about his

relationships with the media by saying, “well, one of our jobs is to build relationships with the

media, so that we can leverage many things.  How do you put it? To manipulate the media.”  In

elaborating about the context of a manipulative relationship, a public relations manager in a

Japanese auto company told me her experience with the media as follows:

One time I had some problems on housing loans.  It actually was my mistake.

However, I was very upset about the attitude the government staff showed.  So, I

called the reporters covering auto news and told them to call this staff.  Everywhere

in the world, people don’t want the media to bug them, especially when something

bad happens.  I knew it was not right, but I just wanted to do something.

Manipulative relationships, sometimes, can benefit the interests of both sides.  From time

to time, some celebrities manipulate the media to generate more publicity and, at the same time,

the media gets some scoops to cover.  However, the intention and the behaviors can be

questionable.  In this case, the public relations manager felt dated about doing something in

“revenge” and the media got the material to report.  However, the whole process opens the

question as to whether the behavior is ethical or not.  Hence, I believe, people in manipulative

                                                                                                                                                            
9 Relationship outcomes, such as trust, control mutuality, commitment, and satisfaction will be discussed later.
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relationships sometimes use this win-win situation as a cover, but actually an individual’s

interest is served.

Other Type of Relationships: Symbiosis Relationships

Departments in an organization have their obligations to fulfill, in order to maintain and

continue this organization’s survival.  Or, different organizations in an environment do not have

any specific relationships but they interact because of the job.  One participant from an

international hotel in Shanghai talked about her department’s (public relations) relationship with

the food and catering department.

Our departments contact and interact with each other because of the work need.

They provide us the food and equipment for our public relations functions because

their job requires them to do so.  They do this for us, not because they are

thinking of our benefits or they are expecting something in return.  It is just their

job requirements.  And vice versa.

Nevertheless, this participant acknowledged that, when they were doing their job to fulfill

the responsibilities, they knew they were doing something to contributing the hotel’s competitive

position in Shanghai.

Research Question 3: How does(do) the type(s) of organization-public relationships a

multinational company develops influence its choice of relationship maintenance strategies

for its Chinese publics?

Win-win Relationships and Positivity, Assurances of Legitimacy and

Being Unconditionally Contructive
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Participants also stated that the more they build the win-win relationships with publics,

the more they are willing to engage in dialogues and listen to publics:

In general, our approach really is trying to create a win-win situation.  I think it’s very

important for every party to really feel like they’re having a proactive exchange

dialogue.  That’s why, as I mentioned before, it’s so important to continue

dialogues and discussions with our various publics and key audiences.  It’s really

to exchange information and continue the flow of information.  So, we never seem one-

sided.  It’s not good business to cause the other party to feel either not treated properly or

cheated.”

A public relations manager from a telecommunication company also mentioned that they

legitimized some publics in China by treating them as “strategic partner.”  He considered the

current market in China requires different groups to collaborate, instead of vigorously competing

with each other.

In addition, fostering a win-win relationship with consumers made multinational

companies apply more strategies in being unconditionally constructive and positivity.  As China

is still a developing country, where public education still needs to be instituted.  With millions of

expensive products imported from overseas, there is much counterfeiting in China.  However,

counterfeits usually translated into poor quality and sometimes endanger consumers’ health.

Yet, consumers sometimes would buy from the multinational companies that sell the “genuine

products.”  Hearing the complaints from consumers, one interviewee from a multinational
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company in a textile industry exchanged the counterfeits for the real ones for the consumers.  His

approach was to create a win-win situation:

The reason why we decided to do so was to educate consumers to the differences

between genuine products and counterfeits.  Consumers usually want to get something at

the lowest price.  However, what they pay for is also what they get.  Of course, they are

not satisfied with the bad quality of counterfeits.  In providing the genuine products, we

can educate consumers to tell the difference between a genuine product and its

counterfeit.  In addition, after they enjoy the satisfaction coming from the genuine

product, they become more aware of the real product and reject the counterfeits.

Consumers in China need more education.  We don’t want to punish them when they are

already suffering because of lack of knowledge.

This general manager also agreed that, when being unconditionally constructive,

consumers became more supportive and more responsive to the company.

Communal Relationships and Sharing of Tasks

China is a country with great business potential, because of its bountiful resources and

huge consumer and labor population.  Yet, with the door open just a bit more than two decades

ago, this gigantic land is developing unevenly, with coastal cities more market-oriented and

interior territories more planned and less developed economy.  Many inner cities in China have

suffered from illiteracy and poverty.  Multinational companies understand that one of their

contributions to China is to participate in its development.  Hence, according to the interview

records, almost all the multinational companies interviewed participated in the Project of Hope, a
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program that sponsors education for poor children in the rural provinces and cities.  Besides the

Project of Hope, multinational companies also serve in their own ways by sponsoring different

charities, depending upon which industry they are in.  For example, one participant from an

international Internet company described how her company devoted its efforts to high

technology education in China:

I think, in China, we cannot behave too pragmatic.  What I mean here is we

cannot just only focus on our own bottom-line.  So we set our company on the road to

educating talents in high technology.  We have a commitment to China.  We not

only do business here.  We also want to help cultivate talents.  We are not afraid

that the students or employees we have trained go to work elsewhere, not in our

company.  We will be very happy to see that we joined in the task of building China.  We

like our job and we hope to help more Chinese love this field as much as we do.

Many people ask, ‘What do you expect in return?’  We actually never think of this.

We just hope there will be more experts in this field in China.

Her remarks also concur with Clark and Mills’ (1993) argument on communal

relationships.   Even though communal relationships occur when no benefit is expected in return,

it is something intangible, for example, joy and satisfaction that rewards the party providing the

benefits.

Another participant from a telecommunication company also spoke about how his

company has contributed in the development in China from a long-term perspective.

When we entered China, we received a lot of support from Chinese people and the
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government.  Because of the support, our company has become

the top telecommunication in China.  Will you ask what they want us in return?

Well, this is not the point.  That is how our company has committed to this land.  Many

people asked us about our intention in joining the Project of Hope.  Our answer is

very straightforward: We don’t expect every one to come to buy our cell phones.

We don’t expect them to say how excellent our products are.  We have been here for a

long time and we just want to do something for this country.

His remarks correspond with Clark and Mill’s (1993) that communal relationships

usually involve shared experiences and knowledge.  In addition, this public relations manager’s

also mentioned the role of the time factor in the cultivation of communal relationships.  Clark,

Powell, and Mills (1986) contended that communal relationships do not have to last long.

However, Ledingham, Bruning, and Wilson’s (1999) study did provide the evidence about the

difference time could make.

Exchange Relationships and Legitimacy

Exchange relationships happen when one expects something in return from the other or

one gives benefits in order to return the favor he or she received before.  Therefore, several

participants agreed that legitimacy plays an important role in relationships, inasmuch as, when

one could not legitimate the others in relationships, one may easily exploit the other.    One

participant from a Japanese electric appliance company said, “I don’t know how not to legitimize

the others when my company is asking a favor from them.”

Another participant, who considered exchange relationships meet the needs for both

organization and publics and is a form of win-win situation; therefore, “when you are thinking
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the benefit of the others, even though it is in an exchange form, you acknowledge the other’s

existence and expectation.”

Research Question 4: How do the characteristics of Chinese culture, family orientation,

self-Other, and relational orientation, influence a multinational company’s relationship

maintenance with its Chinese publics?

Cultural Influence

Participants from the United States and Europe did not dwell much on how their own

countries’ culture influenced the relationship maintenance.  But, one general manager from an

auto company in the United States related how her American culture influenced her dealing with

Chinese people: “being straightforward and honest is one of the best ways, because people know

that when talking with me, I don’t have a hidden agenda.  I think it then can be the basis for trust.

Then you have trust, you have relationships.”  However she also mentioned how she dealt with

the complicated Chinese culture that has involved a dufferebt approach than her own country.

The characteristics are the unspoken rules of the playing field here.  You have to take

all of them into consideration.  You have to keep a balance.  Otherwise, it

wouldn’t work.  In accord with a code of ethics, professionalism, and the aim of

what you want to achieve, you also take into consideration what they want to

achieve.  They also want something from you.
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Her view on how she interacted with Chinese also reflected on how the three

characteristics of Chinese culture played a role in her communication: being indirect, face, and

favor.  Relational harmony is considered significant in relationships in the Chinese society (Sun,

1990; Chian, 1979); as a result, in order to maintain an amicable relationship, Chinese people

sometimes need to beat around the bush when requesting or discussing some serious issues.

Another point more salient from this general manager’s remark is about favor and

exchange relationships.  Even though Chinese do not especially emphasize exchange

relationships, whenever one receives something from another, it usually creates a sense of

indebtedness and feeling of obligation to return this favor (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; Hwang,

1987; King, 1980).  This situation can readily be seen in the current development in China.  In

order to catch up with the world, the Chinese government has spent a major effort attracting

foreign investment.  Yet, when providing excellent packages and excellent environments for the

financially sound multinational companies, what they want from these multinational companies

is their long-term commitment and investment in China.

Some participants from American companies, like this general manager, understood the

nuances of the Chinese culture but also stood firm on what their own culture has nurtured in

them.  Hence, like a public relations manager from an American bank put it, “So, it has to be

balanced and it’s very, very complicated.”

American companies, among all the interviewees that participated in this study, seemed

not just only to adopt themselves to the Chinese society but also to be persistent in their own

cultural values and indoctrination.  One public relations manager from a consumer product

company spoke about how he combined the two different approaches of being straightforward

but also saving the face for the other party:
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We always show the friendly and easy-going side to the Chinese people.

Whenever they make some requests, even though they are sometimes indirect, we

can catch the nuances of the meanings and cooperate with them.  But, we also

show them that we have our own principles and we need to follow our company’s

policies.  Will they stop doing business with us because we cannot fully provide them

with what they want?  Absolutely not!  Once they understand our principles and our

bottom-lines, they will respect us and will not force us to do something against

our will or contrary to our best interests.

In contrast to the American style mentioned by the participants from American

companies, the participants from a Japanese auto company are more inclined to adapt themselves

to the Chinese culture and are more low-profile.  In probing the cause for such behaviors, the

vice president from this company explained the similarity between Chinese culture and Japanese

culture in which both highlight the hierarchy in relationships. Moreover, Japanese companies

seems to be more rigid in the reporting system:

In China, a society that put s a lot of emphasis on guanxi, you can usually easily

have things done when you know someone important.  But, for the Japanese

community, if you bypass the person who is actually in charge and report to a

staff in a higher position, you will be questioned about [the inappropriate

behavior].  Japanese people will think you made a mistake by going directly to

a higher supervisor.
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This rigid hierarchal reporting system is also reflected in the office physical layout.

When I entered Japanese companies in China, the most salient characteristic was a huge office

with rows of desks.  All the employees worked in this huge office, without partitions between

desks.  Supervisors usually have desks at the head of each row.  I did not have the opportunity to

visit Japanese companies in other countries.  However, the strong Chinese hierarchy in

relationships as the social norm of relational determination that Yang (1992) has described

allows the Japanese organizational structure to fit especially well in China.

In addition, Japanese companies usually are more careful in interacting with Chinese

publics.  This is because of history, when China was invaded by the Japanese military in early

the 20th century and thousands of Chinese were killed.  Many Chinese people still feel a strong

hatred toward Japanese people.  The general manager from an American fast food chain

restaurant in China also expressed the same reaction experienced in an elevator with a Japanese

once:

I was in an elevator with a Japanese and several other Chinese.  In less than

30 seconds in the elevator, I sensed the hatred these Chinese felt toward the Japanese.  I

believe the Japanese could feel it too.  But, what can you say?

The vice president of the Japanese auto company also described this difficult situation

from his own experience:

We, the management and the employees we hired, know well about what

happened in history in World War II.  Even though it happened many decades ago,

Chinese people remember it well.  Many Chinese people now still are angry about how

the Japanese military treated Chinese people at that time.  It is also why we entered the
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Chinese market much later than those American or German auto companies…  In the

office, though no one mentioned the history, it is still like an unspoken reminder about

what happened in the past… so, management is always very cautious in interacting with

employees.  We don’t want to give the impression again that we torture Chinese people.

This vice president, as a result, articulated the prudent attitude they usually exists when

dealing with Chinese publics.  They understand that if something is not handled properly, the

Chinese anger against the Japanese may flare up again.

In contrast to the multinational companies from the United States of America and Europe,

multinational companies from other Asian regions,10 such as Taiwan, seems to observe and

conduct themselves according to the cultural norms in China.  It is because Chinese culture

prevails among all in Asian countries.

As for interviewees from Taiwan, they usually described their companies’ relationships

with publics from the perspective of interpersonal relationships.  It is because, in China, it seems

building business relationships starts from cultivating personal relationships.  As one Taiwanese

put it, “you have got to spend a lot of time cultivating your own network and win their trust, so

that they will think you are part of their circle.”

The norm of self and Other that people tend to provide more favors to those whom they

consider “insider” is more prevalent in the business world between Asian companies and their

publics in China than that in multinational companies from Europe or the United States.    And,

because of the emphasis on being “zi ji ren” (insiders), Asian multinational companies usually

spend more time on building networks, that is, what is usually called “guan-xi.”  One general

manager from a Taiwanese multinational company used a folk saying in describing the function
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of “guan-xi:”  “They always say here, ‘if you don’t have guan-xi, do go find one as soon as

possible.  Once you have guan-xi, nothing will be serious any more.’”

But, with the overarching concern for a company’s bottom-line, guan-xi is not really as

important as it was before.  Companies are “selectively” seeking the personal networks.  As a

result, when employees approach management about having their relatives to work in the

company, “we always have to tell them that they need to go through all the required procedures,

for example, taking examinations.”

Another reason for multinational companies in China trying to get rid of the concept of

guan-xi is because they need to take care of their reputations.  Even though one participant

acknowledged the advantage of guan-xi by saying that it facilitates things, participants were

more concerned about how publics think of the company.  One computer company official said,

“We have to show that we are a company with a sound structure and integrity.”

Family orientation in the Chinese culture is what made Hofstede (1984; 2002) categorize

China as a collectivist society, inasmuch as group values is superior to individual values.

Many multinational companies, whether from Europe, the United States, or Asia,

considered it necessary to participate in activities of public welfare.  One multinational company

from Taiwan that has built an empire in the Dong Guan area in China considered it a cultural

trait:

Chinese people usually say “taking from the society and returning to the society

(�����������).”When we started here, we got a lot of help from the

government and the community.  What we want to do is remember all the help

                                                                                                                                                            
10 I use “regions,” instead of “countries” here to avoid any sensitive political issues.
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we received from the community and the local government.  So, we are doing

what we can to develop this area.

This remark shows “bao” (reciprocity) in the relationships.  Yang (1992) considered

there is interdependence in relationships, that is, each individual recognizes his or her

dependence on other members in the society.  Therefore, the principle of reciprocity serves as the

foundation to balance the gives and takes in relationships.  Even though this kind of concept

cannot only be described as exchange relationships, people in the Chinese society have long been

accustomed to the norm that one should think about others, because groups are usually more

important than individuals.  In sum, there does exist the contradiction of the concepts of

“insider” and the family orientation, inasmuch as the traditions of seeking guan-xi and

obligations to the society are so common in daily practice.

Relationship Hierarchy, Role Determination, and Legitimacy

Confucianism has long been mentioned on the emphasis on hierarchy.  Some participants

mentioned the new cultural phenomenon influenced by the Cultural Revolution and said many

Chinese people now do not really show much respect to senior persons.  However, multinational

participants from Asian countries, like Taiwan and Japan, considered the hierarchal influence

still existed.  Because of the emphasis on the ladder of hierarchy, many Taiwanese companies

were unable to talk with some government officials.  “We were told that we needed to have one

representative who has the equivalent status with the representative from the other side, so that

we can have dialogues,” one Taiwanese said so.
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The Taiwanese companies in China have become victims of the political opposition

between Taiwan and China.  Since both sides do not acknowledge each other’s legitimacy in

regime, the Taiwanese government, therefore, does not have any official offices in China to take

care these Taiwanese companies.  When Taiwanese companies in China have problems, personal

or business, they have to handle these problems on their own.  This situation orphaned all the

Taiwanese companies there.  Whenever they contacted higher governmental officials in China,

they were rejected, because “the status from both sides are not equivalent,” described by a

Taiwanese participant with a sigh:

Taiwanese companies in China really suffer a lot!  Even though we brought a lot

of advanced technology to China and help the development in many parts of the

country, we are still sometimes discriminated.  The government in Taiwan’s insist

on the political legitimacy is strongly denied by the Chinese government.  So, an

official office from the Taiwanese government is not allowed.  When conflicts

arise, there is not a strong unit to mediate or resolve the conflicts… Whenever we

approach the government officers in China, they would ask, ‘Who are you?  Go find

someone with higher position and we can talk!’

In resolving the serious problem of being “orphans” in China, Taiwanese companies in

different cities formed many regional Taiwanese businessmen’s associations.  The Presidents of

these associations represent Taiwanese companies in dealing with higher government officials.

Another phenomenon shows the role determination in relationships is influenced by

Confucius’ saying, “If you are not in the position, do not get involved (���������).”  What

Confucius said here means one should concentrate on his or her job and do not walk across the
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line to interfere or do others’ jobs.  Yet, this concept caused some jobs’ delays because no one in

the government agencies wanted to take responsibilities.  One participant said, “We were

rejected many times.  They did not want to cooperate… I don’t know if it is the problem of

bureaucracy or no one wants to take the responsibility.  But it is our companies that suffer.”

However, for cities with more business functions, like Shanghai, this problem is not

common.  It is because Shanghai is now trying to be one of the leading cities in the world, and

the Shanghai government understands the importance of efficiency.

Guanxi, Relational Orientation, and Networking

One participant told me, “My supervisor told me to social with the local custom bureau to

cultivate the relationships, so that it will be easier in the future to get things done.”  I was not

surprised to hear so; actually, I expected to hear it.

As discussed in the early part of this section, though some multinational companies said

that they strictly enforced the policy of not using personal connections or accepting requests

from personal networks, the relationships with government officials are still believed very

important in China.  As one participant said, “China is ruled by people (����)  So, relationships

are very important.”

Networking is relatively important in human relationships in China, compared with that

in the Western world.   One participant remarked on this point, “Here, when people meet for the

first time, they usually started conversations by talking about the common networks they have.

They feel, when talking about the persons they both have connections, they will feel more like

family.”  So, when people find the common networks, it sometimes will facilitate things get done

sooner.
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Double-life of Chinese in Multinational Companies

An interesting aspect found during the interviews is the double lives led by many Chinese

in multinational companies.  These Chinese, trained in Western companies and fluent in English,

conduct business as Westerners.  They follow the company’s code of conduct well and do not let

guan-xi get in the way.  Many of the participants that I have interviewed said, “I would follow

the company’s rule.  Everything should be done by the company’s regulation.  I will not involve

in any guan-xi.”

Yet, one Chinese interviewee from a Dutch electric appliance company in the Shanghai

area said with candid that he and other behaved this way only at work. “So, after work, we go

back to our ‘original face.’”  In probing this phenomenon and asking how they maintained this

kind of double-life, the participant told me,

Probably it is because of our Chinese nature.  Chinese people are hard working

and can endure being mistreated for a long time… I don’t mean at all that we are

mistreated in the multinationals… We can live the life that they request us to live even if

it totally different than what we are used to … Another reason is that, after suffering in

poverty for a long time, all of us want to have better lives.  In addition, multinational

companies usually have advanced knowledge and technology.  We, as well, want to learn

from them.

Does Chinese culture have any influence on this phenomenon?  This participant

explained as follows:
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Well, I think… probably because of the doctrine of ‘li’ (�, ritual).  Li explains how

people should behave properly…  In addition, there is also the hierarchy in the society… So, we

know we cannot walk cross the lines and behave impolitely…

China, from the ancient history, has been considered as “The Country of Rituals,” that

means, there are always the requirement in each behaviors and everyone should behave properly.

Even though many Chinese participants commented on the influence of the Cultural Revolution,

it seems the impact of li still exists and helped Chinese adopt themselves in an organization from

other culture.

Incorporating Chinese Culture with Organizational Culture

Just as Confucius said, “thinking of oneself, instead of blaming others” (����),

many Asian multinational companies followed this rule and incorporated it into the company

culture.  One participant from a Taiwanese high tech company said,

Behave and educate yourself first.  Then regulate the family and rule the state.

We are always educated this way, so we are influenced by this aspect.  We treat

our employees like a part of the family and devote ourselves to the community service.

While many multinational companies tried to avoid the negative connotation so ingrained

in the Chinese culture, e.g. guanxi, and renqing (favor), some companies, especially those from

Asia, e.g. Taiwan, creatively and successfully incorporated the Chinese philosophy in the

corporate culture.  One famous computer company from Taiwan echoed what Confucius said,
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“Human nature is basically good (����)” as the first principle of the corporate culture.  The

participant from this company said,

The company wants to create an effective working environment by empowering

and trusting employees.  Our CEO encouraged all the employees to express their

opinions, take risks, and, most significantly, learn from mistakes.  Because of the

trust that the company has showed us, we, in return, work harder to show support.

I think this is probably one of the main factors why our company is so strong

worldwide.

Other Finding: Relationship Maintenance Influenced by Organizational Culture

For some multinational companies,  adhering firmly to the corporate culture, means

reaching maximum effectiveness.  As much as many participants agreed on the values of

Chinese culture, participants also worried about how the great emphasis on human beings in the

Chinese culture might sometimes hinder companies from reaching success their objectives.

Even though the concept of organizational cultures was not incorporated in the original

design for this study, several participants mentioned how the corporate values and corporate

culture nurtured their ways of building relationship with publics.  One very particular experience

was two participants from a well-known international hotel, who were interviewed separately by

me and my assistant, showed the corporate motto that they always carried in their wallets.  This

motto influenced deeply on how they serve guests.  In separate interviews with both of the

participants from this hotel, they both mentioned about how they provide services, “We ladies

and gentlemen serve ladies and gentlemen.”
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Another reason why participants mentioned the muted influence by Chinese culture was

because, in China, multinational companies tend to maintain their competitive edge, as one

participant put it, “[The company] is an international professional company.   We treat everyone

equally and will not be influenced by guanxi in China.  This is our standard.”

Eisenberg and Riley (2001) defined corporate culture as the organizational value that

describes how an organization succeeds and how it influences the more successful business

outcomes.  Multinational companies owed their success to their corporate cultures.  One

participant from an electronic company said,

Many people and companies visit our company and asked how we succeed.  We

always tell them, ‘it’s simple.  Just follow the company’s principle: quality,

effectiveness, customer satisfaction, and team work,’ There is really no better

answer.  This is what our company has asked us to do.  I believe it is also what

makes us so successful.

  One company that has a textile factory and an auto accessory factory in China has been

a very low-profile one in China.  While many multinational companies put great effort in

promoting their brand names in China, this company is quietly executing its jobs and maintains

consistent growth in the market.  The CEO of this company said one of the company’s principles

is being modest on achievements and solicitous of people (����).  Therefore, the company

usually shows their commitment to China by applying the principle to its behavior.  It has been

involved in many local charities and provides know-how and expertise to companies in the same

industry as a result of presumed objectives to other companies.
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Research Question 5: What are the relationship outcomes between a multinational

company and its Chinese publics?

This research question intends to explore the quality of relationships multinational

companies have cultivated in China.  In answering this question, I employed the relationship

quality as Hon and J. Grunig (1999) suggested:  trust, control mutuality, relational commitment,

and relational satisfaction.  I will discuss trust first, which encompasses the three dimensions:

integrity, dependability, and competence.

Trust

Integrity

Trust, as agreed by many participants, is the foundation of relationships.  In this question,

I had one problem in the wording.  Participants were confused how I defined “fairly,” which

means more like “equally” in Chinese.  So, participants told me it was hard to judge whether

they were being fair, because the quality of relationships they have developed with publics are

different; therefore, it influenced the ways of their interactions in relationships.  However, most

of them felt that their companies treated their publics with respect.

In discussing about being just, many participants related it to behave ethical in the

relationships.  For some participants from very successful companies, they considered the

success of their companies was the result of being justly and ethical.  One participant discussed

the disadvantage brought by unethical behaviors:

Bribing is considered, by some companies, a short cut to get things done.  It does

not earn any respect from people and partners.  Besides, if you want to think of

long-term influence, the best policy is to follow the law and be ethical.
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Corporate culture on integrity also reflects on employees’ behaviors.  Several participants

related how their fairess came from the corporate culture that strongly opposed any illegal

behavior. Another participant also expressed his personal and his company’s determination to

play ethically, “ I don’t ask for anything that is not ethical, our company is highly ethical… We

will not compromise any ethics.  I would rather take a million dollar lawsuit than bribe

someone…”

Dependability

Participants in answering this dimension have different points of views.  First, when

being asked how they or their companies keep promises, participants responded by saying, “it

shows on how we behave.”  To elaborate this point, I constantly heard participants say, “We

don’t like to make promises.  We want to show everything by our actions.”  One participant

believed employees’ behaviors also reflect what kind of corporation they are in, “If publics

constantly see our behaviors in the same way, they will understand what kind of company we

are.”

Secondly, participants related this dimension to the emphasis of the service programs

companies offered.  The public relations manager from a hotel company considered the reason

why guests keep coming back again and again was because of the guest quality program this

hotel has had.  She said, “We promised a quality service.  We collect their preferences… so, it

makes them feel they are welcome here and it’s their home.”

Next, some participants believed it is because of the company culture that influenced the

behaviors of its employees.  The public relations manager from the computer company said,

“Just look at our company motto: Seeking excellence and being responsible for the society.”  We
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want to show that, whenever publics see our employees, they will know right away that it is from

[our company].”

Competence

This question asked whether the multinational companies have the ability to achieve what

they promise.  Again, similar to the answer with the question on dependability, some participants

expressed their companies’ hesitance in making promises.  However, they argued that, “When

our company makes a promise, it certainly will carry this promise.”

Since many participants talked about their companies’ rare promises, they usually would

talk more about the evidence of showing the companies’ competitive qualities.  Some

participants referred the behaviors of publics to show their companies’ ability.  One from the

electronics company believed the many visits from different groups of people in a day showed

the company’s leading role in the industry.  He was proud to say, “Our company have a lot of

number 1s in this region and also in China.”  Another participants talked about how her company

influenced other companies in the same industry.  She said the competitive service program in

the company was introduced to other companies by former employees.  However, she did not

care being copied, “We welcome competition.  We are glad they learn from us.  It shows we are

competitive.”

Control Mutuality

In exploring how multinational companies show their attentions to what publics say, I

asked how and why multinational companies do in order to show they take publics interests in

the decision making process.  Not many participants really replied to this question.  It shows that,

control mutuality is not a salient characteristic in organization-public relationships.
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Most of participants who answered this question expressed that, in terms of relationships

with employees, the companies usually have mailboxes for employees to raise their concerns.

For some companies with a more open culture, employees can email directly to the CEOs or the

general managers about the questions they have.  When being asked about why they do so, some

participants said, “We want to let the employees know they are part of the company and we care

about them.  We show them our concerns by our actions.”  For one very successful company in

South China, in order to let employees have a comfortable working environment, this company

also set up a counseling center in the company.

According to the responses from participants, not all publics have the certain degrees of

control mutuality.  For example, the one with more power usually does not listen much to the

other side’s concern, especially when calculating the maximum benefits the powerful one can get

in the relationship.  The same example that used in the exploitive relationship can be explained

the lack of control mutuality the powerless one has.  The local government needed more budgets

for filling the land for a multinational company.  When finding short of the budget, the city

major visited the general manager of this company and requested for supports.  This general

manager insisted on what was agreed on the contract and would not offer the money to help

solve the problem.  In addition, the general manager express the possibility of moving elsewhere

if the problem could not be resolved.

Another example shows that customers sometimes hold more power, making companies

pay more attention to them.  The interviewees from a consumer products company and an

international hotel expressed that there were the quality service programs in their companies, so

that they would know clients or guests preferences and would tailor the services according to the

consumers’ opinions.  One participant said,
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We want to let the guests feel like going home when they arrive our hotel.  If they

like a glass of orange juice whenever they return from outside, they will always

find a glass of orange juice waiting for them in their rooms.  We sell services.  Of

course, we have to pay attention to their needs.

Participants from consumer products companies talked about producing quality products

to show their concern to publics.  One of them said, “We always listen to what our customers tell

us and we forward their opinions to our R&D.  We show our consumers how we listen to them

by producing the products they want.”

Commitment

Commitment is the most significant character among the four relationship qualities

studied in this research.  Even though participants did not really express their commitment to all

publics around their companies, their words show strong commitment to China and they talked

about different aspects in showing their commitment.  Some Asian companies said their

willingness to sign a contract of 50 years showed the companies’ commitment.  However, most

of them disrespected showing commitment by words.  They considered “actions are louder than

words.”  Some participants said, “Just look at the continuous building of the factory buildings

and everyone can tell our commitment to China.”

Some companies had commitment as one of the companies’ motto and the benefit from

having commitment in China:

One of [the company’s] philosophies is commitment.  [The company] has never
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left a market after it once entered and started its business there… We let them

know that we have a long-term commitment in China.  Then we will get the

support and understanding from the government officials and we can continue

doing our business in China.

Commitment, not only enhance the long-term relationship, but also influence

multinational companies’ responsibilities to publics and; therefore, it increases the company’s

success.  One public affairs manager from an American auto company described what his

company has done in China:

Our company does not just only have commitment for the long-term relationships

in China.  We are committed to long-term participation in China. [The company]

does not take advantage of any opportunity here.  We commit to help develop the

auto industry in China and help to bring it to the world market.  So, we brought

the technology to China…  The commitment we have also made us more

responsible for the market in China… So, we hired many local people to work

with us…  What I say here is ‘to work with us,’ not ‘work for us.’  We treat them

as our partners, not subordinates…  I believe, this commitment will lead to

China’s prosperity and… of course, when China enters the world, our company

succeeds too.
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This quote not only shows how much commitment this company has, but also

demonstrates the evidence that, when an organization commits to develop win-win relationships

with publics, there will be more sharing of task, collaboration, and legitimacy.

Satisfaction

Satisfaction is the character that most participants did not know how to evaluate.  Many

of them expressed the lack of information to show whether the relationships their companies

have built resulted in satisfaction.  Therefore, many of them instructed me to ask this question to

their publics.

Another common answer about satisfaction is “there is always something left for

improvement.”  Participants considered their companies have done their best to build and

maintain relationships in China; therefore, their publics’ feedbacks on satisfaction should be an

indicator for companies’ next step for improvements.

My interpretation on participants’ incapability to answer this question can be reflected on

Canary and Stafford’s (1991) definition on satisfaction, “the distribution of rewards is equitable

and the relational rewards outweigh costs” (p. 225).  Even though relationships are on-going

processes that involve continuous gives and takes, multinational companies that make profits

usually have more degrees of satisfaction, compared with that of publics.  As a result, even

though multinational companies were satisfied with the profits they have made in China, they

were unsure if what they have got equals what different publics obtained from the companies.
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This is also why multinational companies were modest in saying the necessity for improvement

in relationships and would prefer their publics to answer this question.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Multiple Publics

Findings from the interviews revealed that multinational companies in China realized the

importance of building and maintaining relationships with publics -- not just one public around

an organization.  Hence, these multinational companies would not damage easily the

relationships with different publics.  However, because of the different interests multinational

companies hold, they sometimes had to choose side and work as a coalition.  Multinational

companies formed a coalition with competitors in order to have the local government get rid of

the unreasonable raise in tax.  Some companies from Taiwan, facing the problem of no

legitimate protection from the Taiwanese government, established the associations in different

cities in order to represent Taiwanese companies to negotiate with local governments and

provide information to the association members.

Types of Relationships

Multinational companies in China endeavored to develop win-win or covenantal

relationships with publics in China.  However, many of them considered it impossible and

difficult to just develop one type of relationship with publics.  As Hon and J. Grunig (1999) put

it, organizations need both communal and exchange relationships with their publics.  Participants

in this study confirmed that companies needed to reach the bottom-line without exploiting their
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publics.  Hence, under the umbrella of a win-win relationship, there are the mixtures of

relationships -- communal relationships, exchange relationships, and covenantal relationships.

Interesting discussions on exploitive relationships were elaborated by two participants,

who considered exploitive relationships would not be that bad.  Even though organizations had

the intention to exploit publics, publics, who received the exploitation, looked forward to the

future benefits.  Multinational companies invested to China, for the huge market opportunities

and the reduction of cost in human and natural resources; therefore, the exploitive behaviors

would inevitably show.  Since the Chinese employees and publics perceived the learning

opportunities, the argument on "being stepped on the shoulder by others" was not seen as

important in this regard.  Even though this finding probably will lead other researchers to believe

that it should be an exchange relationship, because both organizations and publics got something

which was not from the communal norm.  The limitation on the research design of not including

the coorientational approach brought the weakness here, inasmuch as I could not find out how

both organizations and publics perceived the types of relationships.  However, one indicator on

judging whether an organization develops exploitive relationships or not depends on the

intention organizations develop.    If an organization's motivation is to take advantage of publics,

it will still be an exploitive relationship, regardless or how the outcomes turn out.

Communal relationships were developed mostly in the community relations, when

organizations want to demonstrate their social responsibilities.  Many participants, realizing the

current stage of China as the developing country, help to cultivate talents and experts in the

industries they are in and participate in the Project of Hope to enhance educations for kids in the

rural areas.  Companies rejecting only to foster communal relationships considered the benefits

of having win-win relationships
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Nevertheless, companies acknowledged the unexpected benefits they received from

having communal relationships with publics.  They found out the more they committed and

involved in the community (without anything in return), the more support they received from

publics.  A company's devotion to the community and publics support resulted the enormous

success of the company, as evidence showed for one company in the South China.

Contractual relationships happen mostly in relationships with publics.  However,

participants did not agree as what Benette (2001) proposed that this type of relationship occurs in

a power-imbalanced relationship.

Three more types of relationships were identified in this study: power relationships,

manipulative relationships, and symbiosis relationships.  Power relationships rise when there is

imbalance in resources or status.  Some multinational companies would not give in to other

publics because they realized they had the superior status -- capitals and know-hows.  This

situation also enhanced the occurrence of an exploitive relationship.  Supervisors-and-

subordinates relationships are also another form of power relationships.  Yet, as long as the

powerful one empowers the less powerful, good relationships can also be fostered.

Some companies manipulated the media, in serving the companies' own interests but with

the appearance of providing "the necessary information" to the other side.  The appearance of

this manipulative relationship could be a win-win, but the nuance difference lies in that the

organization have the power to control publics' behaviors.

Symbiosis relationships were identified when organizations or departments in an

organization support each other for the job requirements. The mutually beneficial relationships

were established, not because of the norms of communal or exchange relationship, but the nature

of their jobs.  Participants considered the importance of having the symbiosis relationship
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because, though it was not significant as the relationships with consumers or the government

agencies, it is necessary to have this supporting function in order to survive in the environment.

Relationship Maintenance in Types of Relationships

The study on exploring different types of relationships can show researchers a way of

how different types of relationships choose the strategies in maintaining relationships.  The

findings on the maintenance relationships in different types of relationships also confirmed the

proposition that symmetrical communication produces a win-win situation.  When organizations

strive to have win-win relationships with publics, they would be more willing to provide positive

feedbacks to publics, assure the legitimacy in relationships and be more constructive in the

relationships.

As discussed that communal relationships happened more in the community relations,

with the fact that China is still developing that need more participations for the country's

construction, many participants talked about how their companies worked together with the

government in educating young people.  They were happy that they could be part of the

collaborative projects that help China be strong.  Even though they would not expect any

rewards, it was the mental satisfaction that heart-contented these multinational companies.

Exchange relationships help legitimize publics in relationships.  Participants believed

that, they needed to respect the publics if they want helps and support from them. The opposite

form is to exploit publics when organizations just want to get the most of the relationships

without acknowledging the existence of the other side.

Cultural Influence
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Participants from the United States and Europe adopted themselves to the Chinese

culture, while still maintaining their own cultural values.  They acknowledged the Chinese

cultural influence in business but still insisted on using their own methods in doing business in

China.  They considered the process as complicated but needed to maintain the balance.

The Chinese culture seemed to provide a more legitimate position for the Japanese culture to

exist in the Japanese multinational companies.  The emphasis on relational hierarchy offered the

opportunity for the Japanese companies to continue the management style in China.  Another

interesting finding regarding Japanese multinational companies in China was the influence of the

history between China and Japan.  The invasion of the Japanese military in the early 20th century

resulted in Japanese companies being very careful in dealing with Chinese publics, because they did

not want to be faced with another national dilemma, a deep rooted animosity of historical origin.

Multinational companies from other Asian countries adapted well in China because of the

similarities in cultures.  Hence, Chinese culture has considerable influence in the relationship

maintenance.  The consequence of being an insider resulted in the successful efforts of building

connections and having guan-xi with important figures in China.  However, multinational

companies selectively built guan-xi with publics whom they considered would have influence on

their business.  At the same time, considering the company's reputation, these companies would

not let the influence of guan-xi interfere with doing business too much.

The various characteristics of Chinese culture, e.g. the family orientation and the

relational orientation intertwined in the business context.  One should think about others;

therefore, it strengthens the interdependence in relationships.   It is not that Chinese people care

much for exchange relationships, but Chinese take seriously the obligation to return favors to the

others.
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In some ways, the emphasis on relational hierarchy damages the legitimacy in business

relationships.  Relational hierarchy in the current society in China forced some multinational

companies from Taiwan to establish the Taiwanese Businessmen Associations in different cities

in China, in which the President of the association would have equal status with the high-rank

Chinese government officers to negotiate and discuss issues relevant to the Taiwanese business

in China.    As a result, it probably could explain why it is important to seek guan-xi in China.

The connection with important people would accelerate the process of dealing and negotiating.

Therefore, if organizations do not occupy an the equal position to the party they want to

negotiate with, applying guan-xi would be a useful alternative.

The norm on role determination also influenced the application of legitimacy in

relationships.  Chinese people consider the appropriateness of doing one's job when one is in

position.  Participants considered it a disadvantage in conducting business; however, people in

big cities would be more flexible in fitting the needs of multinational companies.

Guanxi also has some influence on networking in the Chinese society.  Since knowing

important people is central, multinational companies would want to exert efforts in getting to

know the right people for the right activity.

Multinational companies from the United States and Europe, though trying to adapt to the

Chinese society, highlighted the practices of their organizational culture.  Therefore, Chinese in

these companies ought to behave according to the company's standard.  This phenomenon caused

the double-life of Chinese in multinational companies -- behave like other colleagues in office

and to live like their countrymen when they are away from work.  The different life styles would

not bother many of the Chinese employees because they have been trained in the doctrine of li

(ritual) that one should behave properly.
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There are two phenomena that illustrated how organizational culture influenced

relationship.  One was multinational companies' incorporating the Chinese culture into the

company's culture.  The other was the dominance of the organizational culture in relationship

building and maintenance.  The latter did not show any evidence from the influence of national

cultures.  Even though the influence of organizational culture was not included in the original

research design, this finding may bring supplements on cultural influence in relationships.

To sum up, multinational companies’ relationship maintenance was found to be

influenced by cultures -- national culture and organizational culture.  It also supported the

argument in the conceptualization that external factors should be taken into consideration when

applying the theory of relationship management in a global context.

Relationship Outcomes

Organizational companies considered this part rather difficult to answer, because they

consider it would be the role of the publics to evaluate how multinational companies maintained

relationships with them.  Participants replied to this part with caution.  In some ways, it was like

a restatement of the participating company's position.  Each of the indicators is discussed as

follow:

Trust

In terms of integrity, participants did not consider fairness an easy concept to respond to,

probably because of the Chinese meaning of this word.  Participants related ethics in answering

whether their companies' were being just.  Bribe was the most mentioned issue in regard to this

topic.  Most participants agreed on the disadvantage of bribing and being unethical.  Their

companies' culture also strongly forbade any unethical behavior.
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In evaluating dependability, participants considered "actions are louder than words;"

therefore, they considered their behaviors would demonstrate consistently how their companies

kept promises.  It also made some companies reluctant to make any promises.  Some participants

also considered the quality of services provided by their companies would be an indicator as to

whether their companies kept promises.  Other participants considered the company's motto

influenced employees' behaviors; therefore, publics judged these employees by how they

behaved outside the company.

In respect to competence, some companies usually would not make any promises to their

publics.  Yet, they acknowledged their perfect record of keeping promises.  In showing

competence, some companies showed some marvelous records of being “number one.”

Participants were also confident about the competitive service their companies provided, though

it was imitated by other competitors.

Control Mutuality

Control mutuality did not come out clearly in evaluating organization's relationships with

publics.  Nevertheless, some participants talked about how they listened to employees by

providing the general manager’s suggestion box for employees to raise some concerns and

problems.  Some participants considered the continuous improvement of products could show

the signal of control mutuality.  Though no participants mentioned this point, after reading the

transcripts and listening to the interview several times, I consider the lack of control mutuality

also resulted in the exploitive relationship, because the one with more power could be the

dominant party.

Since China is considered a collectivist society, where teamwork is highly encouraged,

managers in organizations should consider breaking the boundary of hierarchy to allow a greater
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voice from employees and the community.  In addition, the more multinational companies work

with the publics, as the Chinese saying goes, “water floats and sinks a boat,” the more support

and quality relationships can be developed.

Commitment

With its entering into WTO, China’s future market potential is enormous.  Probably it

was because of the manpower and market that made multinational companies more committed to

this land.  Many participants interviewed showed strong commitment in China.

Multinational companies showed various ways of commitment, from the simple act of

signing 50 years of contracts to aggressively participate in the nation’s construction program.  It

also shows that, the more commitment multinational companies have to China, the more

responsible and responsive they are to the market and to the community.  Yet, the interview data

did not show if these multinational companies have commitment to all of the publics.

Acknowledging the fact that China will become an important part of WTO and the great

consumer population, interview findings do reflect multinational companies’ commitment to the

China market.  In achieving acceptance from the Chinese government and the Chinese market,

multinational companies adopted the Chinese concept of “taking from the society and returning

to the society.”

As evidence showed, when organizations have more commitment in their jobs and to

their publics, it is usually easier to achieve effectiveness and success.  As a result, when

multinational companies are striving to obtain acceptance from the China market, they are

encouraged to show commitment to all the publics, because the success of a company does not

only depend on the support from consumers.
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Satisfaction

Many participants did not show much satisfaction in the way they maintained

relationships.  It can be a good sign, because it shows that organizations were anxious to promote

improvements.  However, multinational companies ought to evaluate their relationship

maintenance and the type(s) of relationships they have developed with publics, inasmuch as,

when organizations develop exploitive or manipulative relationships with publics, the responses

from publics would not be positive.  Thus, as Canary and Stafford defined satisfaction as “the

distribution of rewards is equitable and the relational rewards outweigh costs,” organizations

have to consider what Chinese say, “Reap before you leap.”  That is, when interviewees

modestly expressed the need for improvement, they would need to evaluate the whole

relationship development and maintaining process and incorporate publics’ goals into company’s

consideration.

Theory Implication

Relationship Management

This study will enrich the current research on relationship management in the following

respects:

First, in terms of evaluating an organization’s relationships with publics, this research

does not only focus on the relationship outcomes, such as trust, control mutuality, commitment,

and satisfaction.  Instead, this research provides a framework that considers an organization’s

ability in identifying strategic publics, maintaining relationships with them and the different

types of relationships as the strong influencers for the outcomes.  That is, as J. Grunig and Huang

(2000) suggested, when discussing “relationship management,” researchers should think about

the whole relationship process, not just the different degrees of outcomes they have produced.
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Next, this study considers culture as the external force in influencing a company’s

decisions in maintenance strategies, in contrast to Huang’s (2001) study on the cultural indicators

of face and favor, though the relationship building is a continuous process where by the

relationship outcomes could be served as a beginning of another relationship.

Moreover, this study, the same as Hon and J. Grunig’s (1999) and Huang’s (2001)

research, provides more down-to-earth information on relationship management in reality.  This

study also provides additional advice on how to build relationships in the business setting.

Last but not least, the identification of the types of relationships provides how-to

information on an organization’s decision in maintaining relationships.  Positive relationships,

such as communal and covenantal relationships, enhance organization’s willingness in applying

more symmetrical strategies in communicating with publics.  Negative relationships, on the other

hand, would usually result in an organization’s application of asymmetrical communication.

Global Public Relations

My findings in this study will further the theory of global public relations in the

following respects:

First, Verèiè, L. Grunig, and J. Grunig (1996) stated that, when practicing public relations

in another country, one should be aware of the influence of culture, economic systems, political

systems, media systems, level of development, and level of activism.  The findings in this

research provide evidence as to how culture affects public relations practices in China.

Secondly, as Wakefield (2001) suggested a new paradigm in studying global public

relations, he argued that, even though there are many similarities existing between “what one

would do domestically and what one would do globally” (in Heath, 2001, p. 626), the differences

in modes of practice contribute to the degree of conflict in communication.  Hence, he proposed
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that a strategic global program make provision for all the domestic programs to be carried out

without conflict.  By doing so, multinational companies will be able to “balance the global

function with local strategies that address local demands” (Wakefield, 2001, p. 643).  To

elaborate on his remarks, a professional practitioner should study the local behavioral patterns

and cultivate a cultural sensitivity in the practice of public relations.

Evaluation of the Research Design: Validity, Reliability, and Generalizability in Qualitative

Research

Marshall and Rossman (1999) pointed out that every systematic inquiry in the human

condition ought to address the issue of the credibility of the research findings, the transferability

and applicability of the findings, ie, whether the findings would be replicated.  Lincoln and Guba

(1985) said that answering these questions would establish “trustworthiness” (p. 290) in the

research, which should contain “truth value,” applicability, consistency, and neutrality. In order

to reach the goal of a study with trustworthiness, they provided other criteria appropriate to the

naturalistic paradigm.

“Truth Value”

According to the conventional inquiry, the ultimate test of internal validity is the extent to

which findings show an “isomorphism” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 294) with a single and

tangible reality.  Yet, for Lincoln and Guba, such an attempt is impossible, because the inquirer

needs to know the nature of this reality a priori.  However, in a qualitative inquiry, the nature of

this reality is what the inquirer is trying to explore.  There is really no need for an inquirer to

spend time to explore an already known reality.  For national inquirers, the reality is compiled

with multiple mental constructions.  In order to demonstrate “truth value” in a study, researchers
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need to show they have adequate support for those multiple constructions; that is, they must have

credibility in constructing realities.

The way to show that a natural inquiry is credible is “having [the findings] approved by

the constructors of the multiple realities being studied;” that is, to collaborate with the

participants in making sure the findings really represent their views of the issues studied.  In this

research, after interpreting the data from interviews, I contacted 15 participants in China, who

had given me valuable input when I talked with them in the summer of 2001.  These participants

concurred with my interpretation, provided clarifications and provided further material to aid in

the meanings that I had come to.  This process of consultation, I believe, legitimates this study.

Applicability

From the conventional point of view, applicability is about whether research establishes

its external validity or whether the finding can be generalized.  Naturalists also reject such an

evaluation criterion.  What matters most in this category is the transferability of the findings: in

instance where similar conditions exist.  Hence, the responsibility for showing transferability lies

in both the original investigator and the person who attempts to make an application elsewhere.

Lincoln and Guba (1995) suggested that original investigators should make the descriptive data

as complete as possible to enable future researchers to compare similarities between studies.

In this study, I have worked hard to incorporate as many direct quotes from participants

as possible, so that readers and future researchers who are interested in conducting research in

organization-public relationships will have clear pictures on how I interpreted the data and what

each concept means in this study.  I believe my extensive use of quotes and the collaboration

with participants in interpreting data are the appropriate methods in showing future researchers
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how to conduct research and being able to make my findings to be competent for comparative

studies.

Consistency

In conventional studies, reliability is usually show by replication; that is, “if two or more

repetitions of essentially similar inquiry processes under essentially similar conditions yield

essentially similar findings, the reliability of the inquiry is indisputably established” (Lincoln &

Guba, 1995, pp. 298-299).  Naturalists reject such evaluation because the reality is compiled by

multiple mental constructions and cannot always remain unchanged.  Hence, instead of applying

“reliability” to a natural inquiry, Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed dependability, which means

that researchers look for means to take into account the factors of instability and the factors that

enhance change.  To make research dependable, Lincoln and Guba adapted the concept of

“overlapping methods” (p. 317), which is similar to what Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and

Sechrest (1966) called “triangulation.”

In order to respond to concern regarding replication of research, Marshall and Rossman

(1999) made the following point:

First, qualitative inquiries are studied in natural settings.  However, the real world

changes from time to time.  Second, naturalists may keep a journal that records each research

decision and its rationale, so that inspectors are able to check the research procedures.  Third, the

collected data should be well organized and retrievable, so that researchers can always make

them available, in case the research is challenged.  Kirk and Miller (1986) also suggested a

method of recording extensive field notes to ensure the reliability in research.

Following the suggestions by Marshall and Rossman (1999), I have kept a journal since

the first day I entered the field.  In this journal, I described each data collection process and by
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doing so, I was able to reflect on whether I conducted the interview properly and how I should

improve in the next one.  Similar in keeping a journal, in the data collection process, I constantly

had email exchanges with my advisor on questions I encountered in the field and updating the

research development.

In my research design, I have included 40 interviewees from 36 multinational companies.

Therefore, I constantly found consistent patterns from the remarks of these participants in

various companies from different countries.  Therefore, I believe the findings support the theory

I developed in this study.  As for the method I used in triangulation, I will describe in the next

section.

Neutrality

This category refers to the conventional view of objectivity.  It means whether the data,

not the investigator are objective or not.  Naturalists prefer the concept of confirmability.  In

reaching confirmability, Guba (1981) proposed triangulation and keeping a journal in the

research process.  While collecting my data, I kept a journal in the entire process, so that, when

writing my journal, it also provided me a way to reflect whether my approach and my conducts

were appropriate in each interview and, thus, offered me a direction for improvement in the next

interview.

In this study, I only applied qualitative interviews in this study, due to the time and the

situation constraints.   Yet, in terms of triangulation, there are different ways of triangulation,

e.g. theory triangulation, method triangulation, and analysis triangulation.  In my study, I was

lucky to hire a research assistant, who also majored in public relations and are familiar with the

relationship study, in the data collection process.  After each interview, I always had discussions

with my assistant about how we thought of the information provided by the interviewee and
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whether I was being objective in the interview process.  In addition, the advantage of adapting

the collaborative approach in data analysis allowed me to present the findings to participants in

this study and gained more input and revise interpretations for this study.  The whole process has

greatly reduced the bias I might have in this research.

Limitations of this Study: Theoretical Construct

In this study, I included theories of relationship antecedents, types of relationships,

relationship maintenance, and relationship outcomes in building relationship theory.  In addition,

I also consulted theories on Chinese culture to see how these external factors influence

relationship building and maintenance processes.  However, in order to have relevant and

sufficient findings, I delimit the external factor on relationship maintenance on culture.

Therefore, other influencers, such as the economic system (a primary factor in China's current

development), were excluded.  Furthermore, when I started this study, numerous Chinese-

American scholars were arrested in China and charged with spying.  In order to avoid obstacles

like these, I deliberately downplayed the political system for this study.  It is well known that, in

China, political issues dominate all.  I hope to examine that aspect when the environment is more

conducive.  Lastly, I considered the importance of building and nurturing substantial

relationships with publics plays a significant role in an organization’s reputation, as L. Grunig, J.

Grunig, and Dozier (2002) suggested.   This topic, however, is beyond the scope of this paper

and would require a separate paper in order for it to be treated appropriately.  Therefore, as with

politics, I have refrained from examining reputation in this study.  .

Limitation: Research Design and Methods

As previously mentioned, this study was conducted in the summer of 2001, when

Chinese-American scholars were under close scrutiny by the Chinese Intelligence forces.  In
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order to ensure that our study could be completed without interference, we decided not to adapt

the coorientational approach in studying organization-public relationships.  This means that we

lacked the opportunities to interview publics around these participating organizations.  Yet, Hon

and J. Grunig (1999), Huang (2001a, 2001b), Kim (2000), and Brunner (2000) studied

relationships from publics perspective, so their research provide evidence on how to evaluate

relationships from public’s side.

Lastly, because of the difficulties in getting access in China, I only employed interviews

in this study.  Another powerful evaluation on relationships is using participant observation,

because, by being a part of the relationship, researcher will be able to probe more dynamics in

relationships and capture more vivid information.

Yet, I strongly believe, these limitations I list here also provide more directions on future

studies, which I will elaborate in the followings.

Future Research Direction

The limitation of this study was the lack of publics’ participation.  Due to the difficulty

brought by the sensitive topic on how publics look at multinational companies and the time

constraints in this research, I decided not to include publics.  This caused the unavailability of the

information on whether publics have positive evaluation on multinational companies’

relationships with them.  Thus, for future research, it is suggested researchers should adopt J.

Grunig and Huang’s (2000) proposal on the coorientational approach in evaluating relationships.

Next, this study could be served as the pilot study on J. Grunig and Huang’s model of

relationship management.  Therefore, it is strongly recommended that scholars apply this model

and incorporate the concepts of types of relationships and the influences of culture in different
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settings, such as political communication and community relations, to revise and enrich the

model.

In addition, a case study on rela tionship management is strongly recommended.  With the

multiple sources of data from case studies, one could explore the dynamics of organization-

public relations with the methods of interviews, observations, participant observations, surveys,

etc.

Furthermore, this study was conducted from a qualitative perspective.  Researchers could

apply the relationship framework of relationship antecedents, types of relationships, relationship

maintenance, and relationship outcomes from the quantitative approach, so that the degrees of

relevance for each component can be explored.

This research unveiled other types of relationships, such as manipulative relationships,

symbiotic relationships, and power relationships.  Yet, as these types of relationships are the

fresh findings, they provide a new research direction in developing items and scales for these

types of relationships.

Finally, this study can be extrapolated to the global theory of public relations.  Therefore,

it is recommended to apply the theory of relationship management in another country and find

out the more nuance differences influenced by culture and others, such as political systems and

economic systems.



104

APPENDIX A

ENGLISH-LANGUAGE INTERVIEW PROCOTOL

I. Personal Information

a. Please tell me about your position and your job in your company.

b. What is your nationality?

II. Multiple publics

a. Often, these publics have relationships with each other.  Can you give some

examples of your publics that might be connected in this way?

b. How do such connections among publics influence your relationships with each

of them?

c. Please provide me with examples.

III. The Influence of Culture in Organization-Public Relationships

a. Please tell me how Chinese culture influences the way you build

relationships with all of your publics.  Do you do it differently than in your home

country?

b. How do the characteristics of Chinese culture, for example, face, favor, Zi Chi

Ren11, and guan-xi (personal relationships), influence the relationship maintenance

between your company and publics?

                                                
11 It is a slang for the “self-Other” concept in Chinese.
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IV. Types of Organization-Public Relationships

a. We have discussed the contradictions in the relationships with your publics.  I

want to explore this topic further.  Please think about the kind of relationships you

have with each of your publics.  What do you get out of it?  What does each

public get out of it?  How do you treat each public?

b. (Probe) There are five kinds of relationships identified in the relationships.

Communal relationships, exchange relationships, covenantal relationships,

contractual relationships, and exploitive relationships12.  Which, if any, of these

five types really describe your relationships?  If they don't, what kinds of

relationships do you have?

V. Relationship Maintenance and Maintenance Strategies

a. Earlier, we discussed about the type(s) of relationship(s) your organization have

with the publics.  Can you tell me how this (these) type(s) influence the way your

organization’s builds and maintains relationships with its publics?

b. Let’s talk about things that your organization has done to maintain a long-term

relationship with the publics. These strategies to develop and maintain a

relationship could be communication strategies, attempts to resolve conflict, or

attempts to show concern for the interests of publics. Please provide as many

                                                
12 A communal relationship means an organization is concerned about the welfare of the publics.  An exchange
relationship means an organization and its publics benefit one another in response to specific benefits received in
the past or expected in the future.  Exploitive relationships  arise when the organization takes advantage of the
publics or the publics take advantage of the organization when either side follows the communal norms or one does
not fulfill his/her obligation in an exchange relationship.  A covenantal relationship means both sides commit to a
common good by their open exchanges and the norm of reciprocity.  The obligation of the other side is always to
listen and provide responses.  Contractual relationships  start when parties agree on what each should do in the
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examples as you can. Can you provide other examples of strategies that your

organization has used that damaged the relationship.

VI. Relationship Outcomes

      We have talked about your relationships with your publics.  Now, I want to ask you

some questions about quality of your relationships with each of the publics you have

mentioned.

a. Trust

 i. Would you describe any things that your organization has done to treat the

publics fairly and justly, or unfairly and unjustly? (integrity) 

 ii. Would you describe things that your organization has done that indicate it

can be relied on to keep its promises, or that it does not keep its promises?

(dependability)

 iii. How confident are you that your organization has the ability to accomplish

what it says it will do? Can you give me examples of why you feel that

way? (competence)

b. Control Mutuality

 i. Do you believe that your organization is attentive to what the public says?

Why? Are you satisfied with the extent to which your organization

actually has taken the public’s interests into account in its decisions and

behaviors? Please provide any examples.

                                                                                                                                                            
relationships.  It is like writing on a contract in the beginning of a relationship.
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c. Commitment

 i. Can you provide me any examples that suggest that your organization

wants to maintain a long-term commitment to a relationship with the

publics or does not want to maintain such a relationship?

d. Satisfaction

 i. How satisfied are you with the relationship that your organization has had

with the publics? Please explain why you are satisfied or not satisfied.
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APPENDIX B

CHINESE-LANGUAGE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR COMPANIES
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