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Intercultural Competence Needs of Managers

in International Automotive Companies in the

Eastern Seaboard of Thailand
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Abstract

In the 21" century leaders have realized the importance of globalization, due to the changing
workforce. Nowadays, leaders have become aware of the need for cross-cultural understanding, so
that people can work positively whether locally or globally. Thus, cross-cultural knowledge will
become even more important in our era of globalization. Accordingly, competency is a difficult
concept and encompasses attitudes, values, knowledge, and some other factors which lead to an
incredible job performance. Thus, the researcher viewed that the lack of intercultural competencies
might be a barrier in multicultural organizations in Thailand, as well as to those who have the potential
to become global. The purposes of this article, are to identify the competencies required for managers
of intercultural consultancy services; to investigate ways which allow diversity to work effectively;
and to identify barriers confronted by different cultures in international companies. Interviews were
conducted with nine participants in four international automotive companies in the Eastern Seaboard
of Thailand. Data were collected from the in-depth, semi-structured interviews of the participants.
The findings were constructed by providing a comprehensive description of the setting. It is consisted
of nine issues as followed: managers’ competencies, team building for diversity, barriers confronted
by differences in culture, successful intercultural environment, foreigners’ cultures and working
styles in Thailand, adaptability, communication skills, management issues, and educating foreigners
the others’ cultures in Thailand. Ultimately, the researcher attempted to develop a model for an

intercultural work environment, as well as succinct recommendations for further researches,

Keywords: Competency, Culture, Multiculturalism, Diversity

Introduction

Recently, the competitive global Further, Daft (2008) acknowledged that,

business environment, and human resource “Employees with global experience and cultural

development (HRD) practitioners have become
more international in orientation and facing
frequent challenges, which require high levels

of competencies (Wheelen & Hunger, 2004),

sensitivity are in high demand in many indus-
tries, and almost every employee is dealing with
a wider range of cultures than ever before”

(p.332). Additionally, decision makers have
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started to wonder how HRD can contribute
to a better understanding of intercultural
perspectives in their businesses and practices,
and whether their investments into cultural
management training have been worthwhile,
It is helpful to ensure that everyone in the
organization fully understands how cultural
differences can influence the management and
organizational practices, either positively or
negatively. Kenworthy (2003; cited in Sun &
Shi, 2007) recommended looking at competence
as a description of what people do and how
people do it, however, Hager and Gonezi (1996;
cited in Han, 2004) argued that when describ-
ing competency, the focus should not be only
on task description. They emphasized that com-
petency cannot be directly observed. On the
other hand, Park (2003; cited in Han, 2004)
defined competency as if it only contributes to
high job performance. Susan and Randall
(2002; cited in Huang, 2004) observed that
globalization make leaders committed to
difficult tasks to compete and make their
development sustainable. Most importantly,
Susan and Randall (2002) demonstrated that
the workforce diversity term, is a sweeping
statement, and implies to people from different
backgrounds in today’s world. Moreover,
Gomez-Mejia, Balkin and Cardy (2004) inter-
preted that our businesses can utilize human
resource strategies to gain the desired outcomes.
Lastly, Gareth and Jennifer (2003; cited in
Huang, 2004) suggested that many businesses
need to undertake a global perspective, and the
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threats that might face it, to survive in the 21"

century,

Purposes

The three main purposes are: to
identify the competencies required for
managers of intercultural consultancy services
in order to optimize the effects of cultural
diversity in Thai international automotive
companies; to investigate ways which allow
diversity to work effectively; and to identify
barriers confronted by different cultures in

international companies.

Research Questions

Main question: What are the compe-
tencies re quired for the manager who provides
intercultural consultancy services, and how to
utilize the competencies to work in Thailand?

1.Sub question: What are the most
needed competence for the manager who
provides intercultural consultancy services?

2. Sub question: What are the ways to
allow diversity to work effectively?

3. Sub question: What are the barriers
confronted by differences in culture in

international automotive companies?

Review of Literature

HRD practitioners took over the
meaning of competency and examine the
validity of its expectations, because many
corporations restructure their businesses as

global competitors by identifying employees’




individual competency as an essential part
to achieve their goals (Gomez-Mejia, Balkin &
Cardy, 2004). Further, culture is an important
concept that should be perceived to gain the
insight or the vision of managerial practices and
specifically, intercultural teams that consist
from several cultural backgrounds (Yang,
2003). Therefore, cultural diversity is the
salient point that intercultural teams should face,
to be effective. In short, managing differences
well, and being aware of cultural diversity in
the workplace, will allow individuals to perform
better than single culture teams (Adler, 2002;
cited in Woo, 2003), As such, Hewapathirana
and Pruetipibultham (2006) synthesized
some factors to successful engagement in
international companies as presented: skilled
workforce; developing global business
surrounding; encouraging foreign investments;
cooperation and flexibility when dealing with
other countries; and positive feedback from the
customer about services or quality, In contrast,
they concluded that there are some other
challenges, such as an unknowledgeable
workforce about cultures and foreign markets,
differences in theoretical models and practices,

and different management styles.

Methodology

The researcher started this study with
selecting a problem, writing inclusive ideas
about the research problem, and a variety of
knowledge of the related literature. The next

step involved in the research paradigm

@ Journal of Education Vol.20 No.2 February 2009 - May 2009

(constructivism) because it is obvious that
throughout the study, the researcher explored
all human’s behavior in how to manage or deal
in a multicultural environment. The focus on
specific methods of data collection, such as the
data collected from the in-depth, semi-
structured interviews of the participants. For
the analysis task, transcribed taped interviews;
some translations were made from Thai to
English; allowed the informants to review their
information for accuracy and reliability;
organiz.ed data according to issues raised;
organized the respondents’ answers in line
numbers; developed some codes from the
respondents’ answers; a comprehensive
illustration and description were made;
developed categories; summarized each
category or each interview session; compare
and contrast different data with the aim of
synthesizing documents into an inclusive
description of the whole process; drafting and
redrafting. Moreover, trustworthiness and
ethical considerations were considered in this
study. The researcher should notice that he
conducted his interviews in four international
automotive companies in the Eastern Sea Board
of Thailand, with nine leaders in the top
management, (e.g. managing director, Human
resource manager, and manufacturing
manager) in the middle of January 2009.
However, the researcher contacted his gate
keeper to facilitate the process with whom the

researcher gained access, and then what is
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claimed from the informants helped me to

decide different types of data to gather.

Trustworthiness

Most importantly, being honest and
clear was the best policy throughout the study,
with the aim of gaining healthy information and
contributing to the nature of the study.
Alongside, the researcher attempted to avoid
common sense or personal ideas, which helped

to construct trustworthy interpretations.

Educating foreigners the others” cultures

Barriers
Adaptability

Management Issues

Foreigners’ cultures & Working Styles

Intercultural
Environment

¥

Findings

The researcher is going to explore
or discuss nine issues and its components,
according to what has been discussed and found
in the current study. After an exhaustive
investigation, the researcher attempted to
compile possible and necessary factors in an
intercultural environment as presented in the

figure below:

Managers’ competencies

Team Building

| Communication Issues

| Successful Intercultural Environment

Figure 1 Model: Intercultural Environment

Managers’ competencies

The researcher found the most relevant
competencies or characteristics for leaders
in the top management in international
automotive companies as showed: open
mindedness, world wide vision, acceptability,
following up, specialists, knowledgeable,
leadership skills, management skills, HR and
HRD concepts, work experience with
foreigners, eagerness to learn, non ethnocen-
tric attitude, problem solving, adaptability,
maturity, fair and succinct, innovative,
responsible, standardized, and foreign language

competence. Moreover, one of the participants

of this study, noted some fundamental compe-
tencies to improvement and to develop
consultancy services among people from
different cultures. For instance, cultural
knowledge of different countries, non-ethno-
centric attitude to respect differences among
people, eager to learn new cultures, and look
for its strengths and weaknesses, and the ability
to adapt ourselves to accept different cultures
and traditions. Besides, one of the participants
confirmed that managers should be open
minded and accept others’ opinions or others’

points of view, as well as being ready to learn
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from the others even if they are bosses.
Another competence which is necessary for the
manager, who provides intercultural
consultancy services, is motivation. Managers
should know how to urge the employees how
to work effectively. Also, managers should have
arts of communication, as well as presentation
skills, in order to communicate successfully with
others.

...the manager should make people
communicate effectively with each other.

For example, the manager should
communicate openly, concisely, and

frankly to western people. On the other
hand, westerners should

communicate to Asian people in a sys-

tematic style, full of information, and save face,

Additionally, the participants of this
study added, the need of maturity, coaching
skills, and acting as a teacher for the
employees.

I would like to talk about maturity. I
mean by maturity, how much

experience do you have? How long
have you been working? How can you

adapt yourself? How about your
coaching skills? How can you motivate

other people? How can you make a
plan? How can you follow up with your

employees? And at the same time you
should be as a teacher for your employees or

your subordinates.

etc.
| Problemsolving | Imovative | Mawriy I Standardized I Fair & Succinct | Leadership skills
Open mindedness World wide vision
HR&HRD concepts Managers’ Eagemess to lean
oy e competences Vot vt
] Acceptability Adaptability |
| Non ethnocentric attitude | Knowledgeable | Specialist | Responsble | Follovingp | Menagemert skillsJ

Figure 2 Managers' competencies

Team building for diversity

The participants of this study,
concluded a number of factors needed for
allowing diversity to work effectively, or
building intercultural teamwork. These factors
are: listening to others, respecting and

accepting others, trust, seeking opinions, middle

point, working in groups, good relationships,
activities, harmony, following the rules, brain-
storming, mixing our needs, empowering and
cooperating, teamwork, outing trips, cross-
cultural team projects, empathy and sympathy,
creating values, family days, educating the

employees, cultural exchanges, formal business
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language, nurturing others’ skills, clearness,
love, and loyalty. Meanwhile, the participants
acknowledged that they always encourage Thais
and foreigners to work in harmony and be neu-
tral, no matter if you are boss or a subordinate.
Besides, empower the employees to work as a
team, and cooperate either in or out of each
department, so that they know how to learn
other languages and other cultures by OJT
programs (On-the Job Training). Nevertheless,

the researcher added to the current study, that
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there 1s an urgent need for empathy, sympathy,
outing trips, and family days, to make people
close to each other.

I think you should know that both
Thais and foreigners should have empathy
and sympathy towards each other, in order to
work together effectively.

Organize outing trips to learn local
ways of living and cultures by groups,

and let the employees exchange

cultures’ practices with each other.

Cross-cultural team projects |

Harmony ” Activities " Middle point ‘

Nurture others’ skills

Respect & accept others

Family days
I Listen to others’
| Cultural exchanges
[ Clearness, Love & Loyalty

| Educating the employees

Team building
for diversity

Seek opinions

Follow the rules

Work in Groups

Good relationships

Empower & cooperate

Empathy & Sympathy

‘ Outing trips l Create values

Teamwork ‘ Brainstorm | Mix our needs | Formal business language

Figure 3 Team building for diversity .

Barriers confronted by differences in
culture

Speaking of the barriers confronted by
differences in culture, the participants of this
study explained their thoughts and feelings
clearly as followed: disrespecting the others,
inequality, nepotism, feelings of biases,
ethnocentric attitude, inappropriate behavior,
differences in culture, ambiguity, bossy people,
unreasonableness, blocking people’s thinking,

irrelevant systems, no integrity, misunderstand-

ings, language barrier, conflicts, mystery and
unfamiliarity, irresponsibility, historical events,
and incompatibility. Following this line of
thought, one of the participants commented
that, it is difficult to make Thais and foreigners
meet each others in the middle, because of their
different cultures. The participant confirmed
that, his company did not succeed in making
people from different cultures, work together
effectively. In other words, the participant

mentioned that, they just work together, but if
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we ask about their deep feelings, they are not
working well together. They have some con-
flicts and they can not talk, they can not say
what they want and they can not understand
each other. The participants clarified that the
Thais when they smile, sometimes it makes for-
eigners feel that we look down at them. Also,
different attitudes are another barrier. Thais and
foreigners always have different attitudes. An-
other barrier, is that the Thais do not have
enough basic English. Additionally, the re-
searcher found more barriers, such as nepotism,
or those who are in a position of power might
give their families an unfair advantage (job) in
the Thais’ companies. One of the participants
of this study, noticed that, when the top man-
agement (J apanese) wants to move someone to
another department, they will do it without look-
ing at his or her abilities. Some people (Japa-
nese) did not come to work in Thailand by re-
cruitment, and this will make people disrespect
each other or have a lot of conflicts. Further-
more, one of the participants of this study noted
that, people’s behavior might be a barrier, be-
cause someone might be irresponsible at work,
and some Thais like to throw their mistakes on
other people’s shoulders. For example, if some-
thing wrong happened at work, the one who is
in charge might say that, “it is not my mistake”
I have got this from someone else. So, these
kinds of problems you might face when you
work with people from different cultures.

Moreover, the participants demonstrated that

inequality, is another big barrier in Thai inter-
national companies. In other words, the Japa-
nese have more authority than the Thais. When
the Japanese have to take a decision on some-
thing, the Thais can not decide anything. Hence,
everything must be approved by the Japanese
only.

The Japanese have more chances than
the Thais, because the Japanese are

the owners of our organization. As
such, they let the Japanese come and

control the Thais in our organization,
which is a big problem. Also, the

Japanese never accept to be less than
the Thais at work.

Another big barrier, is that foreigners
manage the Thais” organizations by their own
systems and rules, without looking at the Thais’
environment and what is suitable for the Thais.

We feel serious with the Japanese
bosses because they like to do

things straight forwarding, according
to their rules and regulations.

However, they should think that the
environment in Thailand, is not the same

as Japan. For example, in Japan, they
have steps or rules for salary systems,

but in Thailand we do not have the
same system. In other words, they try to

put their system in our organization.
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Bossy people Contlicts | I Unreasonableness I I Ambiguity Irresponsibility |
Language barrier Incompatibility
Historical events Irrelevant systems
Foolinms or b Barriers confronted PR I

e P g
elings of biases by differences in sunder. ngs
Differences in culture culture Inappropriate behavior I

Ethnocentric attitude

Disrespecting the others

Mpystery &unfamiliarity ’

Blocking people’s thinking ‘

Inequality || No integrity || Nepotism

Figure 4 Barriers confronted by differences in culture

Successful intercultural environment

On the other hand, the participants
of this study, compiled the success factors in
an intercultural environment as presented:
technology from foreigners, as well as a plethora
of knowledge, adaptability, foreign invest-
ments, good materials at low costs, people from
different countries, exchanging experiences,
stable financial status and welfare, enjoy work-
ing with foreigners, globalization, reasonable-
ness, unity and harmony, sustainable develop-
ment, receptiveness, learning others’ cultures,
alertness, accept differences, good attitudes, ap-
propriate strategies, respecting others’ beliefs,
supporting innovations and trust the others. The
participants interpreted that their organizations
achieve low costs, because they know how to
get cheap materials, through some people from
different countries. These people could bring
us good materials, and cheap at the same time,
because in our country the materials we need,
might be more expensive than in other

countries. Also, sometimes we can negotiate

with people who are in charge in other
countries; because we have some people from
their countries working with us.

The participants mentioned that, there
is something very important by valuing
diversity, which is the foreign investment in the
company. They get a lot of capital or invest-
ments from the Koreans, because they are a big
partner. Koreans invest a lot of money in the
company, which makes the other partner
stronger than other companies, that have a
management from only one country or nation-
ality. Other success factors are, to learn about
differences between Thais and foreigners; then,
we can take the good things from the others.

The participants of this study, also
commented that, accept differences among
people, and respect each other are the key points
to success. Previous studies, and the current
study, showed that it is obvious that specifically
intercultural teams are very essential for
successful global organizations, because they

bring various experiences. Undoubtedly,
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leaders in the twenty-first century have several
challenges, most important of which is to
succeed of making their organizations as
integrated or cohesive communities, where all
people commit and undertake certain and
common purposes to make a sustainable

development.

Foreigners’ cultures and working
styles in Thailand

In this section, the researcher found a
succinet description of the Japanese behavior
or working style in Thailand, Koreans’
working style versus the Thais” working style
or behavior, the Europeans and Americans
working style or cultures.

The participants of this study,
acknowledged that the Japanese, just listen and
perceive any order or command from their
bosses only. Further, the Japanese always think
that they are better than the Thais, and never
accept that sometimes the Thais are better than
them, and they never listen to the others too.
Moreover, the participants stated that the
Japanese never feel pleased with the Thais. They
consider the Thais, low level, low education, and
everything they believe that they are better than
the Thais.

...the Japanese culture, in my opinion,
they just listen and perceive

any command from their bosses only.
In other words, when a Japanese

leader orders something, the employee

Jjust implements what he/she was told

immediately. Thus, it seems like that

the employees should block their thinking.

Speaking of Koreans, sometimes
Korean’s behavior is taken from the Europe-
ans’ cultures. They were also thinking like
Japanese. Moreover, Koreans always come to
work on time, and this is not the Thais
behavidr, because the Thais always come to
work too late. Koreans when they are talking,
they talk very loudly but the Thais do not like to
talk loudly. As a result, when the Thai sees the
Korean talks loudly, the Thai might think that
the Korean is aggressive or not pleased from
something. In Korea’s culture, people see that
the family is considered the most important
thing for them. Additionally, Koreans nature
or work style is fast, high responsibility, self
disciplined, logical thinking, and information
oriented support. Generally speaking of the
Thais and Koreans’ behavior, when the Thais
sit and talk to the Koreans, suddenly, the
Korean‘puts his/her feet on the table, and the
Thais cannot accept this behavior. The Thais
think that this is impolite, but it is a normal
behavior for Koreans. Lastly, Koreans believe
and respect seniority more than the Thais. In
Korea’s culture, if you finished your work, you
cannot go back home unless your boss goes
first, or if you are eating with your boss, and
he/she did not stop eating, so you cannot go
before him/her.

Speaking of the Thais, they always ask

for opinions before doing anything because of
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“Kreng- Jai”. The Thais like everything smooth,
quiet, and always smile. Nevertheless, they work
like “Chao-Cham-Yen- Cham” it means that the
Thais are working slowly, and not enthusiastic.
In other words, the Thais’ nature or work style
is slow, smooth and cautious. Meanwhile, Thai
people are kind, reciprocal, help each other, care
for others’ feelings, always kind (Jai-dee), and
modest with elderly people.

Americans, like to work with
documents. Hence when you work with them,
you should have presentation skills. You should
know how to present your work, because
Americans always consider this point very
important at work.

Speaking of the Europeans, the
participants of this study, mentioned that the
Europeans only care about work, so you have
to work very hard with them.

Adaptability

The participants of this study, gave
special importance to how people can adapt
themselves, with people from different cul-
tures. Thus, they concluded the following: CSR
or corporate social responsibility, acceptance of
others’ cultures, adaptation, learning others’
cultures, good attitudes, smiling to everyone,
make people accept us, and know what the oth-
ers’ expect from us. Some of the participants
interpreted that, smiling to everyone is very
necessary because of the Thais’ nature or tradi-

tions.

]

Communication issues

Another interesting issue, is that
several answers were repeatedly mentioned by
the participants, such as dealing fairly with
others, communicate in different styles,
speeches, orientations, and meetings, commu-
nication starts from the employees to the top
management, seeking opinions, sharing ideas,
and communications’ parties.

Management issues

The researcher explored management
issues, when asked the participants of this study,
and they thoroughly noticed about: manage-
ment style in the East, care of the employees’
families, motivation, promotions, rewards,
development, designing trainings suitable to
individual needs, indicators, to put the right one
in the right place, matching abilities with jobs,
clear mission and vision, provide orientations
about JD (job descriptions), record everyone’s
opinions, empowerment, flexibility, high
conflict management, cooperation and partici-
pation, corporate values, customer satisfaction,
technical and professional skills, special events
or activities, respect and accept different
cultures, respect others’ beliefs, safety, and
equality among people. The participants of the
current study added to the previous studies, that
the management should make a standard, in
order to make people work together cohesively,
as well as provide some methods and tools for
everyone to facilitate their work. Moreover,

they emphasized on meritocracy, where people
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get power or money on the basis of their ability
“we should put the right one in the right place”.

Educating foreigners the others’ cul-
tures in Thailand

Lastly, the researcher found some use-
ful information, on how to make foreigners
survive with those they are working with, as
followed; provide general knowledge for for-
eigners, support learning by doing, support for-
eigners learning about our culture, identify dif-
ferences between our culture and foreigners’
cultures, educating foreigners what is suitable
to our culture, educating foreigners about
strengths and weaknesses of each culture, and
provide some programs about our culture, tra-
ditions, etc.

My boss used to ask me about the King,
he was really surprised and wonder

why the Thais love the king so much?
And why the Thais wear yellow T-

shirts every Monday in 2008? I said to
him, that the King always helps us on

everything, and whatever will happen,
he will be next to all of us and solve

any problem which appears in Thai-
land. So, we can teach foreigners this

kind of knowledge, and you know the
result? The Japanese followed us and

wore their yellow T-shirt, which means
that they can adapt themselves to the Thais’
culture
Most importantly, the researcher in this part of
the study, did not find similar information in

previous studies or related literatures. The rea-

son for that, because most researches on cross-
cultural workplace take place in the developed
countries, but little has been done on the cross-
cultural'workplace in the developing countries,
such as Thailand (Colignon; Usui; Kerbo; &
Slagter, 2009).

Recommendations for further researches
The researcher selected the qualitative
approach for this study, as it is related to cross-
cultural issues and how diversity works best in
multicultural organizations. However, the re-
searcher suggests, more researches on cross-
cultural workplace, uses the mixed methods
approach, because of the need for an authentic
assessment to evaluate the advancement of skills
and attitudes in such activities, or special events.
Hence, the quantitative approach is needed in
this study, besides the qualitative approach, and
the non random sampling with the random
sampling, might give equal opportunities to the

participants of further studies.
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