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Abstract

There has long been a dominant logic in the international business literature
that multinational corporations should adapt business practices to “fit” host
cultures. Business practices that are congruent with local cultural norms have
been advocated as effective and desirable, while practices that are incongruent
have been deemed problematic. We examine and challenge this persistent
assumption by reviewing the literature showing evidence for both benefits and
acceptance of countercultural practices (i.e., practices that are seemingly
incongruent with local cultural norms or values), and disadvantages and
rejection of local practices. Drawing on the literature reviewed, we offer four
types of theoretical (ontological, epistemological, causal, and functional)
explanations as to why and when countercultural business practices might be
preferred. Finally, we provide a springboard for a future research agenda on
countercultural practices, centered around understanding the circumstances
under which businesses and local stakeholders might benefit from the use of
countercultural practices based on such factors as strategic intent, local
preferences, institutional drivers, and social responsibility.
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INTRODUCTION
An enduring question for academics and practitioners in interna-
tional business and management (IB/IM) is how to account for
cultural differences when conducting business across borders (e.g.,
Hutzschenreuter et al., 2011; Kirkman et al., 2006; Newman &
Nollen, 1996; Tsui et al., 2007). The literature has addressed this
question as a tension between convergence and divergence of
business practices across nations (e.g., Tregaskis & Brewster, 2006),
as a balance between standardization and local differentiation of
practices within multinational networks (e.g., Pudelko & Harzing,
2007), and as a dual imperative of global integration and local
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responsiveness of business strategies (e.g., Bartlett
& Ghoshal, 1989).

The fundamental assumption underpinning this
research is that fit between business practices and
local cultures matters. Following a seminal study by
Newman and Nollen (1996) focused on the link
between management practices and financial per-
formance, it has been largely argued and accepted
that multinational enterprises (MNEs) must adopt
practices that are congruent with local cultural
norms. In general, principles like alignment and fit
have a positive connotation in the field, while
misalignment and misfit are often seen as prob-
lematic. The argument for fit with local cultures has
been formulated in both pragmatic terms (gaining
legitimacy, reducing the liability of foreignness,
enhancing locals’ acceptance; e.g., Jaeger, 1986; Ma
& Allen, 2009; Mezias, 2002; Rosenzweig & Nohria,
1994) and ethical reasoning (cultural sensitivity as
opposed to cultural imperialism; e.g., Calvano,
2008). The discussion of fit also reflects the fact
that variation in practices across cultures has been
repeatedly observed over time (e.g., Brewster et al.,
2004; Lazarova et al., 2008; Schuler & Rogovsky,
1998). Case studies criticizing organizational and
individual failure to conform to local norms and
highlighting negative consequences associated
with their lack of adaptation are also common in
business and management research and education
(e.g., Gao, 2013; Meyer, 2015).

While the preference for fit is pervasive in the
academic literature, MNEs operating in foreign
countries will, at times, for strategic or other
reasons, eschew cultural adaptation and intention-
ally or inadvertently introduce practices that are
inconsistent with local cultural norms (e.g., Aguz-
zoli & Geary, 2014; Edwards et al., 2016; Mellahi
et al., 2016; Nelson & Gopalan, 2003). Companies
will sometimes adapt their products and services to
fit their markets, while their management and
operations practices may remain rooted in their
home cultures. At times, these organizations may
become true “cultural incubators” (Caprar, 2011),
shaping local norms and values even beyond the
boundaries of the organization (e.g., Ritzer, 2018),
as they purposefully or incidentally use counter-
cultural business practices.

The use of countercultural practices (i.e., business
practices not aligned with accepted local cultural
norms), however, is not featured in IB/IM studies as
a legitimate topic, and, if mentioned, it is often
portrayed as a failure to achieve the ideal state of
cultural fit. This failure is attributed to either

ignorance (i.e., MNEs being unaware of the need
to adapt their practices), difficulties with imple-
menting adaptation (i.e., MNEs are aware of cul-
tural differences, but find it challenging to adapt
their tried and tested approaches), consistency with
strategic choices (i.e., MNEs pursuing a global or
international strategy, as opposed to a multi-do-
mestic or transnational strategy), or managerial
incompetence. Yet, by carefully examining studies
focused on understanding the role of culture in IB/
IM, one can see that countercultural practices may
be less problematic than expected and are even, at
times, more effective than local practices. This
provides an ironic twist to the cultural fit literature,
as empirical studies hypothesizing fit have, instead,
found support for the use of countercultural prac-
tices. As the studies were designed to test cultural
fit, the unexpected results are often considered
anomalies in the data. We contend that these
“anomalies”, collectively, offer an important
insight into an existing phenomenon that deserves
attention. Not only have some studies found
countercultural practices to be used but they have
also, at times, found such practices to be beneficial.
For instance, in a meta-analysis of the link between
high-performance work systems and business per-
formance, Rabl et al. (2014), following the standing
wisdom of cultural fit in the literature, predicted
that high-performance work systems would be
more effective when they fit with national cultural
values. What they found was quite different: the
relationship between high-performance work sys-
tems and business performance was stronger and
positive in countries hypothesized to be cultural
misfits for this approach. Similar examples of
findings that are “puzzling, counterintuitive, and
contrary to what the research literature suggests”
(Von Glinow et al., 2002: 133) abound in the
literature.

With these considerations in mind, we con-
ducted a review of the literature with the specific
objective of identifying studies that capture (inten-
tionally or not) instances of countercultural prac-
tices, and, in particular, instances where the use of
such practices was not problematic, and some-
times, even beneficial. Both anecdotal evidence
from practice suggesting that countercultural prac-
tices are common, and that multiple studies,
reporting evidence that they can even be effective,
signaled the need for such a review. We have
discovered that countercultural practices are one of
those “compelling empirical patterns that cry out
for future research and theorizing” and “that, once
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described, could stimulate the development of
theory and other insights” (Hambrick, 2007:1350).
Indeed, phenomenon-driven research has been
highlighted as a priority for the field (Doh, 2015)
in the context of ongoing calls for fresh perspec-
tives in IB/IM research (e.g., Buckley, 2002; Buckley
et al., 2017; Delios, 2017; Verbeke et al., 2018). Our
focus on countercultural practices is consistent
with such perspectives, both because this is a
phenomenon that exists, yet has not been explored
or theorized enough, and because it problematizes
a fundamental assumption in the field (Alvesson &
Sandberg, 2011). Problematization (i.e., identify-
ing, scrutinizing, and reconsidering assumptions in
the field) opens opportunities to forge new per-
spectives that prompt fresh research questions,
which would otherwise be viewed as illegitimate,
if even “viewed” at all.

It seems important to clarify that we are not
disputing the value of cultural adaptation: the
evidence for the importance of cultural fit is
overwhelming (Daniels & Greguras, 2014; Earley
& Gibson, 1998; Newman & Nollen, 1996; Schuler
& Rogovsky, 1998; Tsui et al., 2007). However, in
light of our observation that the field has accumu-
lated significant empirical evidence showing that
countercultural practices can be effective, we argue
that the predominant focus on cultural fit pre-
cludes us from acknowledging the potential value
of misfit under certain conditions. In other words,
our work is not meant to dismiss the importance of
cultural fit, nor to condone cultural imperialism. In
fact, as we show later in our discussion, when
multiple stakeholders are properly considered -
including, for instance, the desire of local employ-
ees to depart from certain norms of their own
culture (e.g., Caprar, 2011) — what constitutes fit
and what is viewed as imposing cultural norms, etc.
might change.

The premise of this review is to better delineate
the benefits of intentional and considerate use of
countercultural practices (instead of wishing them
away or treating them as an anomaly undeserving
of further exploration). By recasting the literature
through a more intentional frame, and by encour-
aging the inclusion of perspectives that go beyond
the interests of the organization, this review aims
to make sense of empirical findings that contradict
the dominant thinking in the field. This perspec-
tive is consistent with the emergent conversation
on positive cross-cultural scholarship (e.g., Stahl
etal., 2016, 2017): it is meant to bring about a more
balanced view on culture, refocusing attention

towards generative aspects of international busi-
ness challenges, as opposed to taking the usual
predominantly negative view of differences, diver-
sity, and cultural distance (Stahl & Tung, 2015). We
draw attention to the need to explore countercul-
tural practices as an inevitable (and not necessarily
deleterious) reality of IB/IM, and as a phenomenon
that could open new avenues for research towards a
better understanding of the nuances of conducting
business across borders.

It seems important to acknowledge that we
emphasize a cultural lens in our review, as opposed
to other theoretical lenses that have been used to
explore business practices in global operations.
Studies informed by neo-institutionalism (e.g.,
Kostova & Roth, 2002; Kostova et al., 2008), and
comparative institutionalism (Jackson & Deeg,
2008; Morgan et al., 2010), along with more recent
explorations of power relations in the interaction
between MNEs in their context (e.g., Geary &
Aguzzoli, 2016), are also revealing instances of
both isomorphic and non-isomorphic develop-
ments, akin to the cultural adaptation/non-adapta-
tion perspective. Indeed, there is continued
discussion around how culture and institutions
relate to each other, or which perspective is most
useful (e.g., Caprar & Neville, 2012; Hatch & Zilber,
2012; Suddaby, 2010). In our review, we acknowl-
edge and discuss the relevance of institutional
pressures, but focus on studies that explore business
practices in relation to local cultures.

We begin by presenting the review methodology
we adopted, which had to be tailored to the
peculiar case of looking for research on a phe-
nomenon that is not uncommon, but that has not
been properly recognized as a legitimate topic in
the field. We then discuss in more detail why the
phenomenon of countercultural practices has
remained undertheorized and underexplored,
despite its relevance to the IB/IM. By exploring
the roots of the cultural adaptation imperative and
its development over time, we show that sugges-
tions for a more nuanced view on the interplay
between culture and business practices have been
formulated in the literature all along, just not
properly acknowledged. We then present empirical
evidence showing that countercultural practices
can be effective and welcomed, and related evi-
dence showing that adaptation is not always ben-
eficial. Finally, we develop potential theoretical
explanations for such “surprising” findings, demon-
strating that they can be explained and utilized for
refining and further developing theory in IB/IM.
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We conclude with implications for theory and
practice, setting up the foundation for a research
agenda on countercultural business practices.

REVIEW METHODOLOGY
Conducting a review of studies focused on coun-
tercultural practices in a field largely informed by
the imperative for cultural adaptation required a
particular approach: the field has not yet recog-
nized the focus on this phenomenon as a topic of
investigation, and, as such, researchers have not
deliberately pursued it. Yet, as mentioned before,
many studies have inadvertently detected instances
of countercultural practices. Our task was to iden-
tify these studies despite the countercultural focus
not being clearly signaled. Consequently, our
review approach unfolded in two phases: a scoping
phase and a focused phase.

In the scoping phase, we first identified seminal
articles related to the topic of cultural adaptation
and its variants (i.e., convergence/divergence, dif-
ferentiation/integration, localization/standardiza-
tion/contextualization). We searched for articles
that both presented evidence of use and impact of
countercultural practices and articles providing
insights into why the need to achieve fit has
become “almost axiomatic” (Lawrence & Lorsch,
1986: xii), despite not always being the only
(let alone best) approach in practice (e.g., Caligiuri
& Tarique, 2016). The seminal articles came to our
attention through various avenues: scanning major
journals in the field; receiving recommendations
from colleagues; examining the articles cited in
identified articles; and following up with new
content alerts from journals, to name but a few.
This scoping phase provided us with indications as
to where (i.e., what journals) and how (i.e., what
keywords) we would need to search for more
literature on countercultural practices. Moreover,
these additional empirical studies, theoretical and
conceptual articles, literature reviews, and scholarly
essays were helpful in elucidating the broader
research context surrounding the focus of our
review. Specifically, such articles allowed us to
begin building an understanding of why exactly
countercultural practices have long been “missing”
in IB/IM research. An understanding of the drivers
of this absence is crucial if, as we indeed argue later,
more research will emerge on countercultural
practices in the future.

In the focused review phase, we identified rele-
vant empirical research in leading scholarly

journals. One advantage of such an approach over
others (e.g., broad searches using Google Scholar) is
the ease of quality control over the research being
reviewed. We selected journals taking into consid-
eration the high impact journal list conventionally
recognized in recent review articles (e.g., Aguilera
et al.,, 2019), widely accepted journal ranking
systems, such as the Financial Times 50 list, and
the rankings provided by the Australian Business
Deans Council. We ultimately derived a list of 23
relevant journals to include in our search through
this process, including leading IB journals (Journal
of International Business Studies, Journal of World
Business, Journal of International Management, Man-
agement International Review, Journal of International
Business, Global Strategy Journal, International Busi-
ness Review), leading management journals (Acad-
emy of Management Journal, Human Relations, Journal
of Applied Psychology, Journal of Management Studies,
Strategic Management Journal, Journal of Management,
Journal of Business Ethics, Organization Science, Orga-
nization Studies, Administrative Science Quarterly),
HRM specialty journals (Human Resource Manage-
ment, International Journal of Human Resource Man-
agement, Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources),
and cross-cultural management journals (Journal of
Cross-Cultural Psychology, Cross Cultural & Strategic
Management, International Studies of Management &
Organization). We searched each journal for articles
containing keywords that could be related to
countercultural practices, such as: cultural adapta-
tion; localization; liability of foreignness, liability
of localness, asset of foreignness, advantage of
foreignness, disadvantage of localness; cultural
sensitivity; countercultural; contextualization;
local adaptation; cultural distance; cultural friction;
cultural change; cultural imperialism; local culture;
and local legitimacy. In terms of timeframe, we
limited our search to articles published between
1980 and 2020. We chose 1980 as the lower
threshold for our search as this was the year in
which Hofstede’s (1980) seminal work on cross-
cultural management was published, which subse-
quently triggered a wave of research on issues of
national culture in and around organizations.

At the conclusion of this process, we had iden-
tified a total of 95 empirical studies relevant to our
exploration. Of these, 22 articles provided direct
evidence that countercultural practices can be
beneficial (Table 1). Another set of 18 studies
captured situations where countercultural practices
were found to be accepted or even preferred by
locals (Table 2). During our search for articles
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Table 1

Empirical studies documenting benefits of countercultural practices

References

Sample/context

Summary of findings

Erez and Earley
(1987)

Bonache
(1999)

Robert et al.
(2000)

Bloom and
Michel (2002)

Gong (2003)

Chang (2006)

Gamble (2006)

120 Israeli university students + 60 US university
students

6 representatives from a US consulting firm tasked with
implementing an employee idea suggestion program in
an MNE with operations in Brazil, Mexico, Portugal,
Canada, and the US

Employees of a US MNE working in the US (n = 210),
India (n = 82), Mexico (n = 127), and Poland
(n=143)

460 US companies

400 top management teams of foreign subsidiaries of 28
Japanese multinational enterprises

Employees of Korean companies across many industries

UK-invested retail firm in China

While US culture is often assumed to be highly
individualistic and low on collectivism, US students
performed better on the experimental task when goals
were participatively set by a group (rather than being
assigned to each student individually)

An employee idea suggestion program initially
developed and used in US worked even better in the
MNE’s international subsidiaries. This was true even
among those subsidiaries operating in cultural contexts
typically perceived as high in power-distance, and
despite the program being virtually unchanged from the
version used in the US

Contrary to the authors’ predictions, empowerment was
found to be positively associated with job satisfaction in
Polish and Mexican samples, a surprising finding given
that both are typically viewed as high power distance
cultures

The authors proposed and found support for the notion
that more compressed pay dispersions in organizations
generate a more egalitarian environment (i.e., signal
that all managers are important, irrespective of
comparative performance), which in-turn results in
better managerial retention. Their findings support this
logic, despite data being obtained from companies
operating in the US, which is typically viewed as a highly
individualistic culture where egalitarianism is generally
viewed unfavorably

Filling leadership positions with parent- (rather than
host-) country nationals was associated with higher labor
productivity among foreign subsidiaries of Japanese
MNEs. Additionally, this positive effect was stronger the
more culturally distant the foreign subsidiary

Individual pay-for-performance was found to have a
positive impact on the self-reported work effort of
employees in South Korea, despite it typically being
viewed as a highly collectivist culture. In addition, this
increase in effort was found not to come at the expense
of lower organizational commitment. Moreover, when
used as part of a bundle of “commitment HR practices”
(e.g., providing employees with training opportunities
and long-term job security), individual pay-for-
performance was found to be positively associated with
both work effort and organizational commitment
Western human resource management practices (e.g.,
highly formalized rules and policies, ability-based rather
than seniority-based promotion) produced positive
employee responses in China and functioned as a
competitive source of differentiation to attract high-
quality local employees and make them engaged in the
workplace
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Table 1 (Continued)

References Sample/context Summary of findings

Gaur et al. 12,997 subsidiaries of 2,952 Japanese firms Filling leadership positions with parent- (rather than

(2007) host-) country nationals was found to have a stronger
positive impact on labor productivity the larger the
normative institutional distance between home country
(Japan) and host country

Humborstad 290 service workers in Macau hotels The practice of giving employees discretion is typically

et al. (2008) viewed as contrary to Chinese norms of high power
distance. Yet the authors found that employee
empowerment had a significant positive impact on
employees’ willingness to deliver quality service

Du and Choi Data collected from 30 civil engineering and The authors predicted that Chinese workers, due to their

(2010) architectural design firms located in China. Foreign collectivistic cultural values, would react negatively

Parnell (2010)

Chen et al.,
(2011a)

Schotter and
Beamish (2011)

Fock et al.
(2012)

Hoffman and
Shipper (2012)

Fisher (2014)

owned = 8, State-owned = 13, private local
owned = 9

218 Mexican and 270 Peruvian managers enrolled in
post-graduate training programs

2 studies: undergraduate students at a US +
Undergraduate students at a Chinese university (Study
1); 144 leaders enrolled in leadership development
courses taught by a large public U.S. university in the
United States and in China (Study 2)

2,315 subsidiaries of Japanese MNEs in China
established between 1990 and 2001

Four surveys of frontline retail employees in China and
Canada

13,480 managers (across 50 countries) who participated
in a management development program in a large
multinational firm

6,264 employees of a single MNE, working at 337
different work locations across 18 countries

towards pay based on individual performance. However,
they could not find good support for such a hypothesis.
Instead, authors found that individualistic pay practice
may enhance Chinese employees’ work attitudes
Although Peruvian work cultures do not typically
encourage subordinate participation in managerial
decision-making, and Peru has a history of strong
authoritative leadership, Peruvian managers working in
more participative organizational cultures were found to
be more committed to their organizations than those
working in less participative organizational cultures
Empowering leader behaviors directed at a team as a
whole (as distinct from any single individual) were found
to have a stronger positive effect on psychological
empowerment for individuals from the US (a less
collectivistic culture) relative to individuals from China (a
more collectivistic culture)

Among subsidiaries operating in provinces with high
foreign direct investment legitimacy, the employment of
expatriate (versus local) general managers was found to
be positively associated with subsidiary performance
Leadership empowerment (leadership behaviors that
facilitate employee performance by enabling and
encouraging employees in their work roles) had a
positive direct effect on job satisfaction, and,
surprisingly, this effect was stronger among employees
with higher power distance values

Even among employees working in cultures of low-to-
moderate (as well as high) power distance, a
controlling/dominating style of leadership was found to
be positively associated with employees’ affective
commitment

Even among those working in highly individualistic
cultures, the perception of a cooperative climate (i.e.,
that employees can count on their coworkers for
assistance and that there is a spirit of cooperativeness
among colleagues) was found to buffer the negative
effect of role overload on organizational commitment
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Table 1 (Continued)

References Sample/context Summary of findings

Rabl et al. Meta-analysis of 56 high-performance work system-— High-performance work systems (e.g., selectivity in

(2014) business performance effect sizes from 35,767 firms and staffing, investments in training, pay for performance,

establishments in 29 countries employee participation in decisions) were found to have

a positive effect on business performance in all countries
included in the analysis. Contrary to the authors’ initial
predictions, this positive effect was strongest in countries
high on the cultural dimensions of power distance and
collectivism

Jiang et al. 260 facilities of a US-based MNE across 22 countries Involvement work systems (a bundle of work practices

(2015) comprising information-sharing, participation in

Colakoglu et al.

(2016) Bangladesh

Rao and Pearce

(2016) across seven countries. The majority of respondents
were currently working in India (74.3 percent) and the
USA (9.8 percent)

Mayes et al. 190 managers and employees of a Chinese hotel

(2017)

Siegel et al. Nationally representative firm-level data from South

(2019) Korea

45 US-owned MNEs and 61 local firms operating in

1,347 employees and managers of an MNE located

decision-making, and team-based work design) was
found to have a stronger positive effect on operational
effectiveness in higher power distance cultures

In Bangladesh, where local cultural norms typically
dictate an autocratic and control-oriented human
resource (HR) approach, the authors found that
adopting a high-investment HR approach (i.e., treating
employees as valuable assets worthy of organizational
investment) was associated with better performance for
both domestic and foreign-owned firms

In the high power distance cultural context of India,
supervisors who practiced empowerment, consultation,
and information exchange had employees who reported
better team collaboration, innovation, and future team
performance than supervisors who acted to increase
their subordinates’ dependence on themselves

Despite China typically being perceived as a highly
collectivistic culture, human resource practices that
recognize individual-level performance were found to
have a positive impact on employees’ perceived levels of
organizational support

In South Korea’s masculine culture, foreign multinational
companies were found to demonstrate improved
profitability and productivity when they engaged in the
countercultural practice of aggressively hiring more
female workers and promoting them to leadership
positions

related to countercultural practices, we also identi-
fied studies capturing negative consequences or
perceptions of local(ized) practices (14 studies;
Table 3). We have included these studies in our
review as they also support the need to think
critically about the efficacy of cultural adaptation,
and the importance of giving more attention to
countercultural practices. The remaining 41 stud-
ies, while not directly addressing the benefits or
acceptance of countercultural practices (or the
disadvantages/rejection of local practices), were
relevant in terms of capturing a broader related
argument suggesting that foreignness is not always
a liability, or that localness is not always an

advantage. We discuss these articles in more detail
in the section on empirical evidence. It is also
important to note that at least some results sup-
porting the use and effectiveness of countercultural
practices are most likely never reported: studies
with results that disconfirm formulated hypotheses
(which are usually built on, and consistent with,
existing perspectives) are not usually published
(Rosenthal, 1979). The fact we were able to identify
such a significant number of articles on the success
of countercultural practices provides further justi-
fication for greater attention to this topic.

Before describing the specific pieces of empirical
evidence collated through our review, we first
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Table 2 Empirical studied documenting acceptance of/preference for countercultural practices

References

Sample/context

Summary of findings

Singh (1990)

Chen (1995)

Selmer
(1996)

Nyambegera
et al. (2000)

Lowe et al.
(2002)

Fadil et al.
(2004)

He et al.
(2004)

Chiang
(2005)

Chiang and
Birtch (2006)

176 managers in India

Employees from 2 US companies and 3 Chinese state-
owned enterprises

240 middle managers in Hong Kong

274 Kenyan employees across 8 organizations

Manages and engineers from 9 countries (Australia,
Canada, China, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Mexico, Taiwan,
us)

Managers and human resource professionals from a
variety of public and private sector organizations in the
US (n = 98) and Northern Mexico (n = 77)

297 Chinese employees of Chinese state-owned
enterprises

Participants from Canada (n = 378), Hong Kong
(n = 252), Finland (n = 189) and UK (n = 186)

441 employees from Hong Kong and Finland

In India (categorized as high power distance by
Hofstede), most managers (74%) preferred to work under
a consultative rather than authoritative supervisor. Indian
managers also reported that their subordinates are not
afraid to express disagreement with them

Contrary to the traditional view that collectivistic Chinese
workers prefer an egalitarian reward system, while
individualistic Americans prefer differential allocation of
rewards, the author found the reverse: Chinese
employees preferred differential reward allocation, while
Americans preferred equality rule for reward allocation
Hong Kong managers were found to prefer the
management style of expatriates over locals. The
leadership behavior of US bosses was most preferred,
followed by that of (in order of preference) British
managers, Japanese managers, and other Western
managers. Surprisingly, Asian managers were rated as
having the least preferred leadership style

In the collectivistic society of Kenya, employees preferred
a reward system that emphasized individuals’
contribution and market-based wage determination.
Workers from the US (an individualistic culture) showed a
stronger preference for pay based on group/
organizational performance relative to those from most
other countries in the sample, including countries
typically viewed as highly collectivistic (e.g., China,
Korea, Japan). In addition, participants from China, Latin
America, Mexico, and Taiwan showed some of the
strongest preferences for pay based on individual
performance, a surprising finding given that such
contexts are typically viewed as collectivistic

Much like the US participants, and despite their
supposedly collectivistic orientation, the Mexican
participants closely followed an individualistic, “pay-for-
performance” logic in distributing rewards on the
experimental task.

Contrary to earlier studies suggesting a preference for
egalitarian work arrangements among Chinese, reform of
the ownership and structure of Chinese state-owned
enterprises led Chinese workers to prefer differential
rather than equalitarian reward allocation

Even in the more masculine and individualistic cultural
contexts studied, intrinsic rewards were valued more
highly by respondents than financial rewards. In addition,
even among respondents from Hong Kong (a culture
typically viewed as highly collectivistic), pay based on
individual performance was found to be valued more
than pay based on team or organizational performance
Employees from Hong Kong (a high power distance
culture) were found to prefer performance-based pay to
seniority-based pay. In addition, employees from Finland
(a feminine country) were found to show a strong need
for achievement-oriented pay
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Table 2 (Continued)

References Sample/context Summary of findings

Varma et al. 222 host-country nationals in the US and India Despite the gender-discriminant local culture, Indian

(2006) employees were found to prefer working with female
expatriates over male expatriates

Bozionelos 106 full-time, white-collar workers in a Chinese state- Contrary to the authors’ hypothesis, Chinese workers

and Wang owned company were found to have positive attitudes towards

(2007) individually-based performance reward systems, and
negative attitudes towards equality-based reward systems
(i.e., where all parties are offered equal proportions of
rewards regardless of their comparative contributions)

Chiang and ~ Respondents (n = 1,005) drawn from the banking Workers in Finland (a highly individualistic culture) were

Birtch (2007)

Gong (2009)

Mellahi et al.
(2010)

Lee et al.
(2011)

Chiang and
Birtch (2012)

Vo and
Hannif
(2013)

Yousfi (2014)

industry across 4 countries (Canada, Finland, Hong Kong
China and the UK)
Online shopping data from 58 countries

200 employees and managers across 7 Indian small and
medium enterprises

155 sales representatives in a Japanese company

Employees in the banking industry: 232 from Finland,
336 from Hong Kong.

5 US MNEs operating in Vietnam

27 employees (managers and workers) in the largest
business group in Tunisia

found to prefer group-based incentives more than
workers in Hong Kong (a collectivistic culture)
Uncertainty avoidance was found to have a significant
positive impact on the adoption of B2C e-commerce (i.e.,
online shopping). This surprised the author because
online shopping is typically viewed as a riskier form of
consumption, which would seem to be more accepted in
cultures with low (not high) levels of uncertainty
avoidance

Despite workers operating in the high power distance
context of India, the authors found that the more
employees exercised voice, the more (not less)
committed they were to their organizations. This finding
suggests that the use of voice was viewed favorably by
Indian workers

Despite the traditional view of Japan as a high power
distance and seniority-centric culture, Japanese
employees were found to prefer performance-based pay
over traditional seniority-based pay.

Relative to Hong Kong workers, Finnish workers deemed
group-based (rather than individual-based) rewards to be
more effective. This finding is surprising given that
Finland is typically understood to have a more
individualistic culture than Hong Kong

Vietnamese culture is typically viewed as conflict averse,
and not conducive to open discussions of opposing
views. However, the findings show that Viethamese
employees were highly receptive to the more
participative leadership styles that were typical within the
US MNEs they worked for

Local managers of the largest Tunisian private company
used the US management model to overcome the
traditional dysfunctional family-based organizational
system, and the historical influence of the French colonial
model. While they contextualized some practices, they
expressed very positive views about the American model,
indicating that workers also welcomed the model
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Table 3 Empirical articles documenting negative consequences/perceptions of local(ized) practices

References Sample/context Summary of findings
Chen etal.  Managers enrolled in part-time MBA programs in China In China, where guanxi is an embedded cultural norm,
(2004) guanxi-based HR practices were shown to have a

Warren et al. 2 studies: 203 participants from a school in a large city in
(2004) Mainland China (Study 1); 195 graduate business students

in China (Study 2)

Collinson 2 organizations in Japan; 22 interviews with managers,
and Wilson  technical and engineering personnel, and researchers

(2006)

Boutilier 8 university-educated knowledge workers from the city of
(2009) Cuernavaca (Mexico)

Chen etal. 342 employees from 72 workgroups across several
(2011b) organizations in China

Peng and 132 Chinese employees who worked for Chinese or Western
Tjosvold managers in Beijing and Hong Kong

(2011)

Yanadori US R&D teams

and Cui

(2013)

Yousfi Largest business group in Tunisia; 28 interviews with
(2014) managers and workers

Goby (2015) Local workers in the United Arab Emirates

Chen et al. MBA students from Brazil (n = 97), China (n = 169), and

(2017) US (n = 139)

negative impact on employees’ trust in management
Quantitative data show that Chinese respondents
differentiated between the effects of guanxi on
managers, organizations, and the community, and that
the perceived harmfulness and helpfulness of guanxi in
any given instance varied depending upon the
contextualization. Qualitative data show that Chinese
respondents perceive guanxi as having a range of both
helpful and harmful consequences in different
circumstances and for different parties

Contrary to dominant perspectives emphasizing the
benefits of the archetypal features of Japanese
organization, the authors found these features to lead
to organizational inertia and performance decline of
Japanese organizations

Interviews revealed a perception across the interviewees
that nepotism was a common and ultimately
unfavorable practice in Mexican-owned and -operated
businesses. The author suggests that this may be the
result of a strong familial orientation in Mexican culture
Having managerial decisions systematically based on
guanxi can have a negative impact on employees’
procedural justice perceptions; it can also enhance the
employees’ self-focus, countering the expected positive
effect of guanxi at interpersonal level

The Chinese emphasis on social face was more salient
when Chinese employees experienced conflict with
Chinese managers relative to Western managers. This in
turn resulted in Chinese employees being inclined to
engage in passive aggressive behavior more with
Chinese managers than with Western managers

In a national context typically characterized by high
individualism (the US), pay dispersion within R&D
teams was found to be negatively related to firm
innovation

Local managers of a large Tunisian private company
described the paternalistic, family-based management
model typical in Tunisian companies as dysfunctional,
due to managerial favoritism and corruption
Canvasses the employment and work-related
challenges faced by local employees in the United Arab
Emirates arising from the emergent norm of Emirati
companies relying on foreign labor. A key finding is that
local employees have experienced a gradual erosion in
employment opportunities, work conditions, and
benefits due to the “lowering of the bar” triggered by
Emirati companies’ access to foreign labor

Although Brazilians and Chinese report stronger cultural
norms of relational favoritism (e.g., nepotism) than
Americans, Brazilian and Chinese managers perceive
more negative consequences of relational favoritism
relative to American managers
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Table 3 (Continued)

References Sample/context

Summary of findings

Azungah

et al. (2018) European and US MNEs in Ghana

Li et al.

(2020) (Study 1) and 84 participants (Study 2)

Prince et al.

(2020) 2,719 private-sector firms across 19 countries

Yang et al.
(2021)

189 Chinese employees nested in 42 groups

37 managers and employees across 8 subsidiaries of British,

Indian participants recruited via MTurk: 202 participants

A subsample from the 2009 CRANET database, comprising

Ghanaian managers are reported as having an
authoritarian style (consistent with the high power
distance nature of Ghanaian national culture), which
was found to inhibit employees’ propensity to be
transparent and open with their managers during
performance management activities

Among Indian consumers, a (fictional) global brand’s
localized communication using a highly symbolic
Indian cultural element (The Ganges) was found to
result in less (not more) favorable reactions toward the
brand (i.e., in terms of purchase intention, cognitive
evaluation, and affect toward the brand)

Contrary to the authors’ prediction, the use of bonus
payments linked to individual performance was found
to have a detrimental impact on turnover and firm
performance among firms operating in cultures with a
strong performance orientation. The same finding
emerged in respect of the individualism dimension of
culture

Despite guanxi being an embedded norm in Chinese
culture, guanxi-based HRM was found to have a
negative impact on employee outcomes (specifically
emotional exhaustion and job performance), especially
when combined with individual performance pay

present a broader discussion of the evolution of the
cultural adaptation tenet in the field, which helps
to explain why the phenomenon of countercultural
practices has not been recognized as a focal topic of
inquiry in IB/IM. This discussion is important to
make sense of the empirical findings, which we
present in the subsequent section, and for devel-
oping a research agenda focused on countercultural
practices, which we do towards the end of this
article.

THE RISE OF THE CULTURAL ADAPTATION
IMPERATIVE
To understand why the phenomenon of counter-
cultural practices has not been explored as a
legitimate topic in IB/IM, a useful point of depar-
ture is evaluating the theoretical context (i.e.,
paradigms) dominating the field. Researchers are
typically incentivized to present “incremental
enhancements of wide-spread beliefs” (Starbuck,
2003: 349), and, as a result, new research tends not
to depart too much from accepted mainstream
thinking on any given topic (see also Kuhn, 2012
[1962]). Alvesson and Sandberg (2011) argue that
researchers typically generate new theory by

spotting or constructing gaps in existing theories
- that is, exploring opportunities to extend existing
understandings, which precludes an exploration of
the underlying assumptions of such understand-
ings — the “hidden” taken-for-granted perspectives
that inform, and limit, the theorizing in a domain.
Such assumptions can operate at different levels:
they can be shared within a particular school of
thought, they can manifest as broader metaphors
about a particular object of study, or even at the
level of paradigms, ideology, or fields of study.
They are typically hidden (i.e., implicit and unspo-
ken), but highly consequential in shaping research
perspectives (Slife & Williams, 19935). Yet, by prob-
lematizing such assumptions (i.e., identifying,
scrutinizing, and reconsidering them; cf. Alvesson
& Sandberg, 2011), new research questions emerge
in relation to “blind spots” in a particular field. In
IB/IM, the cultural adaptation imperative is based
on a broader field assumption that fit is inherently
beneficial. We begin by exploring this assumption
about the positivity of fit (and the theories that are
built around it) in more detail as an explanation for
why researchers to date have focused so intently on
cultural adaptation, rather than acknowledging

Journal of International Business Studies



3 § E Beyond “Doing as the Romans Do”

Dan V. Caprar et al.

and studying countercultural practices. We then
explore in detail the development of the cultural
adaptation imperative, as this further explains why
the phenomenon of countercultural practices has
become something of a research “blind spot”,
despite, as we show later, evidence suggesting both
its occurrence and potential effectiveness.

The Overall Preoccupation with Fit in IB/IM

The need to achieve fit is “almost axiomatic” in
business and management theories (Lawrence &
Lorsch, 1986: xii). Grand management theories,
such as population ecology theory (Van de Ven,
1976), contingency theory (Donaldson, 2001), and
institutional theory (Scott, 2001), are all in some
way connected to the fundamental notion that
organizations must fit their environments to sur-
vive. Similarly, specific key IB theories, such as the
internationalization of the firm, have for a long
time highlighted the liability of foreignness (e.g.,
Zaheer, 1995). The word “liability” primes research
to focus on the negative consequences of being
culturally different, a challenge to be overcome.
And while recently this focus has been challenged
(e.g., Edman, 2016a; Taussig, 2017), these theories
have promulgated an implied assumption that
fitting with cultural norms is beneficial; a develop-
ment that has left less theoretical oxygen for the
possibility that countercultural practices may be
effective and preferred under certain circumstances.

Given our focus on countercultural practices,
when we use the term “fit” we refer to consistency
between business practices (broadly defined) and
local cultures, rather than other uses of the term,
such as organizational internal consistency, or fit
between strategic choices and internal or external
organizational environments in general. However,
we provide a brief overview of relevant theories,
that have fueled a preoccupation with fit in general,
as relevant to understanding the context of the
more specific cultural fit imperative.

We begin with the population ecology theory.
With roots in the Darwinist “survival of the fittest”
perspective, the theory suggests that some varieties
of organization survive (while others become
extinct) through a natural selection process like that
seen in nature. Surviving populations of organiza-
tions are believed to be those that adapt best to the
demands of their environment (Hannan & Freeman,
1977), with such adaptations assumed to explain
both the variety and the similarity of surviving
organizational forms. Contingency theory has also
emphasized the need for a multiplicity of

organizational forms, with no one best way to
manage, but rather, a variety of approaches adjusted
to the internal and external environments of the
organization (Donaldson, 2001). The essence of the
argument made by contingency theorists was that
organizational structures that fit such contingencies
produce better organizational outcomes. Institu-
tional theory, although often portrayed to be at
odds with contingency theory (Meyer & Hollerer,
2014), also promotes the fundamental principle of
fit, suggesting that organizations must attain social
legitimacy by adopting managerial practices that are
taken for granted by other organizations in the same
field (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Specifically, DiMaggio
and Powell (1983) suggested that organizations are
pressured to adopt practices that are legitimated by
coercive, mimetic, and normative mechanisms.
Given the prevalence of a functionalist view of fit
in such organizational theories, it is unsurprising
that this perspective has also come to underpin
much of the thinking about how to optimize
international operations. For instance, in an evalu-
ation of the environments of MNEs, Rosenzweig and
Singh (1991) emphasized the need for MNEs to
adapt to the local environment, adaptation that
goes beyond coercive isomorphism dictated by local
regulations and economic pressures: it is posited
that MNEs must also reflect values, norms, and local
practices (Westney, 1993), which are, obviously, the
expression (and constituents) of the local culture.
The specific analysis of the adoption of organi-
zational practices by subsidiaries of MNEs also
revealed institutional effects imposed by character-
istics of the host countries (Kostova & Roth, 2002).
Zaheer (1995) argued that MNEs inherently suffer
from a deficiency in local legitimacy due to what
the MNE literature describes as the liability of
foreignness (Hymer, 1960/1976). To compensate
for the disadvantage of being foreign, Zaheer (1995)
recommended that MNEs should imitate local
firms, as conforming to local isomorphic pressures
should enhance local legitimacy. Progressively, the
field has embraced the premise that foreignness is a
liability, and that this liability can be overcome by
imitating local firms (e.g., Salomon & Wu, 2012).
These are just a few examples of the many
arguments in the field that essentially praise con-
gruence as beneficial and label misfit as problematic.
Moreover, when applied to the global context (i.e.,
MNEs), foreignness is cast as a largely inescapable
source of misfit. While these arguments were typi-
cally formulated at the organizational level, their
influence on defining business practices in general
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has been pervasive. We next detail the manifestation
of the fundamental fit assumption in IB/IM.

The Cultural Adaptation Imperative

In this section, we trace the development of the
cultural adaptation imperative in IB/IM, showing
that it has a achieved a dominant position for
legitimate reasons. Unfortunately, such domi-
nance, bolstered by the aforementioned positive
outlook on fit in general, has crowded out the
potential for a concerted research focus on coun-
tercultural practices.

Historical thinking on global business practices
Early theorizing about effective practices across
cultures did not argue in favor of local adaptation.
On the contrary, the economic development of
highly industrialized (i.e., “Western”) economies,
and a general tendency for a self-referential per-
spective on culture, prompted researchers from the
developed world to formulate the recommendation
that other countries should “evolve” towards a
similar economic philosophy. For instance, initial
comparisons of management approaches in Japan
and the US concluded that the Japanese approach
was inappropriate, simply because it did not com-
ply with Western principles (Harbison, 1959). Such
a statement nowadays would be deemed ethnocen-
tric, but at that time it had a powerful influence on
thinking in the field, setting up a conversation
about the need for, and indeed inevitability of,
convergence in business practices (e.g., Kerr et al.,
1960). The later success of Japanese companies
(Vogel, 1979), along with early comparative man-
agement studies (e.g., Gonzalez & McMillan, 1961;
Oberg, 1963) challenging the universality of Wes-
tern (i.e., American) approaches, made room for an
alternative view, that practices consistent with
cultural traditions (i.e., divergent) were not neces-
sarily flawed, and may even be superior to a
standardized Western model (Abegglen, 1973).

It did not take long, though, for researchers to
move away from such exclusive perspectives and
recognize potential benefits in both views. Three
ideal types of organization were conceptualized
based on the original contrasting American and
Japanese models (Ouchi & Jaeger, 1978): Type A
(North American and Western European), Type ]
(Japanese and Chinese), and the mixed Type Z (a
modified American model with influences from
Type J). The latter type was presented as more
appropriate even for the American context, suggest-
ing the potential value of countercultural practices:

the model showed that some Japanese practices were
appreciated and well regarded by American workers
and managers. Although not directly stated as such,
we identify the Type Z organization as an early
attempt to focus on identifying best practices, where
(not) adapting to the local culture was not the
driving criterion. A detailed review of the debate
applied to the evolution of the Japanese manage-
ment concluded that the best feature of the Japanese
approach was being “a flexible, innovative process of
choice; it is understood that cultural values are only
one important factor in achieving goals” (Dunphy,
1987: 454). This characterization seems to summa-
rize very well what, later, Ralston et al. (1993)
defined as “crossvergence”, a perspective that clearly
attempted to reconcile the convergence (standard-
ization) and divergence (localization) perspectives.
The concept was further developed in subsequent
studies including one that won the journal of
International Business Studies” 2007 Decade Award;
for an overview, see Ralston 2008), but the imper-
ative for cultural adaptation continued to be
reflected in most IB/IM studies, including those
who cite this prominent work.

The cultural turn

The conversations around convergence and diver-
gence of business practices were paralleled by
increasing interest in cultural specificity (Laurent,
1986), an interest that perhaps can be attributed to
Hofstede’s (1980) extremely popular study on cul-
ture’s consequences, which emphasized differences
in national cultures. A coherent model of cultural
fit was soon proposed (Kanungo & Jaeger, 1990;
Mendonca & Kanungo, 1994), emphasizing the
importance of the socio-cultural environment in
defining an organization’s work culture and related
human resources practices. An avalanche of theo-
retical models and empirical results followed that
advocated the idea of fit between business practices
and national cultures. For instance, Earley (1994)
suggested in an experimental study that group-
focused training would be more effective for col-
lectivistic individuals, while self-focused training
would be more effective for individualistic people.
Kirkman and Shapiro (1997) proposed that the
success of self-managing work teams in foreign
subsidiaries may depend on how MNEs effectively
reduce the culture-based resistance of local employ-
ees. Chen et al. (1998) also suggested that organi-
zations are likely to effectively foster cooperation
within a firm when organizational arrangements
are well aligned to employees’ cultural values.
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From cultural sensitivity to cultural imperative
As evidence supporting the idea of cultural fit
accumulated, researchers returned to testing the
earlier model of cultural fit, further emphasizing
the relevance of culture to business and manage-
ment (e.g., Aycan et al., 2000). However, the study
that seemed to have shaped the thinking in the
field, often cited by most studies related to the
topic, is the seminal piece by Newman and Nollen
(1996): they directly tested the overall relationship
between management-culture fit and performance,
concluding that business performance is superior when
management practices are congruent with the national
culture. Consequently, they unequivocally recom-
mended that management practices must be
adapted to local cultures, a view that became
central to the field of IB/IM. It is worth noting that
Newman and Nollen’s (1996) study has been cited
much more often in comparison to the earlier
articles (e.g., Dunphy, 1987; Ouchi & Jaeger, 1978)
proposing a more complex approach to culture fit.
Recent insights related to cultural adapta-
tion. Pudelko and Harzing (2007) explored the
presence of fit in a study of human resource
management (HRM) practices in foreign sub-
sidiaries. Using a large-scale sample of multination-
als originating in the US, Japan, and Germany,
along with their subsidiaries in these countries,
Pudelko and Harzing (2007) tested the two dichoto-
mies of HR practice implementation: convergence
versus divergence, and standardization versus local-
ization. In their study, standardization is the
implementation of the convergence perspective,
and localization reflects the divergence view. They
further delineated standardization in two ways.
One is the country of origin effect, which emphasizes
the importance of maintaining headquarters’ prac-
tices across subsidiaries globally. The other is the
dominance effect, in which “global” (often US-
based) best practices are implemented around the
world. While the country of origin and the dom-
inance effects are both versions of standardization
(and, therefore, in opposition to localization), the
prevalence of the dominance effect implies the
existence of global best practices. In addition, the
dominance effect was also found to be increasing
over time among the organizations studied.
Research has also concluded that certain HRM
practices are more likely to be bound to national-
level institutional forces, requiring a higher level of
divergence across countries, whereas other HR
practices can be adopted similarly across countries,
enabling convergence (Farndale et al., 2017).

The aforementioned findings provide especially
useful insights into which HRM practices will likely
vary across subsidiaries and which will be standard-
ized. However, these findings do not allow for
inferences regarding why the converging domi-
nance effect is observed more often (and increasing
over time), and implicitly does not allow for
theory-based prescriptions. Moreover, the fact that
dominance is stronger, and convergence is present,
does not necessarily highlight the fact that these
might be positive developments. However, based
on the observation that most local subsidiaries
converge towards a dominant model, Pudelko and
Harzing (2007) concluded that “there is less need to
localize than frequently believed” (2007: 553). We
acknowledge this insight as critical, and consistent
with our view that the cultural fit imperative needs
to be explicitly challenged and better investigated
for strategic nuances to emerge.

Empirical evidence of countercultural practices While
IB/IM theory evolved towards confirming the need
to adapt practices to local contexts, many compa-
nies have continued doing what they know best:
implementing practices that work in their home
countries (standardization by the country of origin
effect), or practices thought to be universally
effective (standardization by dominance). Whether
such approaches are intentional or just a result of
inability (or unwillingness) to adapt is not the focus
of our investigation. What is important is that such
practices represent a reality of global business that
remains largely unexplored in the field.

It seems important to reiterate that the empirical
evidence supporting the use of countercultural
practices shows up (most often “uninvited”) in
studies aimed at validating the cultural fit impera-
tive. In such studies, researchers sometimes
serendipitously capture surprising findings: the
expected positive effect of culturally congruent
practices are not confirmed, while approaches that
could qualify as perfect cases for “what not to do”
do not have the expected detrimental outcome and
may even have positive effects. Overall, the accu-
mulated findings (summarized in Figure 1) suggest
that the cultural adaptation imperative needs to be
scrutinized, or at least supplemented with addi-
tional perspectives, which is an opportunity to
further develop our understanding of the role of
culture in international business, and to better
define what constitutes “effective” IB/IM practices.
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Empirical evidence on countercultural practices

4 e

Benefits of

Acceptance of

\ /Negative consequences and perceptio)

countercultural practices

Countercultural practices can have positive
outcomes for organizations and individuals
(Table 1)

Examples:

« Improved work outcomes when the leadership
style did not fit cultural expectations (e.g.,
empowerment in high-power distance cultures)

* Improved work effort when human resource
systems countered local norms (e.g., pay-for-
performance in collectivistic societies)

* Organizational commitment increased in
participative organizational cultures in
countries that typical restrict employee

Qnicipaﬁon

countercultural practices

Locals are sometimes open to and even endorse
countercultural practices
(Table 2)

Examples:

* Individualistic reward arrangements were
appreciated by employees in collectivistic
cultures

» Employees in cultures that do not condone a
participative approach appreciated the
opportunity to have a voice

* Preference to work with foreign managers
(rather than local managers), or with female
expatriates in a country characterized by male

/ \jloriti sm

Related evidence:

of local(ized) practices

Local(ized) practices are not always effective;
can even be rejected by locals
(Table 3)

Examples:

* Chinese showed ambivalent and even adverse
attitudes towards Guanxi-based practices
(which were also found to undermine
performance)

* Brazilians responded negatively to the
traditional Jeitinho practice (relational
favoritism)

* Bonus payments based on individual
performance had negative outcomes in

countries high on performance orientation and
individualism

Research on the advantage of foreignness and the liability of localness

Figure 1 A summary of the empirical evidence on countercultural practices.

Benefits of Countercultural Practices

Many of the studies we identified presented some
evidence that countercultural practices can be
effective (i.e., have positive outcomes for organiza-
tions and/or employees). Such findings were often
presented as contradicting hypotheses formulated
based on existing theory (i.e., generally linking
back to the dominant thesis of fit), and/or “tucked
behind” more prominently discussed findings evi-
dencing the efficacy of cultural adaptation. The 22
studies in this category are listed in Table 1, along
with a summary of relevant findings from each
study. Further analysis of these studies allowed us
to see commonalities across them in terms of the
type of management practice studied, which in
turn facilitated the distillation of three broad
themes: studies focused on leadership/management
style and personnel; studies focused on human
resource systems and practices; and studies focused
on organizational culture and climate. We further
discuss these themes below, and the studies asso-
ciated with each of them.

Beginning with leadership/management style, we
identified several studies demonstrating the efficacy
of seemingly culturally incongruent leadership or
management approaches. In a cross-cultural study of
retail employees in China and Canada, Fock et al.,
(2012) found that the positive effect of empowering
leadership on job satisfaction was more pronounced

the higher the power distance values of the
employee. Robert et al. (2000) similarly found a
positive association between empowering workers
and job satisfaction in the high power distance
contexts of Poland and Mexico. In another study,
of hotel workers in the autonomous Chinese region
of Macau, the authors found that, despite the high
level of power distance typically associated with
Chinese culture, providing workers with autonomy
and discretion in decision-making was associated
with higher levels of motivation (Humborstad et al.,
2008). Rao and Pearce (2016) documented similar
results among those working in the high power
distance Indian context: employees of managers who
adopted an empowering leadership style reported
better collaboration, innovation, and future team
performance than employees of managers who
adopted a more controlling leadership style.

We also found indications of seemingly culturally
incongruent leadership/management styles having
positive outcomes among individuals in the US. In an
experimental study involving both US and Chinese
business students, Chen et al., (2011a) found that
leadership behaviors directed at the group-level
(rather than any specific individual) had a stronger
positive effect on psychological empowerment
among the more individualistic US students (relative
to the more collectivistic Chinese students). In
another experimental study, Erez and Earley (1987)
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found that US students performed better on the
experimental task when directed to set goals as a
group instead of being individually assigned a goal.

While the results canvassed above tempt the
conclusion that an empowering and/or group-ori-
ented management style is universally effective
across cultures, we also encountered evidence of
the reverse effect: more control-based leadership
styles having positive consequences in seemingly
incongruent cultural contexts. In a study of several
thousand managers (and their employees) across 50
countries, Hoffman and Shipper (2012) found that
employees were more affectively committed to their
organizations to the extent their manager demon-
strated a control-based leadership style. This finding
on its own is surprising given typical prescriptions
about what constitutes “effective” leadership (at
least in Western contexts), but the authors also
found that this effect held irrespective of the power
distance of the respondents: control-based leader-
ship styles were positively associated with commit-
ment even in cultural contexts low (as well as
moderate and high) in power distance. Such find-
ings obviously counter those presented earlier, but
in concert, these results suggest that countercultural
leadership/management approaches can produce
positive outcomes under certain conditions.

Aside from studies focused directly on manage-
ment style, we also identified three studies associ-
ating positive outcomes with employing foreign
(rather than local) management personnel. Inter-
estingly, all of these studies focused on Japanese
managers assigned to foreign subsidiaries. Gong
(2003) found that assigning Japanese leaders to
foreign subsidiaries of Japanese MNEs was associ-
ated with higher labor productivity, and, surpris-
ingly, that this effect was stronger to the extent the
subsidiary’s host country was culturally distant
from Japan, a finding that was virtually replicated
in another study of Japanese MNE subsidiaries by
Gaur et al. (2007). Consistent with these findings,
but focusing specifically on Japanese MNEs with
subsidiaries in China, Schotter and Beamish (2011)
found that employment of Japanese general man-
agers was positively associated with subsidiary
performance, although only among subsidiaries
operating in regions of China where levels of
foreign direct investment were already high (e.g.,
Shanghai, Beijing). While acknowledging the dif-
ferent ways these results can be interpreted (con-
sistent with our earlier discussion of Japanese
management, perhaps the Japanese personnel were
adept at managing in ways consistent with the local

culture, or the typical management approach of
Japanese has a certain level of universal efficacy),
they nevertheless suggest that foreign managers
adopting foreign management approaches can, in
some cases, have a beneficial impact on the orga-
nizations and employees they lead.

Beyond the issue of leadership/management style,
we encountered several studies showing certain
human resource systems and approaches having positive
outcomes that were unexpected or surprising given
the cultural context(s) under study. In the aforemen-
tioned meta-analysis of 159 studies (covering 29
countries) of the high-performance work systems
(HPWS)-business performance relationship, Rabl
etal. (2014) followed the standing wisdom of cultural
fit in the literature and predicted that HPWS would
work better in cultures of low power distance, low
collectivism, and high-performance orientation. Yet,
they found that HPWS had a positive impact on
performance across virtually all the cultures studied,
and, even more surprisingly, that this effect was
stronger in countries higher in power distance and
collectivism. Along similar lines, Jiang et al. (2015)
found that implementing human resource practices
that encouraged worker participation and trans-
parency of information flows had a stronger positive
impact on the performance of subsidiaries of a US-
owned MNE to the extent that the subsidiary was
operating in a high (not low) power distance culture.
Additionally, we found two studies reporting evi-
dence of human resource approaches incorporating
elements that would be considered typical of Wes-
tern companies (e.g., ability-based rather than senior-
ity-based promotion, pay based on individual
performance) positively impacting employee atti-
tudes in China (Gamble, 2006; Mayes et al., 2017),
and an additional study reporting similar results in
Bangladesh (Colakoglu et al., 2016).

While the above studies focus on the outcomes of
certain forms of human resource systems writ large,
we also found studies documenting positive out-
comes of more specific human resource practices. By
far the most common subfocus here was pay. The
practice of pay-for-performance in particular has
frequently been deemed inappropriate for collectivist
cultures on account of the individualistic principles it
embodies (e.g., Giacobbe-Miller et al.,, 2003; Zhu
et al., 2005). Yet, several studies we encountered
provide counter evidence. Chang (2006) found that
South Korean workers subject to pay-for-perfor-
mance reported higher levels of work effort. More-
over, when pay-for-performance was used as a part of
a broader effort of developing workers, the workers

Journal of International Business Studies



Beyond “Doing as the Romans Do”

Dan V. Caprar et al. Z ; E

also reported higher levels of organizational com-
mitment. Du and Choi (2010) showed that pay-for-
performance was implemented with some success in
China, which would seem countercultural for a
collectivist culture. They found that pay-for-perfor-
mance showed a positive impact on employees’
conscientiousness in China. They also observed that
pay-for-performance enhances Chinese employees’
affective commitment and helping behaviors when
employees are pleased with the performance apprai-
sal system in their firm. In Bloom and Michel’s (2002)
results, we also discovered evidence of countercul-
tural pay practices being effective in a Western
context: across 460 US companies, they found that
firms with more egalitarian managerial compensa-
tion (i.e., lower levels of pay dispersion) had better
rates of managerial retention, despite the US being an
individualistic culture where one would generally
expect egalitarianism to backfire.

Two other studies focused on specific human
resource practices other than pay. The first is a
mixed-methods case study of an MNE’s global rollout
of an employee idea suggestion initiative, a typical
US approach in which employee voice is valued. In
this study, Bonache (1999) found that, despite the
program initially being developed and deployed in
the MNE’s US operations, it produced positive results
(in terms of number of actionable suggestions made)
when implemented unchanged in the MNE's opera-
tions in other countries, including those where the
exercise of employee voice would typically be seen as
incompatible with local cultural norms (e.g., Brazil,
Mexico). The second study (Siegel et al., 2019) was
based on a large database of companies operating in
South Korea. Despite being a cultural context with
entrenched gender roles that heavily favor men
(particularly in terms of career prospects), the authors
found that aggressively hiring and promoting
women was positively associated with firms’ produc-
tivity and performance.

Finally, we found two studies that spoke to the
more general issue of organizational culture and
climate. In the first, a study of several thousand
employees of an MNE spread across 18 countries,
Fisher (2014) presented evidence that a cooperative
work climate helped to buffer the negative impact of
role overload on organizational commitment irre-
spective of the level of individualism of the national
culture in which the employees work. In the second
study involving managers in Peru, where cultural
norms generally inhibit employee participation in
managerial and strategic decision-making, Parnell
(2010) found that managers who viewed their

organizations as more participative reported higher
levels of organizational commitment than man-
agers who viewed their organizations as less partic-
ipative. It is worth noting, though, that the reverse
relationship was found among the Mexican man-
agers studied, an important reminder of our overar-
ching thesis in this article: under certain conditions,
countercultural practices can be effective.

Acceptance of Countercultural Practices

In addition to studies demonstrating the effective-
ness of countercultural practices (i.e., in terms of
outcomes such as firm performance, or individual
motivation), we also identified 18 studies present-
ing evidence of openness to, and in some cases even
endorsement of, countercultural practices by those
subjected to them (Table 2).

One of the most frequently documented cases of
locals’ preference for countercultural practices is
the positive attitudes shown by employees of
collectivistic cultural backgrounds (e.g., Chinese,
Kenyan) towards individualistic reward arrange-
ments (Chen, 1995; Chiang, 2005; Fadil et al.,
2004; He et al.,, 2004; Lowe et al.,, 2002; Nyam-
begera et al., 2000). For instance, Bozionelos and
Wang (2007) found that Chinese workers had
positive attitudes towards individual performance-
based reward systems, and negative attitudes
towards equality-based reward systems. This find-
ing countered their prediction that the cultural
norms of saving face (‘Mianzi’) and emphasis on
personal relationships (‘Guanxi’) would lead to
Chinese holding negative attitudes towards reward
arrangements based on individual performance.
Studies also documented the reverse pattern: indi-
viduals from individualistic cultures being recep-
tive to more group-based pay and reward
arrangements (Chen, 1995; Chiang & Birtch,
2007, 2012; Lowe et al., 2002). Two other studies
showed a preference among Japanese (Lee et al.,
2011) and Hong Kong (Chaing & Birtch, 2006)
workers for pay based on individual performance
rather than seniority-based pay, the latter being a
conventional practice in both cultures.

We also encountered studies showing a prefer-
ence for countercultural leadership/management
styles. Selmer (1996), for instance, observed that
Hong Kong managers rated the leadership style of
managers from the US and UK as most preferable,
with managers from Asia surprisingly being rated as
having the least preferred leadership style. Such
findings align with those of Vo and Hannit’s (2013)
qualitative study of Vietnamese MNE employees:
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despite the high power distance of Vietnamese
culture, many employees were found to have
favorable attitudes towards the more participatory,
less autocratic leadership style that was typical in
the US-owned MNEs that they worked for. Mellahi
et al. (2010) similarly found that, in the context of
the high power distance culture of India, employ-
ees responded positively to having more (not fewer)
opportunities to exercise voice within their
employing organizations.

We also found three studies that suggested a
preference for practices that go against their own
cultural norms. Varma et al. (2006) found that,
despite the typical favoritism towards men in
Indian culture (particularly in relation to work
and professional matters), Indian employees
showed a preference for working with female over
male expatriates. Gong (2009) paradoxically found
that consumers were more receptive to online
shopping, a consumption channel typically viewed
as riskier than physical shopping, in countries
typically viewed as higher on the cultural dimen-
sion of uncertainty avoidance.

Taken together, the studies described above
reinforce the findings reported earlier on the effi-
cacy of countercultural practices and reiterate that
they cannot simply be discounted as mere anoma-
lies: people and groups do sometimes seem to
prefer and desire work-related practices that are not
necessarily aligned with, and in some cases even
opposed to, the norms and values of their culture.
Therefore, these studies, along with those we
present in the next section, help to reveal the
psychological elements of a causal chain linking
countercultural practices to positive outcomes:
certain countercultural practices, under certain
conditions, can have real and legitimate benefits,
not merely because of chance or luck but also
because they are perceived favorably and conse-
quently embraced by those subjected to them.

Negative Consequences and Perceptions
of Local(ized) Practices
A third category of studies we have identified as
relevant did not necessarily show the effectiveness
or acceptance of countercultural practices, but
revealed that culturally-congruent, normalized, or
deliberately localized practices are not necessarily
beneficial or perceived positively by locals. We
identified 14 such studies in this category, pre-
sented in Table 3, which we elaborate below.

The most common variant of this class of studies
were those focused on the Chinese practice of

guanxi. Despite being a highly embedded aspect of
Chinese culture, we encountered several studies in
which Chinese employees held ambivalent and
sometimes even adverse attitudes towards guanxi.
For instance, Chen et al. (2004) found that the use
of guanxi as a part of human resource management
was negatively associated with Chinese employees’
trust in their managers. Using a mixed-methods
approach, Warren et al. (2004) also documented
the complex attitudes held by Chinese workers
towards guanxi, finding that the perceived benefits
and downsides of guanxi vary considerably,
depending on other contextual considerations
(e.g., the specific nature of the relationship between
the connected parties), as well as the standpoint
(e.g., manager, organization, community) from
which the outcomes of guanxi are evaluated. Chen
et al. (2011b) distinguished between interpersonal
and group level guanxi, showing that the latter can
have a negative impact on employee’s procedural
justice perceptions. More recently, Yang et al.
(2021) observed that guanxi-based HR practices
may make Chinese employees emotionally
exhausted, and ultimately undermine their job
performance. Locals’ negative responses to
guanxi-like practices were also observed in other
countries beyond China: Chen et al. (2017)
reported that Brazilians responded negatively to
the Jeitinho practice, a common form of relational
favoritism in Brazil, while Boutilier (2009) pre-
sented qualitative evidence of Mexican workers
holding negative attitudes towards nepotism,
which they also perceived to be common in their
culture.

The other studies we collected focused on a range
of other aspects of local cultures, and revealed the
potential downsides of such local(ized) practices
and values. In Li et al.’s (2020) experimental study,
for instance, it was found that Indian customers
evaluated a certain marketing communication less
favorably when it incorporated a highly symbolic
local cultural artefact (the Ganges river). Azungah
et al. (2018) presented qualitative data indicating
that the locally prevalent authoritarian leadership
style prevented Ghanaian employees from freely
discussing their performance with managers. Peng
and Tjosvold (2011) found that social face concerns
were more salient for Chinese workers in interac-
tions with Chinese as compared to Western man-
agers, which in turn heightened the likelihood of
employees acting passive aggressively towards man-
agers. In the U.S., where individual-based perfor-
mance pay is an established norm, Yanadori and
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Cui (2013) found that a high level of pay dispersion
within R&D teams was negatively related to firm
innovation. Prince et al. (2020) similarly found
that, contrary to their predictions, the use of bonus
payments based on individual performance was
associated with higher turnover and worse firm
performance among firms operating in cultures
with strong performance orientations and high in
individualism. Finally, Goby (2015) presents a case
study of the many work- and employment-related
challenges encountered by workers in the United
Arab Emirates arising from the normalized practice
of local companies relying on foreign workers.

Related Evidence: The Advantage of Foreignness
and the Liability of Localness

An emerging stream of research that provides
indirect support for the countercultural practices
is the literature on advantages of foreignness, and
the related conversation on potential disadvantages
of localness. This literature is directly relevant to
our investigation, as it also challenges the funda-
mental field assumption of a need for cultural fit;
therefore, we provide here a brief overview of
studies related to these topics, indicating links
between existing research in IB/IM and the phe-
nomenon of countercultural practices.

The advantage of foreignness has been defined as
“intangible social-cognitive perquisites, benefits,
and privileges towards foreign organizations via-a-
vis indigenous organizations.” (Shi & Hoskisson,
2012: 104). Studies on the advantages of foreign-
ness challenge the traditional IB theme positing
that foreignness is a source of liability. For instance,
Sethi and Judge (2009) found that American auto-
mobile companies enjoyed their “foreignness” in
India where local government and customers
regarded foreign companies more highly than
domestic companies. Un (2011) found that, other
things being equal, foreign firms are more likely to
achieve better innovation performance than local
firms. Taussig (2017) reasoned that foreignness
provides multinational companies with the advan-
tage of not being constrained by local norms and
networks. This lack of local embeddedness conse-
quently allows foreign companies to make flexible
strategic decisions. Edman (2016b) found that
foreign financial institutions operating in Japan
capitalized on their foreign identity, which allowed
them to introduce innovative products and services
into local markets. Joardar and Wu (2017) explored
the impact of foreignness at the individual level,
showing that foreignness of entrepreneurs has a

curvilinear relationship with their performance,
where both low and very high level of foreignness
are associated with higher business performance.

The inversion of the advantage of foreignness is
the recently proposed concept of liability of local-
ness: the disadvantages associated with domestic
companies that operate only in their own country.
Un (2016) found that the localness of a firm
undermines its innovation performance. She
argued that this is driven by the low level of
multiculturalism and the lack of global networks
through which new ideas can be generated. Husted
et al. (2016) suggested that local firms suffer from
the liability of localness as local stakeholders per-
ceive their own domestic firms to be inferior to
multinational corporations in terms of product
quality, manufacturing systems, and sustainability
activities. Perez-Batres and Eden (2008) found that
the liability of localness becomes a serious concern
in the context of emerging markets where institu-
tional arrangements are rapidly changing. They
argued that domestic local firms in emerging
markets are disadvantaged compared to foreign
companies, because their embeddedness in the old
systems of cognitive, normative, and regulatory
environments makes it difficult for them to adjust
into newly emerged business environments.
Extending this view, Jiang and Stening (2013)
argue that the liability of localness may have
enduring effects even long after institutional
change has occurred.

The literature on the advantages of foreignness
and the liabilities of localness is consistent with our
discussion on countercultural management, in the
sense that it challenges the notion that going
against established norms necessarily undermines
the effectiveness of managers or organizations.
Many studies of liability of foreignness were
inspired by early versions of neo-institutional the-
ory, which emphasized the benefit of acquiring
legitimacy by conforming to three pillars (cogni-
tive, normative, and coercive) of institutional pres-
sure (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). However,
institutional theory scholarship has evolved to
actively embrace the value of creative deviance, as
exemplified in research on institutional
entrepreneurship (e.g., Greenwood & Suddaby,
2006) and institutional work (Lawrence et al.,
2011). These theoretical developments provide
scholars with resources to conceptualize and legit-
imate the positive outcomes of going against
established local norms and practices.
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Figure 2 Potential theoretical explanations for the effectiveness and/or acceptance of countercultural practices.

Making Sense of the Evidence on Countercultural
Practices

The empirical evidence of countercultural practices
we have canvassed above, while supportive of our
argument, is rarely accompanied by theoretical
explanations purposefully aimed at explaining
why and when such practices work. As discussed
earlier, the predominant focus on hypothesizing
the need for cultural fit and adaptation renders
such findings puzzling, inconclusive, and even
problematic. As such, the typical explanations
offered relate to study limitations, the peculiarity
of the research context, and anomalies and outliers.
We contend that, by adopting a lens of under-
standing that allows such findings to be significant,
relevant, and legitimate, a variety of explanations
can be offered. We have organized these explana-
tions into four categories, each prompting, as we
will show later, interesting avenues for future
research in global work. These categories are: (1)
ontological explanations (i.e., explanations that
reside in the nature of the context of global work);
(2) epistemological explanations (i.e., explanations
related to the way the phenomenon has been
understood, or rather, misunderstood); (3) causal
explanations (exploring conditions and circum-
stances that lead to effectiveness of countercultural
practices, along with explaining how such effects
occur); and (4) functional explanations (referring to
the potential purpose and utility of countercultural
practices). We detail these categories below, along
with providing a summary in Figure 2.

Ontological Explanations

Clearly, the investigation into why countercultural
practices might be effective must begin with
exploring the context of global work, and, in
particular, the main protagonist in this story:
culture. It is important to note that, in the context
of research related to the relevance of culture to 1B/
IM, the focus is largely on the home-country
culture, with limited understanding and consider-
ation of local cultural features. Most models of local
adaptation consider the host-country culture in
terms of its “distance” from the home culture
(Shenkar, 2001). As noted above, theory (and the
practice that followed it) often depicts the host
culture as homogeneous, well-defined, and consis-
tent (Tung, 2008). Several major theoretical
advancements in the study of culture demonstrate
that such a view is inaccurate (e.g., Caprar et al.,
2015), and offer explanations with regard to why
countercultural approaches might sometimes be
appropriate. The first development we bring to
attention is the concept of tightness-looseness of
cultures, associated with cultural change. The sec-
ond important development is the distinction
between desired cultural values and actual prac-
tices. Finally, the way culture is conceptualized in
general is also relevant to our discussion. These
well-documented culture-related phenomena have
direct implications for understanding why coun-
tercultural practices are sometimes effective.
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Cultural strength, cultural change, and acculturation
The concept of tightness-looseness has been long
discussed in the study of culture as the strength of
social norms and the degree of sanctioning within
societies (e.g., Berry, 1967; Pelto, 1968; Triandis,
1989), yet its application is largely missing in the
study of global work. The concept was brought back
to attention by Gelfand et al. (2006), who proposed
that the tightness-looseness dimension has implica-
tions both at the individual and organizational
levels, influencing the amount of intra-cultural vari-
ance, and, implicitly, the variability across organiza-
tions. In terms of adapting business practices to local
cultures, it is fair to expect that not only cultural
distance but also the tightness-looseness of the host
culture is important: a loose culture means norms are
less clearly defined, and therefore difficult to identify,
and when they can be identified, the level of
“compliance” to such norms is limited, allowing for
greater variability in terms of what is accepted and/or
expected. Thus, in loose host cultures, the concern
for cultural fit is less important.

Finally, cultures - especially loose ones — are
likely to be experiencing a process of change. A
range of factors has led to the development of a
global culture that progressively impacts all corners
of the world (Arnould, 2011; Ritzer, 2018). And this
change can be manifested both at the societal and
individual level, with many individuals becoming
multicultural because of global mobility and glob-
alization in general. That is, individuals can inter-
nalize more than one culture (Brannen & Thomas,
2010); as a result, different cultures can coexist
both at the societal and individual level, and
influence perspectives and preferences in multiple
ways (Licke et al., 2014; Maddux et al., 2021).
Defining cultural sensitivity against traditional
values measured at the country level that may, or
may not, be reflected in the employees’ cultural
profile defies its very purpose: modernized mem-
bers of the culture might welcome non-local
approaches (e.g., Caprar, 2011), and, indeed, per-
ceive the use of localized (i.e., traditional) practices
as outdated or unhelpful. All cultures are exposed
to changing factors, but loose cultures are more
likely to incorporate practices that are considered
legitimate and/or efficient based on other external
criteria, such as legitimacy or efficiency, as estab-
lished in other cultures or at a global level. On the
contrary, in tight cultures, the traditional model of

localization may still be valid, as these cultures
have clear norms that are highly sanctioned, thus
inhibiting the degree to which such cultures wel-
come culturally unusual practices.

Desired cultural values and actual practices

As with any social construct, our understanding of
what culture means is constantly evolving.
Recently, several conceptualizations have helped
to enhance our understanding of culture and its
various features. In management studies, Hofst-
ede’s (2001) notion of the cultural onion (placing
values at the core of culture, and practices as a
manifestation of values) gained a lot of popularity
and generated extensive research focused on iden-
tifying major dimensions describing a culture. This
assumption of a perfect relationship between cul-
tural values and practices was challenged by the
GLOBE study (House et al., 2004), where values and
practices were measured separately, based on the
observation that “what is” in any given culture does
not necessarily match “what should be”. In fact,
even Hofstede and his collaborators mentioned
such a distinction in their study, given the fact that
value items and practice items loaded on different
factors, a distinction they recognized to be “present
not only in the conception of the researchers, but
also in the minds of the respondents” (1990: 295).
While there is still debate regarding the advantages
and disadvantages of the different approaches to
measuring culture based on the above conceptual-
izations (e.g., Hofstede, 2006; Javidan et al., 2006;
Smith, 2006), the data revealed by the GLOBE study
indicate that there is a gap between “is now”
societal culture scores and “should be” scores on
certain dimensions. For instance, a study of leader-
ship prototypes in the Middle East and North Africa
using the GLOBE dimensions revealed that differ-
ent values were reflected in the practice of leader-
ship, and the preference for leadership in these
countries (Kabasakal et al., 2012). Such findings
also reflect the identity-related notion that people
not only form perceptions of who they are at
present but also ideal possible selves that detail who
they wish to become in the future (Markus &
Nurius, 1986). This dualistic perspective of culture
might explain why certain cultures are more open
than others to taking on new business practice that
appears to be countercultural (when considered
against the “is now” measures): if the complexity of
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culture is properly considered, such countercultural
practices might in fact be consistent with the
desired aspect of a given culture, and therefore
welcomed by its members.

Beyond equating culture with nation

It is widely accepted that distinct cultures can
emerge at virtually any level of human organiza-
tion, from nations down to families and intimate
friend groups. Closely related to the significant
evolution on conceptualizing culture in IB/IM,
beyond defining it using national borders (e.g.,
Au, 1999; Caprar et al., 2015; Taras et al., 2016;
Tung, 2008; Tung & Stahl, 2018), it may be the case
that certain practices that seem “countercultural” at
a national level are, in fact, culturally congruent at
subnational or cross-national levels (e.g., in terms
of the culture of certain regions, communities, or
organizations). For instance, researchers have
begun to acknowledge the unique characteristics
of global cities, defined as cosmopolitan environments
(e.g., Goerzen et al.,, 2013), and have called for
moving away from traditional mean-based mea-
sures of cultural distance towards an approach
which accounts for within-country cultural varia-
tion (e.g., Beugelsdijk et al., 2015). Yet, most of the
studies we identified through our review focused on
national culture and did not consider or control for
potential “glocal” cultural effects (see Gould &
Grein, 2009), intra-country ethno-linguistic frac-
tionalization (see Luiz, 2015), or the existence of
transnational and subnational archetypes (Venaik
& Midgley, 2015).

The focus on national culture in research studies
would be less problematic if such studies employed
samples that were truly representative of a coun-
try’s population (and thus its culture), but the
inherent limitations of scholarly research (e.g.,
gaining access to data, resource constraints) mean
that population-level samples are rarely the case.
Rather, researchers usually make use of samples of
firms or individuals from specific geographic areas,
occupations, industries, organizations, and com-
munities, all of which constitute subnational col-
lectives that can have subcultures that differ from
the culture of the country “as a whole”. Moreover,
measurements and methodology that do not con-
sider the large variability in cultural values and
practices (deviation from the mean) within the
population studied (Beugelsdijk et al., 2015), and a
restricted range of methodologies (Nielsen et al.,
2020), further limit the accuracy of understanding
the relationship between business practices

stemming from a home culture and the host/local
culture. The MNE subsidiaries can themselves rep-
resent subcultures that challenge traditional geo-
graphical perspective on defining cultures (e.g.,
Caprar, 2011; Goerzen et al., 2013). In this way,
practices that are in fact a good fit with a particular
(sub)culture are incorrectly cast as “countercul-
tural”, a label rendered by researchers’ overly blunt
assumptions about the default culture of their
study’s participants, rather than any mismatch
between the culture and the practice in question.

Epistemological Explanations

The historical account on the development of the
cultural fit thesis offered earlier suggests that it was
not its unquestionable validity that made it so
central to IB/IM. Rather, the exaggerated focus on
cultural fit seems to be better described as a typical
case of “more of the same” principle of problem
formation (Watzlawick et al., 1974). In the initial
stages of globalization, the typical approach was,
indeed, culturally insensitive (as noted in our
review): the companies may have been ignorant
regarding the existence of significant cultural dif-
ferences, or, if they recognized such differences,
probably did not recognize their relevance to
business. Furthermore, historical, political, and
economic reasons might have supported an ethno-
centric view on the part of Western companies, and
on the part of Western academics. Such views —
clearly expressed at the time, as we saw in our
review — needed correction, and, naturally, the
culturalist (or the culture-specificity) view devel-
oped. However, if the extreme of convergence (or
culture-free approach to business) was biased, so
was the corrective action of “fit”, especially when
“fit” became a “more of the same” principle (an
exaggerated emphasis on what has been ignored
before), leading to ignorance of other aspects (i.e.,
“contexts”, as mentioned in some of the articles
reviewed). In other words, the same exclusivity in
focus that caused the initial problem also plagued
the proposed solution. The obsession with demon-
strating the importance of cultural fit (also fueled
by an ideological stance expressed in the morality
of cultural sensitivity) precluded some researchers
from acknowledging that cultural fit is not always
helpful.

In addition, due to a quest for parsimony and
generalizability (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989), aca-
demic theories tend to oversimplify realities char-
acterized by complexity and variation (Glynn et al.,
2000). In tracing the development of the cultural fit

Journal of International Business Studies



Beyond “Doing as the Romans Do”

Dan V. Caprar et al. Z ; E

thesis, we note that the debate between localization
and standardization stems from a dichotomous
logic, in which alternatives are seen as mutually
exclusive (i.e., it is either standardization or local-
ization, not both). However, as suggested by Ral-
ston et al.’s (1993) findings, such absolutist views
do not accurately describe the reality: evidence for
both convergence and divergence has been found,
prompting the development of the newly coined
concept, “crossvergence”. It is still rather difficult to
explain why this concept has not influenced
thinking in the field to a greater extent; for
instance, the Pudelko and Harzing (2007) study
did not even mention it in their otherwise very
meticulous review of the convergence/divergence
debate. Perhaps one of the reasons is the complex-
ity of the concept and the need to further explain
its meaning (Witt, 2008). It is also possible that
limitations emphasized by Tung (2008), who drew
attention to the fallacious assumptions of cultural
homogeneity and cultural stability over time (prob-
lems specific to most cross-cultural studies, in fact),
also limited the theoretical appeal and applicability
of the concept. In other words, there were conjec-
tural factors that facilitated the development of a
unilateral view (that of cultural fit), while hinder-
ing the recognition of possible and valuable alter-
native solutions. As Lewis (2000) noted — based on
initial ideas formulated by Cameron and Quinn
(1988) — there is a need for new perspectives in
addressing the complex problems specific to the
field, especially recognition of the paradoxical
nature of certain phenomena. The topic explored
here would undoubtedly benefit greatly from such
new perspectives.

Related to the above, we also note that the
studies uncovered by our review are methodolog-
ically diverse. While it might be tempting to single
out inductive, qualitative approaches as better
suited to uncovering the nuanced or counterintu-
itive properties of phenomena such as culture (e.g.,
Morgan & Smircich, 1980), the evidence we have
presented as to the efficacy of countercultural
management is also comprised of a large contin-
gent of deductive, quantitative studies. This obser-
vation is important, because it emphasizes that the
tools used to study culture and cultural differences
are arguably less important than the mindset and
assumptions of the researcher who is using them.
As noted earlier, many of the articles containing
evidence of the efficacy of countercultural practices
do not foreground these findings. On the contrary,
the authors often reported being puzzled or

confused by them. We contend that, with a differ-
ent, more delicate set of assumptions about culture
and IB/IM writ large, and largely irrespective of the
specific tools used to investigate these things, such
findings would not be seen as anomalous or
incoherent, but rather a natural state of affairs.

Causal Explanations

The explanations above have themselves an under-
lying assumption that needs to be questioned: that
is, the fundamental assumption that culture is
relevant as a causal variable to managing global
work. The extent to which this assumption is
fundamental might be reflected in the likely reac-
tion most readers would have when reading these
lines; especially for those preoccupied with the
study of culture in business, it is almost unthink-
able to question whether culture matters. Yet,
culture might not always be an explanatory vari-
able. Researchers have long cautioned against
indiscriminately using culture as the default “go
to” cause for all questions related to managing
globally (e.g., Ajiferuke & Boddewyn, 1970), a
message recently renewed in a recent collection of
experts’ reflections on the past, present, and future
of cross-cultural management education. Several of
these experts refer to the fact that “there may be a
temptation to overemphasize culture to the detri-
ment of management”, that “culture is never the
‘only’ explanation for what’s gone wrong in a
particular situation, and often it’s not even the
‘biggest’ explanation”, and that what we should
aim for is “understanding how and when culture
matters and not overemphasizing cultural explana-
tions” (Szkudlarek et al., 2013: 478-480).

Empirical studies also suggest that businesses do
not necessarily suffer from increasing cultural
heterogeneity (e.g., Gomez-Meija & Palich, 1997),
and that the traditionally identified cultural differ-
ences are diminishing (e.g., Gerhart & Fang, 2005).
Similarly, studies on international human resource
management (e.g., Von Glinow et al., 2002) iden-
tify some regional- and country-specific practices,
but also universals, suggesting the need for a shift
in how we think about such research (i.e., the need
to consider multiple contextual elements). Finally,
a meta-analytic review of Hofstede’s cultural value
dimensions (Taras et al., 2010) revealed that, while
cultural dimensions predict a range of organiza-
tional outcomes, some of these other variables
(such as personality traits and demographics) were
even stronger predictors. As such, a first causal
explanation for findings that disconfirm the
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cultural adaptation imperative might be that vari-
ables other than culture are more important
antecedents for explaining the effectiveness of
certain business practices.

Of course, culture is often a relevant variable, and
its effect can be the one typically portrayed in the
literature (i.e., an effect that urges cultural fit). Yet,
at present, there is something of a default one-sided
view that management practices that fit local
cultures are desirable, and a more balanced view is
needed (Stahl & Tung, 2015): cultural differences,
and the misfit generated by such differences can be
beneficial. It is this type of causality that the recent
positive organizational scholarship perspective has
invited researchers to consider (Stahl et al., 2016).
Theorizing about how cultural differences produce
positive effects is still emerging, but studies have
already suggested that cultural differences facilitate
knowledge transfer (e.g., Sarala & Vaara, 2010;
Vaara et al., 2012), stimulate innovation and
exploration (e.g., Morosini et al.,, 1998), and
increase learning (e.g., Nachum et al., 2008). More
specifically, countercultural practices may carry
with them knowledge developed over time and in
a variety of settings (and not necessarily specific to
or useful only in the home country) and may
trigger alternative perspectives and new solutions
because they shake the status quo. As such, by
adopting countercultural practices, MNEs may
introduce contradictions between ways of doing
business within a subsidiary, which would instigate
dialectic organizational change processes (Ford &
Ford, 1995: Van de Ven & DPoole, 1995) that
ultimately result in better adaptation to the com-
plexity of a globalized world.

Finally, a causal explanation might be the fact
that, although the misfit generated by countercul-
tural practices could be associated with certain
negative consequences, these might be mitigated to
the extent that certain functional benefits (detailed
below) prevail. In a study about the integration of
practices that are a poor fit to the organizational
culture, Bertels et al. (2016) discovered several
strategies used by employees to address the conse-
quences of adopting new, countercultural routines.
Such strategies are consistent with perspectives
proposed by practice-based theories (e.g., Feldman,
2003), where new practices can lead to a redefini-
tion of existing cultural norms. In other words, new
routines and practices are incorporated into the
culture of the organization, which evolves and
changes to align itself with these new practices
(e.g., Canato et al., 2013). Of course, this causality

mechanism eventually leads to fit, but a fit
achieved by adapting the culture, rather than the
practice. Luo (2016) defined this process as reverse
adaptation: local employees adopt new values and
norms, becoming what Caprar (2011) identified as
“foreign locals”, i.e., local employees who might be
more aligned culturally with the “foreign” culture
of their employing organization than that of their
own country.

Functional Explanations

While causal explanations get to the core of why
and how countercultural practices might work,
functional explanations can provide additional
understanding, beyond specific causal relationships
(Enc & Adams, 1992). In this context, a functional
explanation would be any possible strategic reason
for an MNE to actively select a countercultural
practice, even when it was not required based on
local laws.

Countercultural practices can be a method of
strategic differentiation. Strategy researchers have
recognized the benefits of being distinctive; indeed,
differentiation is one of the most critical strategies
for competitive advantage (Porter, 1985). Such
differentiation is typically discussed in terms of
products or services, but differentiation in terms of
business practices can be beneficial in terms of
employing approaches that are not only unique but
also difficult to imitate. This argument is also made
in the resource-based view (Barney, 1991) as a
source of competitive advantage, and has been
alluded to as a potential explanation for the
adoption of high-performance work systems, in
spite of their seeming incongruence with local
contexts (e.g., Rabl et al., 2014). For instance, in a
case study of Disney’s international resort opera-
tions, Brannen (2004) suggested that the foreign-
ness of American culture was a critical asset for the
Japanese subsidiary of Disney: its mission is to sell a
unique experience, which is expected to be aligned
with a foreign culture. As such, foreignness in such
a context represents an advantage rather than a
disadvantage.

Along with distinctiveness, another factor with a
positive impact on performance, also developed in
the strategy literature, is complementarity. While
cultural fit has been described as an antecedent of
merger and acquisition success (e.g., Chatterjee
et al., 1992), strategic complementarity is also often
mentioned as having a positive impact (Bauer &
Matzler, 2014; Collings et al., 2018). While such
complementarity refers to the similarity between
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the strategies of the two merging organizations, the
concept can extend to the nature of business
practices in general. The use of countercultural
practices that complement local practices, as
opposed to aiming to localize all business practices,
can provide an organization with a wider range of
options and new opportunities that would other-
wise be difficult to create.

Towards a Research Agenda on Countercultural
Practices

The explanations we offered for the evidence
supporting the use of countercultural practices,
while a helpful starting point, are far from fully
capturing the why and when of countercultural
practices. In particular, the question of when
countercultural practices are effective, or should
be used as a conscious choice (as opposed to being a
default option), might be the most accessible point
of departure in designing studies with potential for
contributing to both theory and practice. Our
objective here is to lay the foundation for a research
agenda that sets as the focal point of interest the
study of countercultural practices as one legitimate
approach to conducting international business.

Key Theoretical Premises

A first important point ensuing from our review of
the existing evidence and the preliminary theoret-
ical insights we formulated is that the phe-
nomenon of countercultural practices is not
necessarily incompatible with existing theoretical
knowledge. Although the notion of countercultural
practices challenges a dominant perspective in the
field, its feasibility as a topic of study resides in the
fact that it reflects an interesting empirical phe-
nomenon, while at the same resonating with recent
theoretical developments, such as the conversa-
tions around the need to rethink cultural distance
and foreignness in IB/IM (e.g., Edman, 2016a; Stahl
et al., 2016; Taussig, 2017).

The essential and obvious proposition of a future
research agenda is that in certain circumstances,
businesses might benefit from the use of counter-
cultural practices, that is, approaches that are
different from those based on local norms, com-
monly used in the host culture, and formulated
based on the typical characterizations of the host
culture. A systematic exploration of what exactly
such circumstances are is therefore much needed.
The literature we reviewed suggests that these
circumstances might relate to the following key

themes: strategic intent, local preferences, institu-
tional drivers, and social responsibility.

Strategic intent

The possibility of choosing to behave in a way that
is inconsistent with host cultural norms has been
highlighted through the concept of cultural agility,
developed to better understand the necessary cul-
tural responses of global professionals (Caligiuri,
2012, 2021). Cultural agility enables professionals
to, as needed, toggle across three cultural responses
by (1) adapting to local cultural norms when
needed (often used by global professionals working
in sales and marketing), (2) minimizing the effect
of culture to hold a company standard when
needed (often used by professionals working in
production and quality assurance), and (3) inte-
grating diverse norms when needed (often used by
those working in innovation or global teams). All
three are acceptable cultural responses contingent
on the demands of the situation. Each cultural
response — whether adaptation, minimization, or
integration — has its own set of behaviors, and
global professionals with the ability to use each
approach have higher ratings of global professional
success (Caligiuri & Tarique, 2016). This cultural
agility approach suggests that the fit or intentional
misfit with culture depends on the demands of the
context with respect to the desired strategic out-
come. Of course, the strategic intent must consider
what is suitable, not only from the perspective of
the organization but also from the perspective of
other stakeholders (including the locals). Indeed, it
seems that most studies focusing on countercul-
tural practices primarily consider individual-level
variables, as opposed to firm-level variables, so
future research could further explore the impact of
such practices at different levels, with the possibil-
ity of incongruence or synergies between practices
adopted for business reasons and practices driven
by local stakeholders.

Local preferences

Beyond addressing the question of when counter-
cultural practices might be strategically appropri-
ate, another broader, more complex, but important
direction of research suggested by our analysis is
exploring what it means to adapt, and what should
be the reference point for adaptation (i.e., adapting
to what?). If previous common knowledge was to
“do as Romans do”, expanding and updating this
knowledge requires answers to questions like “what
would Romans prefer you to do”, what would fit
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with their goals (which may not be necessarily
what they are doing now), or perhaps even ques-
tioning if “Romans” want to, or should do, what
they are currently doing. Of course, the answer is
not to be provided by the “visitor”, but rather by an
understanding of what it means to adapt, respect,
or contribute to the local culture. As such, future
research in this category could take as its core aim a
focus on truly understanding locals’ expectations
in terms of business or management practices, how
they respond to different approaches, and, as such,
formulating more useful models explaining the
effectiveness of different practices across cultures.

Following on from the theoretical developments
noted above, it seems reasonable to argue that
practices that are consistent with aspirations of
local employees will be readily embraced, despite
their appearance as “countercultural”, and their
proven efficiency in other cultures might also be
manifested in these new cultures. Consequently,
we suggest that future research should explore the
hypothesis that, in cultures where there is a gap
between actual practices and desired values, a
practice that is countercultural but consistent with
such desired values would be quickly legitimated,
easily embraced, and potentially more effective
than approaches that are consistent with current
local practices. For instance, a culture high in
power distance might manifest “should be” or
“desired” values of lower power distance. Compa-
nies proposing employee relationships with man-
agement based on lower power distance principles
might be welcomed in these cultures, and in
general practices consistent with lower power dis-
tance (e.g., involving employees in organizational
decision-making), would not disregard, but better
tulfill, the local employee’s needs.

It might also be the case that business practices
that align with universal human motivators would
have the greatest level of acceptance, regardless of
local culture. Applying self-determination theory to
the broad-based acceptance of counterculture busi-
ness practices, we need to recognize that the
behaviors influenced by those practices are moti-
vated to fulfill three basic and universal psycholog-
ical needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness
(Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2002; Deci et al., 2017; Ryan &
Deci, 2000). With greater autonomy, employees
have more freedom and control to ensure personal
alignment between their values and their behav-
iors. Relatedness represents employees’ basic desire
to connect in meaningful ways with others.
Employees’ need for competence reflects their

desire to address challenges without being anxious
(when the demands are too high for their level of
competence) or bored (when demands are too low
for their level of competence). With respect to
countercultural business practices, self-determina-
tion theory suggests that the more employees can
satisfy their needs through the practice, the more
they will engage in them (Deci et al., 2017), and
achieve higher levels of job satisfaction (Graves &
Luciano, 2013), organizational commitment
(Rasskazova et al., 2016), and job performance
(Baard et al., 2004). Further exploring these poten-
tial links could generate new research and insights
relevant to managing a global workforce.
Institutional drivers. Countercultural practices
may also be understood and further studied from
the perspective of institutional theory. From this
perspective, organizations tend to fit their environ-
ment for reasons of legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983), and the traditional view on adaptation, as
we have shown, is certainly consistent with such a
tenet of isomorphism. However, in the traditional
view of localization of practices, such legitimacy
has been judged against general descriptions of
cultures or institutions linked to national contexts,
without consideration for multiple institutional
drivers and logics. As noted by Kostova et al.
(2008), the organizational fields against which
legitimation is to be assessed in the case of MNEs
are rather difficult to define, or are at best frag-
mented, multiple and, in many cases, conflicting
(Schneiberg, 2007). We are proposing a more
careful consideration of the “legitimating” process:
if local adaptation is meant to address sensitivity to
local cultures, or compliance with institutional
forces, the focus should be on properly understand-
ing the institutional contexts. The potential over-
lap between culture and institutions has often been
discussed (e.g., Beugelsdijk et al., 2017; Hatch &
Zilber, 2012; Kraatz et al., 2020; Patterson, 2014),
but studies integrating both informal and formal
drivers of conformance and change (e.g., Caprar &
Neville, 2012), along with consideration for power
dynamics (Geary & Aguzzoli, 2016), could be
fruitful in understanding not only adoption and
non-adoption of certain practices but also why
when non-isomorphic practices are effective.
Social responsibility. There are also opportunities
here for deepening understanding of the ethics and
social responsibility of business. These considera-
tions are particularly important given recent ques-
tioning of the role and value of globalization,
reignited attachment to local cultures, and, at the
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same time, the need for globally coordinated efforts
to deal with grand global challenges (George et al.,
2016). The idea of countercultural practices will
certainly raise concerns about a potential return to,
and legitimation of, cultural imperialism. However,
by formulating a research agenda around the
questions suggested above, the shift is one that
involves considering the needs, desires, and objec-
tives of the local employees, and, ultimately, of the
local society, as defined by themselves, not as
defined by outdated cultural studies and/or stereo-
typic cultural profiles. Practices guided by outdated
cultural stereotypes that fail to account for cultural
change, acculturation, intranational diversity, and
evolving local aspirations and capabilities are
clearly not the way to practice true cultural
sensitivity.

These directions of research would be consistent
with the aforementioned notion of intracultural
variability (Tung, 2008), further complicated by the
presence of competing logics (Friedland & Alford,
1991), represented in our case by the distinction
between culture “as is” and culture “as it should
be”. Besides the incompleteness associated with
consideration of culture “as is” as the only logic or
legitimating reference, the “should be” aspect of
culture might represent a better legitimating stan-
dard, especially in cultures where current (“old”)
practices are being deinstitutionalized and new
practices are being legitimated by their symbolism
as “modern”, “updated”, or simply due to being
consistent with where the society is going (or wants
to go). Many developing cultures hold such views
with regard to certain Western practices, and in
these instances localization by congruence with
local norms is more likely to gain rejection, rather
than legitimation, with direct negative effects on
both the adoption and the efficiency of such
practices.

In other words, we suggest a repositioning of the
discussion around standardization versus localiza-
tion by adopting conceptualizations of culture that
allow for recognition of its complex nature, espe-
cially in the current globalized context. Examples
include the ambiguity paradigm (Martin, 2002),
which proposes a more fragmented, individualized
view on culture; the situated dynamic framework
(Leung & Morris, 2015), delineating important
distinction between different aspects of culture
(i.e., values, schemas, and norms) and the role they
play in IB/IM; the Glocalized Community Culture
Model proposed by Gould and Grein (2009), in
which culture is situated and produced within

dynamic communities of practice; and the friction,
contact-based framework (Shenkar et al., in press)
in addressing dynamics of cross-cultural interac-
tions. Each of these approaches suggests a far more
nuanced view of the role of culture, a view which
would offer a better understanding of the relation-
ship between the most appropriate business prac-
tices for a given context.

Acknowledging and understanding the phe-
nomenon of countercultural practices brings a
more balanced and sophisticated view on the role
of culture in IB, refocusing attention on generative
aspects of challenges associated with globalization
and the potential for increased knowledge transfer
(Sarala & Vaara, 2010) that leads to co-evolution
and learning (Luo, 2020), as opposed to taking the
usual predominantly negative view of differences,
diversity, and cultural distance (Stahl & Tung,
2015). As we have shown in this review, counter-
cultural practices are an inevitable (and not neces-
sarily deleterious) reality, and a phenomenon that
could generate both new answers to old questions,
and new questions about old phenomena. A
research agenda that allows for more nuance in
how we approach cultural interactions (Adler &
Aycan, 2020), including the need to go beyond
broad templates and normative assumptions, and
instead determining what is appropriate in each
situation, will further enhance our capacity to
inform practices and policies meant to address
both local and global challenges.

Potential Practical Implications of a Research
Agenda on Countercultural Practices

Promoting a research agenda centered on the
cultural adaptation imperative has, in the past,
facilitated a myriad of recommendations that were,
through a more nuanced lens, oversimplified.
Encouraging firms to adapt local practices did not
capture the many reasons to intentionally engage
in countercultural practices, such as strategic
intent, local preferences, institutional drivers, and
social responsibility. Insights gained by addressing
our questions formulated above will most likely not
produce simple, well-defined recipes for those
conducting business across borders. However, they
are likely to encourage business leaders to engage in
more sophisticated deliberations over the selection
of practices. These deliberations will include the
need for a far deeper understanding of the way in
which various practices interact with societal
expectations, strategic goals, employees’ prefer-
ences, and the like. In fact, such careful
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deliberation was prescribed decades ago for work-
ing even within national boundaries (e.g., Danser-
eau et al.,, 1995); it is certainly relevant when
working across multiple cultures. It is important,
however, to determine when and how culture
should drive the choice of business practices, or
the adjustment of such practices across different
contexts. Such a perspective does not exclude
adaptation, when adaptation makes sense from
the perspective of the intended objectives and that
of stakeholders involved (which includes local
employees and communities). However, it does
not prescribe adaptation by default, as it leaves
room for a genuine exploration of what is needed.
Systematic exploration of this topic will be benefi-
cial to business leaders and managers who need to
make choices based on a deep understanding of
multiple contextual variables that, hopefully, we,
as academics, can provide, once we free ourselves
from the constraints of our own limiting
assumptions.

To conduct research on the effectiveness of
countercultural practices, we recommend both a
multidisciplinary approach and a multilevel
research design, to allow for more nuanced inter-
pretations. Consider the countercultural findings
described in this paper which indicated that col-
lectivist cultures demonstrate a preference for indi-
vidualist compensation systems (e.g., pay-for-
performance). In this interpretation, the organiza-
tional level IB perspective might interpret the
findings as an anomaly in the corporate culture,
whereas the individual-level psychology perspec-
tive might interpret the finding as fulfillment of the
universal need for autonomy and competence.
Research teams representing different academic
disciplines and research designs capturing multiple
levels would be warranted to capture the role and
effectiveness of countercultural practices.

CONCLUSIONS
Countercultural business practices represent a real-
ity of international business that calls for, and
indeed deserves, attention. The absence of coun-
tercultural practices as a focal topic in IB/IM
research can be excused by a legitimate focus on
cultural adaptation in the context of a field

predominantly preoccupied with achieving fit and
consistency. However, the fact that countercultural
approaches can never be fully avoided when work-
ing across multiple cultural contexts, and the fact
that the substantial evidence reviewed here sug-
gests such approaches can be valuable, brings to the
fore the necessity and opportunity to build a
complementary research agenda on countercul-
tural practices. Such a research agenda has the
potential to progress scholars and practitioners
towards the goal of fully understanding how best
to account for culture in the study and practice of
international business.
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NOTES

"In mid-2021, Newman and Nollen (1996) has
been cited 349 times in the Social Sciences Citation
Index and 235 times in Business Source Ultimate
Database, while Dunphy (1987) has been cited 32
times and 25 times, respectively; and Ouchi &
Jaeger (1978), not included in the Social Sciences
Citation Index, has been cited just 31 times in the
Business Source Ultimate Database.
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