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Abstract 

Modern Leadership – Development and Practicality in Chinese Companies 

By 

Lisa Yin 

The topic of leadership and leadership devolvement has attracted considerable interest from 

both academics and practitioners. Further, there have been explicit and implicit claims, that both 

leadership and culture are linked with each other and both influence organizational performance. 

While modern leadership and its evolving theories has been examined independently, its 

applicability was taken as universally. Few studies have investigated the association between 

the three concepts. This thesis focuses on the new styles of modern leadership and presents 

evidence suggesting that leadership is very dependent on its cultural context. It further shows 

that most leadership theories are based on western values, and therefore questions, whether 

these are applicable in Chinese companies. In fact, this paper is based on the assumption that 

the relationship between leadership style and performance is mediated by the organizational 

culture that is present at hand. It concludes with several implications for theory and practice 

and identifies future research objectives.  

 

Keywords: Modern leadership, organizational culture, Chinese business, effective management, 

Face-work  
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1. Introduction  

Leadership styles and its underlying factors are of high interest not only for organizations 

and the individual employees, but also for the public. Even in our everyday lives, we encompass 

analyses of successful leadership styles of corporate, religious or even political leaders (Pearce, 

2007). It is important, now more than ever, that leader must take their role seriously and lead 

appropriately. Until now, leadership was mainly taught in the biographies of great men and their 

success stories of which dozens of books were published. For many organizations, applying the 

suitable leadership form can lead to a competitive advantage (McCall, 1998; Vicere & Fulmer, 

1998). But when is leadership effective? And is the modern leadership approach, followed by 

successful companies in the West, applicable anywhere in the world? Numerous scholars have 

focused their work on leadership development (Day, D. V., 2001), the relationship between 

culture and leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1993), or identifying different leadership styles (Bycio, 

Hackett, & Allen, 1995). However, there was barely research focusing directly on the 

applicability of a leadership model, successful in one cultural context, that is transferred to 

organizations incorporating a different national culture. Based on the assumption that different 

kinds of followers require different kinds of leaders, interest in leadership development has 

reached a peak (Pearce, 2007). Now, we must think of leadership in the context of globalization 

and instant communication, which is making life faster by connecting people and organizations 
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from all over the world. But with this change, traditional leadership styles, where internal 

structure was a combination of rank and power, have lost their grip, giving way to new emerging 

leadership theories claiming that there must be mutual understanding and responsibilities 

sharing (Levasseur, 2004). These seem to be more effective in dealing with today’s volatile 

environment, enabling leaders of global organizations to master challenges which are absent in 

business history. In other words, the world has become more complicated and more uncertain 

and leadership needs to keep up with it.  

Another point is that there are predictions of China’s economic rise challenging many U.S. 

companies’ leading position (Sutter, 2010). Furthermore, Asia has become the driving engine 

for global economic growth with both imports and exports of products and services over the 

past years (Rowley & Ulrich, 2012a). This implies a need to pay increased attention to the 

importance of Chinese companies and is especially relevant as there are more and more Western 

management expatriates who are being assigned to work in China (Selmer, 2006). For this 

reason, this paper identifies the characteristics of effective modern leadership and evaluates 

whether this promising 21st century leadership style can be applied to Chinese companies and 

contribute to company success. The research question was formed by the trend that most 

leadership theories are developed in Western countries such as the United States and thus are 
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based on Western cultural values. In fact, the commonly used word ‘management’ is an 

American invention and in a global perspective, U.S. management theories contain several 

idiosyncrasies which are not necessarily shared by management in other parts of the world 

(Hofstede & Bond, 1988).  

The thesis begins with a brief review of literature on the different types of leadership and 

its development, including traditional and modern leadership styles and subsequently points out 

characteristics of the efficient 21st century leadership. It then identifies the link between 

leadership and company performance as well as between leadership and organizational culture 

and analyses the cause-effect of either. By categorizing national cultures according to four 

independent dimensions based on Hofstede’s national culture framework (Hofstede, 1983), 

effective management and leadership practices are examined in two countries. The United 

States is juxtaposed against China to point out cultural differences as well as concepts that play 

a central role in defining efficient leadership. At last, this paper answers the research question, 

whether modern leadership is applicable in China and ends with a discussion, as well as 

implications for future research. For this thesis, existing empirical evidence on leadership styles 

and leadership development were used to present a better understanding of the concepts of 

leadership and culture’s effect on it.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

4 

2. The Concept of Leadership 

As a starting point for the examination whether modern leadership is applicable in Chinese 

companies, a working definition for what this thesis refers to as ‘modern leadership’ must be 

found. To fully understand the principles behind the theory and to track its development, a brief 

explanation of the most common leadership styles is provided, beginning with the traditional 

leadership styles and moving on to the more recent and new types of leadership, the so called 

modern leadership concepts and ending with the 21st century leadership models that have been 

proven to be efficient over recent years. Important is, that there is not just one type of traditional 

and modern leadership, so that after the theoretical descriptions, this thesis will focus on the 

most common forms of both categories to present a clearer picture.  

2.1. The Development of Leadership Theories 

Many scholars in the past came up with different theories, techniques and approaches to 

understand and define the styles of leadership. Although leadership was traditionally viewed as 

a top-down process of influence in a hierarchy in which those higher up exercise decision-

making power over those below them, it will become visible that there is much more to 

traditional leadership theories and how much leadership has changed over the years (Schnurr 

& Chan, 2011). 
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2.1.1. Traditional Leadership Theories 

Traditional leadership theories are known as stressing on ‘supervisory control over 

employees’ as well as initiating structure and consideration from top to down (Schnake, Dumler, 

& Cochran, 1993). In this type of leadership, the leader defines and structures subordinates’ 

roles in attaining organizational goals (Bennis, 1999). Examples of traditional leadership 

models include the so-called trait model of leadership and behavioral leadership, which provide 

basis for theory development over time and are described in the following. 

2.1.1.1. Trait Model of Leadership  

The trait leadership model was determined by many theories such as the “great man” 

theory in psychological science, according to which, effective performance is defined by high 

task accomplishment combined with high satisfaction of group members. The most effective 

groups are the ones with the ‘most-adequate all-around leader’, the great man (Borgatta, Bales, 

& Couch, 1954). Many best-selling books seek to explain leadership by describing the traits of 

successful great leaders in the past and to understand their personal characteristics. The 

fundamental principle of trait theory, first stated by Galton in 1869, is that the unique attributes 

of a good leader are inherited so that he or she was born as a leader and not made a leader 

(Galton, 1869). In other words, leadership quality is immutable, whereby the associated 
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leadership traits mainly comprise with an individual’s physical features, intellectual qualities 

as well as personal characteristics (Slack & Parent, 2006). In his work, Bird (1940) names 

accuracy at work, knowledge of human nature and moral habits as examples of these leader 

traits. According to this theory, potential leaders can be identified by observing and identifying 

those personality traits. However, facing criticism about many unaddressed issues, for instance, 

the inability to offer clear distinctions between leaders and non-leaders and to account for 

situational variance in leadership behavior, trait models receded into the background, giving 

space for more integrative models (Zaccaro, 2007). 

2.1.1.2. Behavioral Model of Leadership 

Unlike the trait model, the behavioral model of leadership focuses on the behavior of 

leaders and their actions. Behavioral theorists view behavior as the best predictor of leadership 

influences and therefore as the best determinant of leadership success (Bass & Stogdill, 1990). 

This leadership model assumes that leaders can be made, rather than born, which poses the 

opposing view to the above-mentioned trait model of leadership. Based on this, in 1945, a group 

of researchers conducted the Ohio State Leadership studies. As a result, the two factors 

consideration and initiation of structure were identified by Fleishman (1973) and Halpin and 

Winer (1957) to describe leadership behavior. The first factor is people-oriented and refers to 
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the extent to which the leader exhibits concern for the welfare of the other group members, 

while the latter represents the extent to which a leader defines leader and follower roles, initiates 

actions and defines how tasks are to be accomplished, and thus, is task-oriented. The purpose 

of this leadership focus is to get the job done and to focus on profits and results (Bass & Stogdill, 

1990). Yet, also this model faces criticism, partly due to ambiguity of the leader behavior terms 

and the negligence of a framework including both, situational as well as intermediate variables. 

Yukl (1971), therefore, added a third dimension of decision-centralization to the concept of 

behavioral leadership which refers to the extent to which a leader allows his subordinates to 

participate in decision-making. The author added this dimension to illustrate how leaders’ 

actions can affect their subordinates’ productivity, which is a central aspect in emerging 

leadership theories and thus important for this paper when analyzing the relationship between 

leadership and company performance.  

2.1.2. Modern Leadership Theories 

Precipitated by the 21st century era which is characterized by turbulent and fast change 

through globalization, leadership too had to evolve over time and managers must take into 

consideration situational or environmental factors since ignoring them could end fatally for the 

organization (Levasseur, 2004). In 2007, Pearce stated in his work that organizations have 
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steadily progressed into the knowledge economy. Thus, one cannot rely only on simple notions 

of top–down, command-and-control leadership, based on the idea that workers are simply 

interchangeable assets (Pearce, 2007). In his research paper about modern leadership as a 

change management tool, Levasseur (2004) describes that while traditional leaders give orders, 

modern leaders empower their followers to achieve common goals collaboratively. Taking up 

the issue of situational factors, new theories have emerged which are regarded as modern or 

contemporary theories of leadership and define effective leaders as those with cognitive and 

behavioral capacity to not only recognize but also to react to different environments (Denison, 

Hooijberg, & Quinn, 1995). Here, it is once again emphasized that there is no single definition 

of the term ‘modern leadership’, and for this paper the different types of modern leadership will 

be explained before identifying the most effective combination of characteristics which our 

term of ‘modern leadership’ will refer to. Some popular forms of contemporary leadership are 

transactional, transformational and super leadership which will be described in the following.  

2.1.2.1. Transactional leadership 

Bass (1985) first applied the concepts of transactional and transformational leadership to 

business organizations in 1985. Transactional leadership is based on exchange of services for 

rewards in any kind, that the leader has some degree of control over (Leithwood, 1992). 
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Transactional leaders must identify their followers’ needs and offer rewards at appropriate 

levels for their effort and performance (Bycio et al., 1995). They are therefore very instrumental 

since their focus lies on the transaction or the exchange relationship with their subordinates 

(Bass & Avolio, 1993). According to the same studies, transactional leaders work within the 

existing culture and frame their decisions and actions based on norms and procedures given by 

the organization. 

2.1.2.2. Transformational Leadership 

Created in 1978 by Burns and modified by Bass (1985), the term ‘transformational 

leadership’ has become one of the most studied fields regarding leadership styles in 

organizations (Molero, et al., 2007). Unlike transactional leadership theories, the theory of 

transformational leadership proposes that leaders shall engage in behaviors related to the 

dimensions of charisma, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Bass, 1985). 

They exhibit a sense of vision and purpose and create or change the culture rather than work 

within it, contrasting to transactional leaders (Molero et al., 2007; Ogbonna & Harris, 2000). 

Transformational leaders ‘transform’ their followers by changing the employees’ values and 

attitudes and by that increase company performance (Molero, et al., 2007). 
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2.1.2.3. Super Leadership 

Super leadership is a relatively new approach to the study of leadership and emphasizes 

the encouragement of subordinates to follow “self-leadership”. According to Schnake et al. 

(1993), this means that super leadership stresses self-goal setting, self-observation and self-

expectation. Self-goal setting involves continually developing new and specific goals for one’s 

own job and the leaders engage in verbal and nonverbal behaviors to motivate and help their 

subordinates. Incorporating intrinsic motivation, self-influence skill development and 

strategically oriented cognitions, the employees are able to be more creative and to work more 

efficiently (Manz & Sims, 1984). Super leadership is often put in contrast to traditional 

leadership which aims at limiting employee discretion, because its goal is to increase employee 

autonomy and control (Schnake et al., 1993). Further, this leadership style is a form of 

participative leadership, which means that leaders involve their followers in decision making 

and give them control over their work (Yukl, 2002).  

2.1.2.4. Discursive Leadership 

Recent developments in leadership research have increasingly recognized advantages of 

discursive leadership approaches. Discursive leadership conceptualizes leadership as emerging 

and being co-constructed by social linguistic interactions (Tourish, 2007). It is a relatively new 
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approach, first mentioned by Fairhurst in his work in 2007, and often positioned in opposition 

to traditional leadership psychology as well. According to the author, discursive leadership 

focuses on the language that is being used by the leaders to communicate and to interact with 

the people in their work environment instead of their perceptions and self-reflections (Fairhurst, 

2008). By focusing on the actual interaction, Fairhurst uses his concept to put communication 

as the center of leadership and tries to explain how leadership is actually done instead of how 

the respective party thinks or perceives how leadership is done. 

2.1.2.5. The 21st Century Leadership  

Until now, the development of leadership theories went from the presupposition that 

leaders are born (cf. Great Man Theory) to the possibility of measuring the leadership potential 

(Trait Theory) to the belief that a leader can be made (Behavioral theories). Combined with 

responses to situational factors and focusing on the exchange between leader and follower, 

modern leadership theories have emerged. After having explained the theoretical background 

of leadership theory development, our Modern Leadership, also referred to as the 21st century 

leadership, that many companies have effectively adopted, will be elaborated. Successful giants 

such as Google and Apple are leading examples of innovative leadership styles. Further, 

whether this form of modern leadership, as a combination of many factors of the explained 
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leadership theories, will be applicable in Chinese companies will be evaluated. Thomson (2013) 

describes in his recent work, that in the 21st century, a nurturing and empathetic leadership 

approach will prove to create greater business value in the long run. He describes the leader 

with a metaphor of a giraffe which is characterized as one of the least offensive animals existing. 

An effective leader in the modern world incents followership rather than creates followership 

by intimidation, which is contrary to the basic thoughts of traditional top-down leadership 

theories. Other notions of traditional perceptions of leadership are increasingly being 

challenged by research that acknowledges that leadership may involve several people (Schnurr 

& Chan, 2011). Bennis (1999) already claimed years before, that a simple hierarchical 

leadership will erode competitive advantage and destroy aspirations of a leader, thus unable to 

create effective change. Further, supportive and participative activities will foster leadership 

activities according to the study of Ogbonna and Harris (2000).  

In conclusion, there is a combination of characteristics that is found in multiple successful 

leading companies, which we will refer to as our effective modern 21st century leadership style 

in the following. This modern leadership involves making people want to follow instead of 

creating compliance through commanding and controlling. The key to effective leadership is 

creating an environment of trust and eliminating the feeling of fear (Thomson, 2013). 
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 Google, for instance tries constantly to empower its employees and to encourage them to 

be creative and innovative by involving them in decision making processes. This increased 

creativity and satisfaction of employees has led to many innovations and consequently to an 

improvement of the company performance while at the same time making potential employees 

want to work for the company. Instead of an individual-oriented leadership style, a shared-

leadership or distributed-leadership style is employed. Part of this is for the manager to get to 

know his or her employees, to understand their shared values and goals, and to let them own 

the problems that they want to solve (Manimala M. J., Wasdani K. P., Poornima K., 2013).  

Apple serves as another example for effective leadership styles and creativity fostering 

work environment within the organization. Creativity and innovation play a highly important 

role for the company. Therefore, Apple’s organizational culture is designed to foster creativity 

at all levels. Employees are invited to contribute their ideas to the firm’s product development 

where trust is inevitable and fear has no place. When looking at Apple’s history, Steve Jobs, 

the previous CEO was a rather autocratic leader, who with no doubt contributed to the company 

success (Isaacson W., 2012). But as already mentioned, the world is changing and so must its 

leaders. After Tim Cook took over the company, decision making is less centered and leadership 

is more distributed as it is with Google (Lashinsky, 2015).  
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What becomes apparent is that the effective modern leadership theory includes 

characteristics of co-leadership, super leadership and discursive leadership where leaders adapt 

their communication strategies (Fairhurst, 2008), share responsibilities with their followers and 

as a consequence do leadership together (Schnurr & Chan, 2011). Past research findings suggest 

that co-leadership has proven to be highly successful in practice and that it improves leadership 

effectiveness (Heenan & Bennis, 1999), especially where the task is more challenging, like in 

today’s fast changing economy. Vine et al. (2008) illustrate in their case study of co-leadership 

in three teams of leaders in different workplaces, that a combination of transactional and 

relational leadership can work efficiently when responsibilities are shared between several 

individuals. Some interactions include giving approval, keeping track on progress, expressing 

expectations and easing tensions within the team (Vine et al., 2008). However, whether this 

concept works in a less harmonious situation where members disagree with each other, will be 

more discussed in the later sections.  

2.2. Relationship between Leadership and Company Performance 

The examination of the relationship between leadership and company performance can 

pose a very wide topic and an own investigation for itself. Fiedler (1996), one of the most 

respected researches on leadership argues that effectiveness of leadership is a major determinant 
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of success or failure of a group, organization or even an entire country. One way to show that 

leadership influences company performance is to look at changes in company performance 

attributed to changes in leadership (Nicholls, 1988). Especially for transformational leadership, 

many researchers claim that organizational performance is linked to leadership (Bycio et al., 

1995). Schnake et al. (1993) propose that leadership has a significant impact on organizational 

citizenship behavior. This is characterized as a type of discretionary job performance in which 

employees go beyond formal job descriptions and engage in helping behaviors aimed at 

individuals or the overall organization according to the authors. As a result, leadership has an 

indirect impact on company performance. Levasseur (2004) proposes a leadership model as a 

powerful change tool for organizations. This implies that leadership influences the people of 

the organization and thus is vital to the survival and success of the organization. However, 

findings about the relationship are based largely on anecdotal evidence (Nicholls, 1988). The 

limited research findings in this area suggests the need to investigate further the nature of the 

relationship between leadership and performance. Lastly, Nicholl’s macro leadership model, 

which is defined as achieving results through the creation of a successful organization shows 

that leadership and performance are related. By finding the path for employees to contribute to 

a successful future of the organization or by simply attracting people to a purposeful 

organization, a leader can successfully influence the performance of his company.  
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3. Leadership and Culture 

As identified above, leadership is a complex interaction between the leader and his or her 

followers, influenced by the organizational and cultural context (Ogbonna & Harris, 2000; Yukl, 

2008). According to Schein (2010) who notes that both leadership and culture are so central to 

understanding organizations and making them effective, neither one of them can be ignored. A 

leader who is only focusing on performance, will not succeed, unless he recognizes the 

importance of culture to leadership (Schein, 2010). The culture of an organization consists of 

shared values, beliefs about the organization’s primary purpose and goals, the qualities of its 

products or services as well as how employees should be treated (Schein, 2010). Thus, it can 

be assumed that cultural differences play an important role in defining organizational culture 

and therefore, in defining the most efficient leadership style. To provide a clearer picture of 

differences in national cultures and to help answer the research question, it is important to 

identify the differences between Western and Eastern cultures. Gert Hofstede (1980) conducted 

one of the most important studies on culture and organization with his work on IBM and offers 

criteria, or dimensions, by which national cultures can be differentiated. These are Power 

Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, Individualism versus Collectivism, and Masculinity versus 

Femininity (G. Hofstede, 1980). These dimensions of national culture were chosen for this 

paper, as they measure cultural effects directly. The results were found through a combination 
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of theoretical reasoning and massive statistical analysis. Furthermore, these dimensions are 

widely used in research involving cultural influences and cross-cultural organization studies by 

both scholars and practitioners (Blunt & Jones, 1997; Hofstede, 1980, 1983). An explanation 

of each dimension is given in the following. 

3.1. Hofstede’s dimensions of culture 

3.1.1. Power Distance 

Power Distance is the first dimension of national culture, defined by Geert Hofstede in 

1980, and refers to the extent to which a society accepts the fact that power in institutions and 

organizations is distributed unequally (Hofstede, 1980). This inequality is viewed and defined 

from below and not from above which suggests that both followers and leaders endorse the 

level of inequality within the society (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). In cultures where Power 

Distance is highest, the gap between the more powerful and the less powerful is maximized. 

People in small Power Distance cultures believe that power should be distributed relatively 

equally, equal rights should be in place, and status should be diminished. In contrast to this, 

people in large Power Distance cultures believe that power should be distributed unequally, 

hierarchical relations should be accepted and reward and sanction should be based on rank and 

status (Hofstede, 1980).  
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3.1.2. Uncertainty Avoidance 

According to Hofstede (1980), this dimension of Uncertainty Avoidance indicates how 

much a society feels threatened by uncertain or ambiguous situations and how much it tries to 

avoid such situations by, for instance, providing greater career stability, establishing more 

formal rules and not tolerating deviant ideas and behaviors. It can be seen as the degree to which 

a person feels uncomfortable in unstructured situations and strives for stability (Hofstede & 

Bond, 1988). Societies in which Uncertainty Avoidance is strong, seem to also have a stronger 

feeling of anxiety and aggressiveness which, in turn, creates a strong inner urge in people to 

work hard (Hofstede, 1980). Companies in a high uncertainty-avoidance environment establish 

strict laws and rules as well as strict safety and security measures to keep the situation as 

predictable and structured as possible (Hofstede, 1983; Swierczek, 1991). Employers in this 

environment have a particular high interest in keeping their employees under control while 

decision-making is centralized in top management and risk is kept to a minimum.  

3.1.3. Individualism vs. Collectivism 

The third dimension of culture by Hofstede contrasts Individualism and Collectivism and 

describes the degree to which individuals are integrated into groups (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). 

Individualistic and collectivistic value orientations are manifested in everyday situations 
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including family, social and workplace situations (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). While in an 

individualistic society people tend to take care of themselves and care mostly for their 

immediate families only, Collectivism suggests a social framework in which people look after 

their peers(Hofstede, 1983). Individualism consists of distinct individuals who view themselves 

independently from collectives and who give priority to their personal goals over the goals of 

others (Triandis, 1996). In an organizational environment, this could raise conflict of interest 

between the employee’s and the organization’s overall goal as the individual puts his personal 

aims above the company’s. Collectivism, in contrast, is a social pattern consisting of closely 

linked individuals who see themselves as part of something bigger such as family, co-workers 

or tribe (Triandis et al., 1986). Thus, in a collectivistic society, people give priorities to the 

goals of the community rather than their own personal goals, and co-workers within an 

organization support each other in order to achieve collective objectives of the team or the 

organization rather than personal goals. 

3.1.4. Masculinity vs. Femininity 

The last dimension defined by Geert Hofstede is Masculinity. It measures the extent to 

which dominant values in society are ‘masculine’, meaning assertiveness and the acquisition of 

money and things instead of caring for people or the quality of life (Hofstede, 1980). It can also 
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be interpreted as the distribution of roles between sexes which is a fundamental issue in every 

society (Hofstede & Bond, 1988) In a masculine society, job aspects such as earnings, 

recognition, advancement and challenge are more important relatively to cooperation, desirable 

living area and employment security (Hofstede, 1983). It can be followed that in a more 

masculine-oriented society, competitiveness and assertiveness prevail. When put into an 

organizational context, competition among rivals or even co-workers within the same company 

may be especially strong while feminine, tender values such as solidarity, quality of life and 

maintaining good relationships are less present (Hofstede, 1993).  

3.2. Relationship between Leadership and Culture 

As already mentioned and being central to our research question, it is found that leadership 

and culture are somehow related (Ralston, Holt, Terpstra, & Kai-Cheng, 1997; Schein, 1996, 

2010; Swierczek, 1991). Hennessey’s study findings (1998) suggest that the ability to 

understand and work within a culture is a prerequisite to leadership effectiveness. The author 

further argues, that most effective leaders foster, support and sustain organizational cultures in 

which effectiveness and efficiency are facilitated. In a later research study, Ogbonna and Harris 

(2000) have performed a cross-sectional survey of leadership style, organizational culture and 

performance across UK companies to point out that there is a link between different types of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

21 

organizational culture, a range of leadership styles and organizational performance. As a result, 

a constant interplay between culture and leadership was found (Ogbonna & Harris, 2000) which 

other scholars seem to agree on. Bass and Avolio (1993), for instance, argue that an 

organization’s culture develops in a large part from its leadership, while inversely, the culture 

can also affect the leadership development within the organization. The direction of influence 

depends on how we view culture within the organization. On the one hand, as an organizational 

variable that can be altered, some advocates of transformational leadership argue that leadership 

shapes and forms organizational culture (Nicholls, 1988). On the other hand, if regarded as an 

integral part of organization, the leaders’ actions and thoughts can be formed by the culture he 

or she is acting within (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Schein, 1996). Schein (2010) is further of the 

opinion, that culture had been overlooked by organizations and scholars, as it was taken-for-

granted, and underlines that it is one of the most powerful forces operating within an 

organization. Given this, it seems, that there is evidence for a two-way influence by both 

variables and the intertwining of organizational culture and leadership (Schein, 2010). This can 

be well demonstrated when looking at culture and leadership in the context of organizational 

life cycles, as Bass & Avolio (1993) illustrate in their work. According to their findings, when 

the founder first creates an organization, the organization’s composition will reflect the 

founder’s values and beliefs. The founder, therefore, creates and shapes the cultural traits of the 
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organization. However, as the organization develops and time passes, the created culture of the 

organization exerts an influence on the leader and shapes the actions and style of the leader. 

Through this dynamic ongoing process, the leader creates and is in turn shaped by 

organizational culture (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Schein, 2010). With regard to Hofstede’s 

dimensions of culture, the author points out that the two dimensions Power Distance and 

Individualism affect the type of leadership most likely to be effective in a country. Therefore, 

differences among cultures in these four dimensions have many consequences for management 

practices (Hofstede, 1983; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998).  

To come full circle regarding the relationship between leadership, culture and performance, 

the thesis concludes, based on the findings, that the interplay between culture and leadership 

results in an indirect effect of culture and performance. In fact, past research into cultural 

strength has suggested that strong organizational cultures are positively linked with company 

success (Deal & Kennedy, 1983; Ogbonna & Harris, 2000; Schein, 1996) but this should be 

investigated in a separate study. 

3.3. Comparison between Western and Eastern culture 

The previous part described that organizational culture is dependent and connected to 

national culture. However, the concept of culture is very difficult to define, as scholars 
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perceived it as rather fuzzy and as there is not just one definition of culture (Triandis et al., 

1986). In the following, the definition by Hofstede and Bond (1988) that culture is the 

“collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one category of people 

from those to another” will be used and the previously presented model of Hofstede’s 

dimensions of culture is employed to distinguish China’s culture to that of the United States. 

Since there are substantial differences between the Western and Eastern cultures (Hofstede & 

Bond, 1988; Swierczek, 1991), the validity of leadership theories developed in the United States 

and its effectiveness within the Chinese culture is questionable (Swierczek, 1991). One of the 

biggest difference between Eastern and Western cultures is represented by the relative focus on 

Collectivism in the East versus Individualism in the West. Representing cultural extremes 

regarding Western and Eastern beliefs about religious, work-related and social values (Cheng, 

1994; Engardio, 1995), the United States and China were chosen as representative countries to 

be investigated regarding their cultural dimensions and the effective leadership style in the 

respective country. Further, the economic ideology, which is regarded as the workplace 

philosophy that pervades the business environment of a country (Ralston et al., 1997) is 

considered and illustrated with examples involving employee behavior. 
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3.3.1. Western Culture – United States 

In most Western countries, Individualism is found as a cultural pattern (Hofstede & Bond, 

1988; Triandis, 1996). This is supported by Hofstede’s finding (1980) that the United States 

scored highest on Individualism on the Individualism versus Collectivism dimension compared 

to all other countries in the study. For the other dimensions, the U.S. ranked below average on 

Power Distance, very low on Uncertainty Avoidance and well above average on Masculinity 

(Hofstede, 1980). The author further emphasizes that Power Distance and Collectivism are the 

two dimensions that matter most with respect to leadership and classifies the United States as 

highly individualistic and of small Power Distance.  

Taking an additional view into perspective, Furnham (1984) regards religion as another 

factor playing a key role in shaping cultures. He states that the Christian religion is widespread 

in Western cultures and places emphasis on personal achievement and individual self-worth. 

Given the influence of national culture on the self-enhancement measure and values of self-

orientation (Ralston et al., 1997), Western societies are characterized as being more open to 

change and its individuals strive more for self-fulfillment which is in line with Hofstede’s 

findings from 1980. This view further argues, that the United States is more prone to changes 

and accepting uncertain and unpredictable events in the future. 
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3.3.2. Eastern Culture - China 

Ralston et al. (1997) identified China as one of the fastest growing economies in the world 

and a leading socialist economy. Further, the authors argue that China is mostly collectivistic 

oriented and puts high value on tradition, conformity and security, making it the ideological 

opposite to the United States in work environment (Ralston et al., 1997).  

With regard to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, China was rated in a study conducted many 

years later by Fernandez et al. (1997) since Hofstede did not include China in his first study 

from 1980. Their findings show that China scored very high on Power Distance, high on 

Uncertainty Avoidance and Masculinity and low on Individualism (Fernandez et al., 1997), 

confirming the dissimilarity previously stated by Ralston et al. (1997).  

A highly collectivistic orientation indicates a cultural leaning toward prioritizing what’s 

best for the larger group rather than for individuals. Thus, leadership in China should 

incorporate the team environment during interactions between leaders and followers. One major 

driver of the highly collectivistic orientation of the Chinese culture is the influence of the 

concept of Face which deserves some explanation in this section. 

Having its origin in China, the concept of Face is very important to the Chinese culture 

and has a strong influence on peoples’ behavior (Ho, 1976). Although most people have some 

notion about the meaning of face and face-work, identifying a precise universal definition is 
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hardly possible as meanings and usages are different across cultures (Engardio, 1995; Hofstede 

& Bond, 1988). Goffman (1955) defines face as "the positive social value a person effectively 

claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact”. The line 

refers to a pattern of acts which can be verbal or non-verbal, by which an individual expresses 

his perception of the respective situation including an evaluation of both the other parties and 

himself. The author bases his thoughts on his belief that the world is a place filled with social 

encounters involving people having to make contact with each other. Thus, in his opinion, face 

is a partly unconscious, situationally defined factor that refers to the respect that a person 

expects other people to show in each specific instance of social encounter. With face-work the 

author denotes actions taken by a person during interpersonal encounter, found in all societies, 

to avoid personal embarrassment, and to make his activities consistent with face, in other words 

to maintain face (Goffman, 1955). In China, the word ‘face’ is used as a symbol of one’s dignity, 

self-respect and prestige which can be easily lost if requirements are not met or dishonorable 

actions are taken (Hofstede & Bond, 1988; Ho, 1976). The person is then ‘out of face’ (Goffman, 

1955), which likely comes with feelings of shame, embarrassment or confusion for the 

participant. However, to maintain face, a person needs to present an imagine of him- or herself, 

that is internally consistent and supported by the judgements of other participants, taking into 

consideration that individual’s place in the social world it lives in. In this case, the person feels 
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positive feelings, such as confidence and assurance combined with some kind of security and 

relief feeling. In this society, social relations are conducted so that everybody’s face is 

maintained and paying respect means giving face to that respective person, meaning enabling 

him to take a better line than he might have otherwise been able to take (Goffman, 1955). In the 

end, approved attributes and their relation to face create a constraint to everyone in society. 

Every member is expected to have self-respect and consideration towards others which puts 

him or her in a situation where the own face must be maintained while at the same time face 

must be given to others. This is reinforced by the fact that once an individual presents a line, its 

future path is assumed preset. Goffman (1955) uses the metaphor of ‘making every man his 

own jailer’, as the individual is expected and somehow forced to stay within his or her own 

social role. Behavior outside of this role would be perceived as losing face, giving way for 

collectivistic thinking. 

To explain the high degree of Power Distance, the concept of Confucianism is taken into 

account. Kong Fu Ze’s principles have been guiding Chinese people’s behavior since the Han-

Dynasty starting from 206 B.C. (Ambler et al., 2008). Although he was a civil servant, his 

position within the Chinese society is often compared to that of the Greek philosopher Socrates, 

and his teachings are lessons in practical ethics and contain rules for daily life (Engardio, 1995; 
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Hofstede & Bond, 1988). The five key principles that he taught are still relevant today and help 

to explain why Chinese culture accepts the high degree of Power Distance. Hofstede and Bond 

(1988) explain that one of the key principles is that the stability of society is based on unequal 

relationships between people. Age plays an important role in this context, as a younger person 

must pay respect to the older. Relatively similar is the relationship between leader and follower. 

The leader is more experienced and usually older than his followers, so that he must be 

respected and followed. For instance, the junior partner owes the senior respect and obedience 

while the senior offers the junior partner protection and consideration. As mentioned above, the 

concept of face and Confucianism are connected, so that it is no surprise that harmony in 

Confucianism is found in the maintenance of an individual’s face (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). 

Therefore, it is no surprise, that Confucian countries generally score fairly high on Power 

Distance, low on Individualism and mid-range between Masculinity and Femininity (Engardio, 

1995; Hofstede & Bond, 1988). The family is the predecessor of all social organizations and 

children should learn to restrain themselves for the collective good, just as employees within 

the organization should. Hofstede and Bond (1988) recognize the importance of this factor and 

therefore add Confucian dynamism as a fifth dimension of national culture for Asian cultures. 

This dimension contains the features of persistence, relationship orders based on social status 

and a sense of shame (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). 
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4. Practicality of Modern Leadership in Asian Companies 

After having clarified what efficient 21st century leadership means and having explained 

the values it is based on, such as characteristics of discursive leadership, this section addresses 

the actual research question, namely whether this leadership style with a share on shared 

leadership and co-leadership finds practicality in Chinese companies. Researchers usually do 

not differentiate between the cultural background of the companies, when referring to the 

theories. Instead, most assume that the theories are universally valid. Using the conceptual 

framework by Hofstede, in conjunction with the cultural maps of the world, it is possible to see 

more clearly where and to what extent, theories developed in one country are likely to be applied 

elsewhere. Often, improvement programs and management systems fail, either because they 

are irrelevant, poorly implemented, or incompatible with the organization's culture and 

competitive strategy (Oetzel et al., 2001). The latter part regarding the cultural match to 

management leadership serves as basis for our research. As Hofstede (1980) mentions in his 

work, the United States are the largest ‘producer and exporter of management theories’, 

including theories about motivation and leadership. Hence, most leadership theories are based 

on the Western values of the United States and influenced by the cultural environment they 

were developed in. The influencing factors are described in section 3.3.1. Hofstede further 

points out, that people can only step out of the boundaries, created through cultural conditioning, 
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to a very limited extend. This applies to both, the ordinary citizen and the author of a theory. In 

addition to the cultural environment in which the theories are developed, also the intellectual 

class background of the creator itself play a role (Hofstede, 1980). After having heard about 

many success stories of global companies, of which examples were provided in section 2.1.2.5, 

the question remains whether this type of leadership which many organizations pursue, would 

also work in a traditional Chinese company. The practicality is increasingly questioned, given 

that Hofstede’s dimensions of culture revealed that the Chinese and the U.S. culture are 

extremely different from each other in many aspects (Hofstede, 1980, 1983). Resulting from 

the research findings, compelling reasons are categorized into three aspects that explain why 

the validity of modern leadership styles, as they are taught in the United States, in Chinese 

companies is doubted.  

4.1. Identity and Face Maintenance in China 

Firstly, there is the strong need of Chinese citizens to maintain their face in their social 

and professional environment (Ho, 1976). In an organizational sense, when referring to the 

previously mentioned concept of face, objectives such as giving free expression to one’s true 

beliefs, spreading information or solving problems and performing tasks are typically pursued 

in such a way as to be consistent with maintenance of face (Goffman, 1955; Oetzel et al., 2001). 
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For shared leadership this means that a subordinate, who works within his social status, could 

never, even if it is in his belief that his superior is wrong about a matter, tell him so directly, as 

it would cause both sides to lose face (Goffman, 1955). As described above, the individual finds 

himself in a cell that it built for itself and it remains unknown why the individual is willing to 

stay in its cell, but it is assumed that the collectivistic focus of the society reinforces this view 

(Goffman, 1955). This also applies to the leader’s perspective. When the leader committed a 

mistake, and is aware of it, he cannot admit to his error because he wants to maintain his face. 

Western society may have a different view on this, but for the Chinese, the superior’s emotional 

attachment to the image of self, pride, honor and the power of his presumed status that allows 

him to exert power over other participants, makes him feel that admitting to the mistake would 

show inconsistency with his previous lines and thus causing loss of face (Ting-Toomey & 

Kurogi, 1998). Driven by two different points of view, a defensive orientation toward saving 

its own face and a protective orientation toward saving the others’ face, the employee would 

remain silent and the superior remain wrong, keeping creativity and innovation limited, but 

social ranks in order and face maintained on both sides (Ho, 1976; Schnurr & Chan, 2011; Ting-

Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). Ho (1976) refers to one defensive measure to prevent one from losing 

face or from causing the opposite to lose face as the avoidance process. In a work environment, 

he claims that the employee shows respect and politeness by replying with careful ambiguity 
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and slight modifications only, making sure that the others’ face is preserved, even if the welfare 

is not. Often, what Goffman calls a ‘tactful blindness’ is employed, inducing that mistakes are 

overseen, or seen but not counteracted against. The openness and cooperation, required for 

shared leadership to work, is therefore not at hand. 

Secondly, the different identity perception which is related to face-work may be a reason 

why modern leadership theories might fail in China. Western cultures understand identities as 

the positioning of oneself or others(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005), which is in a way comparable to 

the Chinese concept of face. However, the perception differs from the Chinese view, as 

identities are seen as being constantly constructed, enacted and negotiated in and through the 

discourse of social interaction (Hall, Sarangi, & Slembrouck, 1999; Jenkins, 2000). Fairhurst 

(2008) further points out that identities are multilayered, fluid and contingent in society. This 

goes against the Chinese point of view where there is only one social identity that is not 

constantly constructed, but defined in the beginning by the first line of the individual and the 

subsequent actions have to be within its framework (Goffman, 1955). Face and face-work are 

seen as a crucial aspect of identity (Schnurr & Chan, 2011) and provide aid in understanding 

how this relates to leadership. Geyer (2008) explains that one ś face manifests as one ś self-

imagine, which is determined in relation to others. It is discursively constructed during a 
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particular contact and is closely aligned with the participant ś discursive identity. However, in 

a conflict situation where members of the group have different opinions, the leadership task 

becomes difficult as it includes negotiating and constructing the own professional identity, 

while at the same time maintaining harmony with other members of the group (Schnurr & Chan, 

2011). In the case of co-leadership, professional identities are created by orienting to or 

challenging each other’s face and thus to portray oneself as more or less powerful than the other. 

In their study, Schnurr and Chan (2011) identified that the positions of leader and co-leader are 

fluid and change frequently as interaction continues or as the circumstances change. However, 

in a Chinese business this is not possible due to the face constraint described above. Here, the 

identity defined by the social status is given before the interaction, thus, meaning that an 

interaction like in co-leadership or shared leadership where the leader role circulates would not 

even exist, as it is already defined by social rank. Challenging the other person ś face is 

dishonorable and not accepted by society, possibly leading to loss of face.  

4.2. Traditional Values based on Confucianism 

The second reason why the applicability of modern leadership theories in Chinese 

companies is questionable is that Chinese people are very traditional (Liden, 2012). They 

believe in their cultural view and history on which Confucianism has a large impact on 
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(Hofstede & Bond, 1988). Chinese employees may have been exposed to traditional top-down 

leadership styles for many years and haven’t encountered any other form of modern leadership 

such as super leadership, co-leadership or shared leadership. In other words, they were taught 

or conditioned by something for their whole life and have become comfortable with this type 

of leadership and exercise of power so that they react more favorably towards these established 

patterns than towards something new. This condition is consistent with the finding by Fernandez 

et al. (1997), stating that China scores high on Uncertainty Avoidance, and thus its people have 

a low degree of openness-for-change. Schnake et al. (1993) share the same view and point out 

that China serves as a leading example for conservativeness regarding accepting changes, 

making the adaptation to new leadership styles problematic. 

4.3. Collectivism and Power Distance 

Lastly and most importantly, the two cultural dimensions Collectivism and Power 

Distance that are most relevant in defining leadership effectiveness, help to answer the research 

question (Hofstede, 1993; Liden, 2012). In countries with smaller Power Distances than in the 

United States, such as Germany and Sweden, there is sympathy for management models in 

which initiatives are taken not only by the leaders within the organization, but also by the 

subordinates (Hofstede, 1980, 1983). Under these circumstances, shared leadership or co-
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leadership is likely to work, as cooperation across hierarchies can occur and decisions are made 

by both, leaders and followers in a collaborative way (Pearce, 2007). China, on the other hand, 

is categorized as a society with high Power Distance which means that its members do not 

expect delegation or participation. Instead, employees demand decisive, authoritarian decision 

makers (Adler, 1986). This suggests, that the acceptance from below in the hierarchy towards 

the unequal distribution of power is very high and widespread. Employees, therefore, see 

themselves as inferior to their superiors and accept the vertical hierarchical structure without 

questioning it. China developed to its current position through a permanency of statuses, where 

social exchange occurs essentially between equals only. For instance, when managers from the 

United States move to a larger Power Distance culture, they soon learn that a more autocratic 

behavior is necessary in order for them to be effective leaders (Hofstede, 1980). In China, as 

well as other Asian countries, there is a culture of deference within the hierarchy and an 

emphasis on teamwork and conformity to shared behavioral expectations. It is very rare that an 

employee would challenge his superior and traditionally this behavior is discouraged. By 

standing up, the employee would be getting ahead of the field and that is inappropriate as the 

highest priority is the collective well-being. Harmony and hierarchy work to conspire against 

taking the initiative, which is sometimes criticized and regarded as a big issue in Asian 

leadership (Rowley & Ulrich, 2012b). According to Liden (2012) and Rowley and Ulrich 
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(2012b), Asian culture encourages collaboration, mutual support and banding together to 

achieve common goals. These goals are often crafted by superiors and not by subordinates. 

Differences of opinion are seldom encouraged and, if voiced, done so privately and with grace. 

Public confrontations, especially in the case of differences of opinion, are discouraged. The 

employees believe that there is a reason for their superior to be their superior, may it be 

experience, age or intelligence and that the maximum collectivistic good is achieved if the 

hierarchy is maintained as the leader will know what is best for them (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 

1998). All the above pose unfavorable conditions for modern leadership theories to work in 

Asian companies.  
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5. Discussion / Conclusion 

In the end, the thesis stresses that given the social force of face-maintenance in China, the 

construct of identities and face-work, as well as the traditional orientation and the high degree 

of collectivism and power distance, the conditions necessary for modern leadership theories to 

work efficiently are not given in traditional Chinese companies. The claim by Ogbonna and 

Harris (2000) who investigated the link between leadership style, organizational culture and 

organizational performance is supported. According to their findings, organizational culture 

mediates the association between leadership style and performance which is supported by the 

finding of this paper that cultural difference can make leadership styles effective in one place 

but not effective in another, given a different cultural environment.  

In conclusion, the research has shown that leadership is a dynamic process that is enacted 

and reflected at the level of discourse, as Schnurr and Chan (2011) already pointed out. While 

the specific ways in which effective leadership is achieved often remains hidden in traditional 

approaches, using a hybrid approach and looking at different dimensions of leadership might 

help to create a clearer picture. The mentioned concepts of face and identity play a vital role in 

discursive leadership and may be used to make sense of leadership’s complexities and how it is 

accomplished in everyday life. Having said that, it will be no surprise that any single, unitary 
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approach to leadership will be unlikely to effectively address changing leadership demands over 

time (Oetzel et al., 2001). This may be especially relevant to expatriate managers who are being 

sent to Chinese companies. There they must not impose Western ways, but instead be sensitive 

to local requirements. Giving subordinates too much decision-making power or leaving them 

with too much freedom and independence, which could lead to higher creativity and 

innovativeness in Western contexts, might in turn damp creativity and confuse the employees. 

This could disrupt the whole process and affect the performance of the company. Furthermore, 

initial miscommunication could arise due to different cultural values and conflict assumptions, 

putting both parties in an unfavorable conflict situation (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). 

In summary, the ideal leader in a low-power distance environment would be a democratic 

leader, who makes shared leadership possible, whereas in high-power distance environments 

an autocratic leader is needed. In individualistic societies, the leader should motivate employees 

to take initiative and to take on responsibility and new risks, while in collectivistic societies, 

incentives should be given collectively. As China and the United States present the two 

extremes on both dimensions (Swierczek, 1991), it becomes evident that the practicality of 

modern leadership theories based on Western values is highly critical or even unfeasible in 

Chinese companies.  
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6. Limitations and Future Implications 

With studies about such extensive topics such as leadership and culture, it is hardly 

surprising that certain limitations should be considered when interpreting the results. Firstly, 

one of the most important limitations is that the world has been changing enormously and 

research conducted a long time ago might not be valid in today’s environment anymore. For 

this purpose, attempts were made to take more recent papers into consideration such as the 

reexamination of Hofstede’s country classification from 1980 by Fernandez et al. (1997). 

Secondly, the thesis assumed that the Chinese companies mentioned here, consist of only 

Chinese employees who have lived in the same country, exposed to factors such as face and 

Confucianism all along. Foreign employees as well as immigrants who do not completely share 

traditional Chinese cultural values and, for instance, are more open to change, were not taken 

into consideration. Another limitation is given by the apparent inconsistency in leadership 

literature, as there seems to be confusion about leader behavior and its effectiveness when 

including situational variables (Yukl, 1971, 2008). Furthermore, the task scope of the jobs 

performed by the employees should be taken into consideration, as research by Schnake et al. 

(1993) has shown that the leadership style’s effectiveness depends on the task scope. The 

authors argue that for example traditional top-down leadership measures are more effective 

when applied to semiskilled manufacturing jobs whereas modern leadership styles like super 
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leadership foster innovativeness and are more appropriate for design jobs. For simplicity, 

companies were generalized, and the industry as well as different job departments were treated 

the same, as there is very limited research literature differentiating between job scopes and 

being appropriate for this study. Lastly, the limitations to research regarding culture also apply 

here, as the interpretation of culture varies among researchers. According to Pearce (2007), 

future research should cover emotional and interpersonal variables regarding leadership 

practices as there seems to be a growing interest in the area. A last implication for the future is 

that leaders from the West who are assigned to work in Chinese organizations need to be aware 

of the differences and should adapt to Eastern philosophies. A company must carefully select 

potential leaders with the necessary skills or develop existing leaders into those with the skills 

(Alon & Higgins, 2005). Or, the other way round, Rowley and Ulrich (2012b) emphasize that 

Asian leaders do not want to follow Western ways as they fear to lose sight of their heritage 

and their cultural uniqueness. However, if they insist on doing business only in the Eastern way, 

they will not be able to respond to global pressures. Yet, the fact that Chinese organizations are 

more and more facing globalization pressures and pure manufacturing jobs are being replaced 

by innovative ones, implies that for companies to become multinational, a middle way must be 

found (Rowley & Ulrich, 2012b) and future research should address this field. 
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