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Multinational Retailers in the Asia Paci c:
UK and Japanese retail companies

subsidiaries in China

Rising prosperity and a rapidly commercialising economy have transformed China
into the world’s most important emerging market. Multinational retailers have
rapidly expanded their presence in China since foreign participation in the sector
was permitted in 1992. This project explored the extent to which retailers from
the UK and Japan transferred their parent country management practices and
retail concepts to Chinese subsidiaries and how local employees and customers

responded to them.

KEY FINDINGS

o In their China subsidiaries, UK and Japanese
retailers made relatively few adaptations to local
human resource management practices.

e Employees in these subsidiaries, and especially the
British-owned ones, reported strong levels of approval
for the imported management practices.

e Local labour markets constitute a greater barrier
to the transfer of parent company management
practices by foreign firms than cultural differences.

e Foreign investment in a sector often characterised
as leading to de-skilling in fact provides meaningful
work and opportunities to upskill.

e Chinese customers have rapidly become accustomed
to imported retail formats and can be extremely
demanding with respect to price and customer service.
e These customers have higher expectations of foreign
firms than locally-owned retailers and place more
demands on them.

e Interactions between customers and sales staff

remain embedded in historically and contextually
specific patterns of behaviour.

HIGHLIGHTS
Multinational firms and employment practices in China
Both the UK home improvement retailer and the
Japanese retail firms (one department store business
and two general merchandisers)in this study adhere
largely to their parent country management practices.
By doing so, they positively differentiate their
employment practices from local Chinese state owned
enterprises. The retailers all had a strategy to replicate
the store procedures, employment relations and
customer service standards of their parent company.
Subsidiaries of thea UK firm provided higher salaries and
more job security to their employees than local retailers.
The UK firm also introduced its in-house consultation
system, called ‘Grass Roots; that encouraged shopfloor
employees to voice their grievances. One employee
reflected on this system: ‘Grass Roots gives us a feeling
of being on an equal level. The company wants to know
what employees think’ The way in which managers
actively sought workers’ opinions and were responsive
to employee feedback was contrary to local norms and
appreciated by employees. Despite their disregard for
local management practices and adherence to parent
country policies, the firm is performing extremely well.
Though the Japanese firms largely mirrored their
parent country practices, there were a few notable
exceptions. The China subsidiaries made much greater
use of women at supervisory levels than their Japanese
counterparts and adopted more rules and regulations.
In comparison to the UK firm, the Japanese subsidiaries
had far more expatriate managers. Typically, the UK firm’s
subsidiary stores had no expatriate staff while Japanese
subsidiaries might have as many as ten in one store.
Additionally, their approach to customer service
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service, higher quality goods and a general sense that
foreign things were more ‘modern’ In addition, to appeal
to Chinese shoppers some of these retailers found it
necessary to use more elaborate store displays than
would be used in the parent country

Both the Japanese and UK retail firms emphasized
customer service. In the Chinese context, the imported
styles of customer service were relatively novel.
Employees perceived these styles as superior to
prevailing domestic modes and as giving their stores
a competitive advantage. Workers took pride in
providing a level of customer service they considered
superior to that of their competitors.

Customers and sales staff remain embedded in
complex historically shaped institutional and cultural
contexts. Relations between staff and customers present
a microcosm of human relations outside the workplace;
trust, for instance, must be built in similar ways. Both
parties sought to create or at least replicate generally
understood, valued and accepted categories of inter-
action. A typical instance was the comment by a timber
department deputy supervisor at one of the UK firm’s

stores that: ‘Customers need to come three or four
times and we train the customers. When they return,
they feel that you're a friend.

MESSAGES FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

o While some adaptation to local conditions might be
necessary, proven management techniques translate
remarkably well across cultures. Rather than struggle
to adapt to the Chinese environment, multinational
firms would be better advised to hone and refine their
managerial skills and technical expertise.

e The use of too many expatriates may hinder the
growth and development of foreign subsidiaries in
China. It was noticeable that, even though in some
instances they began operations in China earlier, the
more expatriate dependent Japanese retailers have
been outpaced by retailers from France, the UK and
the United States that generally operate with only one
or no expatriates in their stores.

e Some adaptation to local conditions might be
necessary, but choosing which local practices to adopt
should be handled carefully. The British and Japanese



