


Abstract 
 

Problem statement  

The Western retailer H&M is one of many multinational retailers presently preceding 

a rapid expansion, followed by an extensive recruitment of new employees in China. 

H&M works extensively with the transfer of corporate values, mentioned as “the 

H&M spirit”, to its foreign subsidiary in China through a Corporate Training 

Program. Scholars have recently highlighted the Corporate Value Transfer process, 

however the understanding of this process within the International Business literature 

today is limited. 

 

Research purpose  

The purpose of this research is to create a deeper understanding of the Corporate 

Value Transfer process in an emerging market context. This research therefore aims 

to investigate how H&M transfers their corporate values to new employees in China, 

by focusing on the cultural challenges and opportunities arising during this process 

within a Corporate Training Program. 

 

Methodology                     

The methodology being used was qualitative with an abductive approach, focused on 

performing a single case study. Empirical data was gathered through 19 semi-

structured interviews with managers at H&M´s Human Resource offices for the 

Southern China region in Shanghai and Hangzhou. 

 

Results and contributions             

The Corporate Value Transfer process, to new Chinese employees, was summarized 

in three phases. These three phases, and different cultural challenges and 

opportunities within them, were conceptualized. This conceptualization contributes in 

terms of a theoretical foundation within the International Business literature and 

illustrates how a Corporate Value Transfer process in China can be viewed upon. 
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1. Introduction 
As one of the largest emerging markets with a historically rapid economical 

development, the Chinese market has been attracting multinational corporations 

(MNCs) worldwide (Dong & Liu, 2010). Therefore, China has increasingly been 

referred to as a “magnet” for foreign firms (Alon, 2003). China’s retail market is also 

one of the most rapidly growing due to the rising living standards of Chinese citizens, 

which brings huge opportunities in terms of growth and profitability for retailers (Lu, 

2010). However, due to characteristics of the Chinese culture, many foreign MNCs 

tend to experience challenges when operating on this market (Dong & Liu, 2010). 

These challenges can further be related to the management of local Chinese 

employees and the transfer of Western managerial practices into China´s cultural 

context (Siebers, Kamoche & Li, 2015; Dong & Liu, 2010).  

 

Retail MNCs experience many of these challenges when operating in China. This 

efficient cultural management and transfer of managerial practices is therefore 

considered to be important for retail MNCs. In general, the retail MNC’s 

internationalization process requires a high degree of market embeddedness during a 

short amount of time (Wrigley, Coe & Currah 2005; Jonsson & Elg, 2006). 

Furthermore, this industry is a labor-intensive industry and retail MNCs operating in 

China today are dependent on hiring local Chinese employees (Xun, 2008; Lu, 2010). 

Chinese employees are seen as essential assets for MNCs due to their language skills, 

cultural understanding, and their ability to build business relationships (Wong & Law, 

1999).  

 

When discussing the transfer of managerial practices to a different cultural context, 

the transfer of corporate values is a topic which has recently been highlighted within 

the International Business (IB) literature. The literature describes that having a 

globally shared set of corporate values is presently becoming a trend among many 

MNCs (Gertsen & Zølner, 2012). Corporate values are defined as a managerial tool 

used to influence the behavior of the employees to work in line with the corporate 

culture and corporate strategy of MNCs (Michailova & Minbaeva, 2009; Søderberg, 

2015; d´Iribarne, 2012; Gertsen & Zølner, 2012). Research exemplifies how some 

MNCs transfer their corporate values in order to create or strengthen their global 
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corporate culture, as well as to enhance the integration of new employees (Søderberg 

2015; Agerholm Andersen 2010). Specifically in China, corporate values are argued 

to be important for retail MNCs, in order to attract and retain new Chinese employees 

(Respondent 17, 18, 19; 2015). These are often described as being a competitive 

advantage, as they help retailers distinguish themselves from other firms on the highly 

competitive Chinese market (Respondent 10; 2015).  

 

The knowledge regarding the types of cultural challenges and opportunities MNCs 

may encounter when transferring the values is still limited. Only a few IB studies 

have so far examined the Corporate Value Transfer (CVT) process within an 

emerging market context. These studies have mainly discussed how local employees 

in foreign subsidiaries interpret corporate values and what influence national culture 

has on this interpretation (Gertsen & Zølner, 2012; d´Iribarne, 2012, Søderberg 2015). 

No studies focusing primarily on how MNCs practically transfer their corporate 

values to an emerging market context could be found within the IB literature.  

 

The CVT process has indirectly, and to a smaller extent, been discussed within the 

organizational literature. This is particularly within literature regarding organizational 

socialization, which Bedeian (1976) describes as a process where new employees 

partly learn about an organization's corporate culture and values. However, even 

within this field of organizational literature, the lack of studies focusing on more 

practical aspects of the CVT process is present. In particular, there is an absence of 

studies discussing how corporate values are transferred through Corporate Training 

Programs (CTP). A CTP is defined as new employees´ formal introductory training 

and learning period in a firm (Allen and Meyer, 1990; Saks & Ashforth, 1997; Cirilo 

& Kleiner 2003; Saks, Uggerslev & Fassina 2007). CTPs have initially been referred 

to as an important part of the organizational socialization process for new employees 

(Feldman, 1989). It was thereby considered to be interesting to highlight the CVT 

process within CTPs.  

 

China has been a popular research context within cultural studies (Dong & Liu, 2010; 

Tse, 2010). A shift of the nation into becoming a market economy can lead to 

changing conditions for MNCs operating there, making new research within this field 

argued to be relevant (Dong & Liu, 2010). Retailers´ internationalization, 
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characterized by an extensive usage of CTPs and a high recruitment scale of new 

employees, was further seen to be a suitable research context. The training of new 

employees has recently been mentioned in brief within the IB literature and in 

connection to the CVT process within different cultural settings (Søderberg, 2015). 

However, no studies have been focusing on this process in particular, or within the 

emerging market context of China.  

1.1 Research question and purpose  
The purpose of this research is to create an understanding of a MNC’s CVT process in 

an emerging market context. In order to address the existing research gap, the CVT 

process in China through a CTP for new Chinese employees will be studied. The aim 

with performing this research is to identify how national culture impacts this process 

in terms of challenges and opportunities. This research defines a cultural challenge as 

a barrier built upon national differences in terms of mindsets, communication and 

behavior. A cultural opportunity is a possibility to use these national differences in a 

favorable way. 
 

This research also aims to theoretically and practically contribute to existing research 

of culture within the IB field. By investigating the CVT process in China through a 

CTP, this research will reveal insights, which will contribute to the existing literature 

and provide a foundation for future studies on the CVT process in an emerging 

market context. The empirical findings will contribute to an increased understanding 

of how a CVT process in China could be performed and present specific cultural 

challenges and opportunities MNCs may encounter. 

 

The introductory background and the research purpose lead to the following research 

question: 

 

What cultural challenges and opportunities arise when a Western retail MNC transfer 

corporate values to local Chinese employees through a corporate training program, 

and how can this process be conceptualized? 
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1.2 Research subject: The case of H&M in China 
This research performs a single case study based on a large Western retail MNC, 

namely H&M. H&M is a fast fashion retailer offering clothing, accessories, footwear, 

cosmetics, and home textiles (H&M, 2015). The first H&M store was established in 

1947 in Sweden, and 17 years later, the firm opened their first international store 

(H&M, 2015; Training material, 2015). Since then, the firm has faced a tremendous 

expansion internationally in terms of stores and employees (H&M, 2015). Presently, 

H&M has about 3500 stores in 55 countries (H&M, 2014; Training material, 2015). 

H&M focuses on a fast expansion, and the general growth target is to increase the 

number of stores by 10-15% percent per year (H&M, 2014). Even though all markets 

are objects for expansion, China and the United States are the markets presently 

having the largest expansion rate (H&M, 2014).  
 

H&M has an established set of global corporate values being the foundation of their 

corporate culture, referred to as “the H&M spirit” (H&M, 2014). These are said to be 

guiding and uniting their 132 000 employees worldwide (H&M, 2014). It was thereby 

a natural choice to perform this research based on the case of H&M in China, since 

the firm is the largest Swedish retailer with a wide experience of international 

expansion and transfer of their corporate values. The firm is currently rapidly 

expanding in China and therefore uses their CTP for new Chinese employees to a 

large extent on this market.  
 

This case study is based on multiple interviews conducted at H&M´s Human 

Resource office of the Southern China region in Shanghai, and the firm’s regional 

office in Hangzhou. This case study also includes information regarding H&M’s CTP 

material for new Chinese employees, as well as information from H&M’s website, 

and their latest annual report. 

 



	   5	  

2. Theory 
This section presents a brief discussion regarding the emerging market context of 

focus, followed by a presentation of the theoretical parts creating the conceptual 

framework used in this research. This conceptual framework is based upon the 

characteristics of the Chinese national culture and the CVT process combined with 

the elements of CTPs being central in the organizational socialization process.	  

2.1 Setting the scene: The emerging market context 
Emerging markets have been highlighted in previous research due to its potential of 

bringing high return on investments for MNCs, creating opportunities no longer 

existent on more mature markets (Sakarya, Eckman & Hyllegard. 2007). These 

markets have been related to high growth, risk, and return for MNCs (Sakarya et al. 

2007). Capturing the opportunities, which emerging markets offer, have therefore 

been argued to make it possible for MNCs to achieve great corporate success (Arnold 

& Quelch, 1998). Culture, industry, customer demand, as well as the long-term 

market potential, are factors considered when choosing whether or not to actually 

invest and operate in an emerging market (Sakarya et al. 2007). However, cultural 

differences MNCs face have been specifically emphasized since it can create high 

integration costs and risks when expanding in foreign emerging markets (Hofstede, 

1980; Sakarya et al. 2007). Moreover, cultural differences are argued to be one of the 

main reasons why MNCs choose to slow down their investments in emerging 

markets, despite its proven dynamic growth and market potential (Sakarya et al. 

2007). 

2.2 National cultures 
National culture was initially defined by Hofstede (1980, p. 25) as “the collective 

programming of the mind, distinguishing the members of one group or category, of 

people from others.” This being a result of growing up in one country, and thereby 

being impacted by historical factors, such as the country’s history, language, wars, 

and religion (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). A way to explain different 

national cultures has been through the conceptualization of a national culture 

dimensions framework presented by Hofstede (1980). The framework was created in 

order to increase the understanding of how culturally based values impact workplaces 

and employees´ behavior within organizations (Hofstede, 2015a). The dimensions of 
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Hofstede’s (1980) framework relate to the acceptable level of unequal power 

distribution in a country, as well as how collective or individualistic the country is. 

Other factors are masculinity or femininity, and degree of uncertainty the country’s 

citizens believe is acceptable to handle. For more specific information regarding all 

the dimensions see Hofstede (2015b).  
 

Hofstede’s (1980) framework has been widely cited and set the direction for a broad 

range of upcoming cultural research in the area of IB and International Management 

(Chapman, Gajewska-De Mattos, Clegg & Buckley, 2008). Later research has 

therefore, among other purposes, used Hofstede´s way to understand national cultures 

in order to explain desired leadership characteristics, negotiation styles, and Human 

Resource Management practices in different country markets (Erez & Gati, 2004). 

Hofstede’s framework has further been argued to be suitable for analyzing work-

related contexts (Imm Ng, Anne Lee & Soutar, 2007; Husted 2000) and has also been 

influential in cultural management research of MNCs in China (Dong & Liu, 2010).	  

2.2.1 National culture of China  
The national culture of China has been referred to as fragmented, mainly due to the 

size of the country and the varying cultures of different regions (Li, 2012). China’s 

fragmentation is also impacted by how the country historically has been based and 

founded upon different historical ideologies, such as Taoism, Confucianism, and 

feudalism (Granrose, Huang & Reigadas, 2000).  
 

As being an East-Asian country, the Chinese culture originates from 

Confucianism  (Hofstede & Bond, 1988; Javidan, Dorfman, De Luque & House, 

2006), which makes following collective group rules central (Li, 2012). In relation to 

this, the Chinese culture is further impacted by its history of socialism and 

communism, where citizens are expected to follow orders and the group as a whole is 

emphasized (Dong & Liu, 2010). Due to this cultural heritage, the Chinese are very 

tolerant towards an hierarchical organizational culture and bureaucratic structures (Li, 

2012). China is one of the countries in the world being highest ranked regarding the 

acceptance of an unequal power distribution (Hofstede, 2015c). Therefore, Chinese 

employees are not expected to strive above their ranked position in organizations 

(Hofstede, 2015c). Chinese employees are used to following norms, rules and orders, 
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while taking their own initiatives is less common (Li, 2012). In general, this kind of 

tolerant mentality can be related to how the Chinese are influenced by Taoism, where 

simplicity is central (Leung, 2010). Furthermore, this mentality impacts Chinese 

employees to not express their opinions in a direct way, but instead they can be 

perceived to be modest in their communication (Yuan, 2006). The Chinese 

employees´ communication is also characterized by avoiding fostering negative 

emotions among others (Javidan et al. 2006).  
 

Hofstede (2015c) and Javidan et al. (2006) describes how China is seen as a 

collectivistic culture, where people more commonly stay integrated within “in-

groups” and look out for each other within these. Family and relationships are 

therefore important in China and group interests are central. This influences how 

Chinese employees act in organizations, reflected in how employees’ commitment to 

organizations often is low, but the relationships between employees tend to be strong. 

In-group members are treated cooperatively, while the concern for out-group 

members often is lower. This also implies that personal relationships are prioritized 

before work. More distanced out-group members can therefore be perceived as 

untrustworthy and unreliable (Leung, 2010). Hence, since the Chinese culture 

emphasizes the group, they are helpful against other employees and a group feeling 

motivates them (Xie, 2013). Therefore, it is efficient for organizations with Chinese 

employees to emphasize specific team outcomes, instead of individual performance 

(Søderberg, 2015). This can be related to the cultural concept of “guanxi,” which is 

unique to the Chinese culture and is based on trustful relationships between members 

within a group (Dong & Liu, 2010). In-group members are therefore those who have 

strong “guanxi” (Li, Xin & Tsui, 1999; Javidan et al. 2006). Building personal 

relationships based on trust in China are thereby important in organizations (Javidan 

et al. 2006). 
 

The Chinese culture has a history of feudalism, meaning that Chinese have a tendency 

to adapt formal rules to present circumstances (Li, 2012). Chinese people therefore 

view formal rules as being flexible and dependent upon each specific context 

(Hofstede, 2015c). Chinese people focus more on a social norm called “losing face,” 

which is related to respect and one’s appearance in the perception of others (Xie, 

2013). Aside from Taoism, Confucianism, and feudalism, the Chinese culture is also 
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built on Buddhism, meaning that Chinese peoples´ own desires need to be shortened 

(Li, 2012). China is therefore a very restrained society in relation to social contexts, 

meaning that Chinese employees are expected to control their emotions (Hofstede & 

Bond, 1988; Hofstede, 2015c).  

2.3 Corporate values 
Hofstede (1980) defines a value as an implicit or explicit characteristic that influences 

the selection, actions, and means of an individual. The concept of values has been 

used in management studies since the 1980s, but has been conceptualized in different 

ways (Agerholm Andersen, 2010; Søderberg, 2015). The literature distinguishes 

between two types of values within an organization: values that individuals draw 

upon when making judgements and decisions, or articulated values, which are shared 

between the members of an organization (Agerholm Andersen, 2010). The literature 

has been using different terminology when referring to articulated values, such as 

“organizational values,” “core values” and “corporate values.” Outspoken definitions 

for each of the concepts are still absent, thus making it unclear how they relate to or 

differ from one another. A general understanding is that these values are used in to 

shape the behaviors of employees within organizations (Michailova & Minbaeva, 

2009; Agerholm Andersen, 2010; Søderberg, 2015). Based on the theoretical 

understanding, this research chooses to view corporate values as well-defined 

guidelines in an organization, aiming to influence the behavior of the employees in 

line with the corporate strategy, goals and culture of the organization.  
 

The term, corporate values, is the most commonly appearing in recent studies. Some 

researchers argue that the concept of corporate values conceptualize a preferred 

behavior within an organization (Søderberg, 2015; Agerholm Andersen, 2010). It is 

further argued that MNCs use corporate values strategically to achieve different 

organizational goals, which often are in line with the corporate strategy of an 

organization (Gertsen & Zølner, 2012; Søderberg, 2015; Michailova & Minbaeva, 

2009). Research made by Agerholm Andersen (2010) exemplifies how corporate 

values were strategically used by an MNC in order to strengthen the corporate culture. 

This MNC introduced new corporate values during the time of the global financial 

crisis in order to decrease insecurity among their employees. Research by Søderberg 

(2015) provides another example describing how corporate values served as a tool 
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within a MNC to improve the global integration of foreign subsidiaries after several 

acquisitions.  These values aimed to reflect a specific behavior, a “winning behavior,” 

based on a newly formulated “winning culture” of this MNC.  

2.3.1 Corporate Value Transfer 
In order for corporate values to be useful as a managerial tool, they firstly need to 

efficiently reach and be communicated to employees in an organization (Søderberg, 

2015). Corporate values are mainly formulated on a higher managerial level in 

organizations from where they are transferred, or communicated, to employees 

(Søderberg, 2015; Agerholm Andersen, 2010). Even if there is no general definition 

for the term Corporate Value Transfer (CVT) process, researchers describe it as a top 

down and one way strategic communication process occurring through selected 

channels, such as annual reports, value statements, or employees and middle 

managers working in the organization (Søderberg, 2015; Gertsen & Zølner, 2012; 

Michailova & Minbaeva, 2009).  
 

Within the IB literature, the CVT process is mainly referred to as the value transfer 

from MNCs´ headquarters to its foreign subsidiaries, focusing on the strategic 

adaptation of managerial practices in the foreign environment (Søderberg, 2015; 

d´Iribarne, 2012; Gertsen & Zølner, 2012). The foundation for this area of research 

lies within earlier studies on MNCs´ transfer of managerial practices to subsidiaries, 

where the impact of national culture often has been highlighted (Gertsen & Zølner, 

2012). Earlier research showed how MNCs tend to achieve different outcomes when 

transferring managerial practices into subsidiaries in different countries, and the 

research concluded that national cultures do have an impact on the transfer and 

adaptation process of these practices (Kostova, 1999; Kostova & Roth, 2002). These 

conclusions have later been used as a reference point in a few recent studies regarding 

the CVT process, where the general issue has been related to the interpretation of 

corporate values in a different cultural context (Gretsen & Zølner, 2012; d´Iribarne, 

2012; Søderberg, 2015) 

 

A case study by Gretzen & Zølner (2012) examined the challenges arising when a 

Western based MNC transferred their corporate values to its foreign subsidiary in the 

emerging market context of India. The study concluded that corporate values took on 



	   10	  

new meanings, when reaching the subsidiary in India, because of the differences in 

national culture. It was further found that changing the behavioral pattern of local 

employees was time demanding, mainly because their behavior was deeply embedded 

in the cultural context and norms of India (Gertsen & Zølner, 2012). The 

interpretation of the corporate values was also argued to vary between individuals 

within a similar cultural context (Gretzen & Zølner, 2012). Gretzen and Zølner (2012) 

identified variations in the understanding of corporate values among the local 

employees in India, highlighting how national culture was not the only factor 

impacting the interpretation of corporate values. This research therefore questioned 

whether previous experience, background, and other individual characteristics of local 

employees could have an impact on the CVT process as well (Gretzen & Zølner, 

2012).  
 

d´Iribarne (2012) reached a similar conclusion, regarding the impact of national 

culture, when studying the CVT process from a Western based headquarter to their 

subsidiaries in the United States, and the emerging markets China and Jordan. The 

study showed that corporate values were perceived differently depending on the 

cultural context. For example, corporate values, which were associated with 

democracy, such as the critical expressions of opinions, freedom of thoughts and 

ideas, were not easily implemented in the Chinese subsidiary (d ́Iribarne, 2012).  
 

A case study performed by Søderberg (2015) illustrates how a MNC transferred their 

corporate values from their Western headquarter to subsidiaries in Malaysia and 

China, with the aim to change the corporate culture of the subsidiaries. This research 

presents a more practical view of the CVT process, by focusing more on the 

understanding of how a set of corporate values is practically received and used by 

local employees and managers. This research also highlights the role that local 

managers play in this process. The empirical evidence of the study showed that local 

managers in both countries served as important role models during the CVT process, 

by helping local employees make sense of how values should be used in their daily 

work and how to behave accordingly to the values (Søderberg, 2015). A similar 

conclusion was reached a study by Agerholm Andersen (2010), who specifically 

examined the CVT process through the middle managers of an organization. From the 

empirical evidence, this study concluded that employees could identify themselves 
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with the corporate values and act according to them more efficiently when these were 

communicated through the middle managers in the organization, rather than through 

other channels. Other employees, to whom corporate values were communicated 

through other channels, had a good knowledge about the values, but a much lower 

identification level (Agerholm Andersen, 2010).   

2.4 Organizational socialization within a corporate setting 
Organizational socialization refers to the process where new individuals joining the 

organization become familiar with the organization’s goals, culture, values, and 

normative behavior (Bedeian, 1976; Hebden, 1986). It is an important learning 

process in terms of how individuals become part of an organization (Bedeian, 1976). 

Socialization in a corporate setting is related to strategy and can partly be used to 

enhance consistency in an organization's corporate values by introducing them to new 

employees (Bauer, Morrison & Callister, 1998). The strategic goals with corporate 

socialization are also to clarify roles, create a united corporate culture and increase 

employees´ organizational commitment (Saks & Ashforth, 1997) and commitment of 

new employees (Allen, 2006).  
 

Many researchers focusing on organizational socialization in a corporate setting have 

been specifically interested in studying the more practical socialization methods 

related to new employees´ formal introductory training and learning period in a firm 

(Allen & Meyer, 1990; Saks & Ashforth, 1997; Cirilo & Kleiner 2003; Saks et al. 

2007). Formal introductory training programs, has further been referred to be one of 

the most common methods of the corporate socialization process (Feldman, 1989; 

Saks & Ashforth, 1997). Therefore, there has been a need among researchers to 

combine the research stream of training with the one of socialization (Saks & 

Ashforth, 1997). Some research has for example examined the impact of training on 

the adaptation process of new employees when entering an organization (Waung, 

1995), while other research related the training to the match between an organization 

and a new employee’s values (Chatman, 1989).  
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2.4.1 Organizational socialization through Corporate Training Programs 
Initial formal corporate training program (CTP) can make the socialization process 

faster for new employees, particularly when it comes to learning about a firm’s values 

(Klein & Weaver, 2000). This initial training program can further be related to how 

an MNC should communicate its corporate values across different national cultures 

(Søderberg, 2015). The socialization process of new employees in terms of an 

efficient formal CTP, has been argued to be important to make sure corporate 

organizations survive (Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003). When the formal CTPs are perceived 

as successful, the amount of organizational commitment from new employees 

increases (Saks, 1996). During the whole introductory process, it is also important 

that new employees receive feedback (Messmer, 2004). Many MNCs perceive that 

national cultures influence the formation of CTPs (Wellins & Rioux, 2000). To 

exemplify this, research done in the Chinese culture found one way of adapting the 

communication of the training material: by making the material being perceived as 

more hierarchical when it comes to the relationship of the manager and employees 

(Søderberg, 2015).  
 

CTPs for new employees usually contain different learning sessions (Cirilo & 

Kleiner, 2003). The CTP can, for example, be in the form of in-classroom training, 

organizational orientation, and mentoring (Saks & Ashforth, 1997). When going 

through pre-orientation activities such as receiving communication material, role 

descriptions, meetings or workshops, the new employees already start to think about 

how they should adapt and fit into the new organization (Sanders & Kleiner, 2002; 

Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003). In the CTP, the organization is introducing itself in terms of 

its history, operations and routines, and it is then the new employees receive the first 

initial communication of the organizational culture and values (Cirilo & Kleiner, 

2003). For example, in-classroom training for new employees can be used to discuss 

the values relationship to actual working tasks (Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003). Another 

common way of relating to the corporate values is through telling stories about the 

organization (Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003), which has been argued to be an efficient way 

to transfer values in the Chinese culture, due to the country’s cultural history of 

storytelling (Søderberg, 2015). The parts of the CTP that include interaction and 
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participation of management and new employees, have been found to be more 

efficient, in terms of learning and in building stronger relationships with new 

employees  (Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003; Hacker, 2004).  
 

A welcoming aspect is often included by an existing employee, functioning as a 

mentor and role model, which can be an important relationship for the new employee, 

thus impacting its perception of the organization (Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003; Granberg, 

2011). This relationship usually lasts after the training period is over, and the mentor 

takes a coaching role related to the new employee (Robbins, 1998; Davis, 2010). 

Having a mentor has further been found to be specifically important related to 

capturing the essence of corporate values and organizational cultures (Chatman, 

1989). Learning-by-doing is also common, where the new employee learns by making 

mistakes and by receiving feedback in the actual work environment (Cirilo & Kleiner, 

2003). Related to this, workshops with elements of discussion can also be used with 

the aim of trying to decrease the amount of “wrong” behavior by new employees 

(Søderberg, 2015). Furthermore, workshops can be included to make sure that a 

message is correctly communicated throughout the entire organization (Søderberg, 

2015). 

2.5 Summary of the conceptual framework  
To summarize the conceptual framework being used in this research, Hofstede’s 

framework regarding national cultures has laid the foundation for later studies of 

culture in organizations within China. The national culture of China has its roots in 

collectivism, communism, and trust, impacting how Chinese employees act in 

organizations. Corporate values can serve as a managerial tool by shaping the 

behavior of employees across subsidiaries in different national cultures. The CVT 

process has recently been mentioned in IB literature, highlighting how national 

culture influences this process. The socialization process of new employees entering 

organizations is further a process where new employees first learn about an 

organization’s corporate culture and values. This process can serve as a way to 

transfer corporate values within CTPs.	  
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3. Method 
This section describes and argues for the choices being made regarding this 

research’s method and procedure. This research is based on one exploratory case 

study and this method’s limitations are put forth in this section. Alternative 

approaches are further reflected upon, in relation to the consequences of the choices 

being made and their impact on this research’s result. 

3.1 Research design 

3.1.1 Qualitative research with an abductive approach 
The initial purpose of this research was to deepen the understanding of the CVT 

process within a different cultural setting and thereby laid the foundation for the 

chosen research design. This research has used a qualitative research design. The 

choice of the design was based on the existing research gap regarding the CVT 

process within IB literature. A qualitative design was seen as suitable for this 

research, since it is argued to be of an explorative orientation and aimed to develop a 

deeper theoretical perspective (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Other research designs, 

which are related to more structured and well understood issues (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010), were therefore considered to be inappropriate. A qualitative design aims to 

study a phenomenon by making sense of opinions and socially expressed meanings 

(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012). In comparison, a quantitative research is more 

often used to test hypotheses or theories (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Neither did this 

research have any pre-determined hypotheses, nor was it aimed to test existing 

theories. Therefore, a more exploratory qualitative research design was seen to be 

particularly suitable for this research. 
 

This research was further based on an abductive approach, often used in case study 

research, which means a combination of an inductive and a deductive research 

approach (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2007). Thus, the approach uses an empirical 

foundation in line with the inductive approach, but uses theory to gain inspiration and 

enhance understanding regarding the topic of focus (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). 

This choice was made since the research regarding the CVT process, has not been 

researched upon enough in order to create a sufficient theoretical base, and not too 

little to call it a pure inductive research. The abductive approach combines the actual 
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reality with existing theory, and a benefit compared to inductive and deductive 

research is the decreased chance of creating one-sided research findings (Andersen, 

1998). This is since this approach interprets the empirical data with the theoretical 

basis in the perspective and relation of each other (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009).  

3.1.2 Single case study 
Case studies are often used in research aiming to get a deep understanding of a 

phenomenon and to create a theoretical contribution (Saunders et al. 2012). 

Performing a single case study in this research was chosen because the CVT process 

through CTPs  was found to be relatively unexplored in the IB literature. Single case 

studies are preferable for studies of exploratory nature as they aim to provide a deeper 

understanding of a specific research problem (Yin, 2009; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007), and was therefore seen as suitable for addressing this specific research gap. 
 

In order to create a deeper understanding of the CVT process, this research chose to 

focus on a single case study, based on one retail MNC working extensively with CVT 

to new employees through a CTP. This choice is followed by one central research 

limitation. A single case study is characterized by low generalizability and the results 

are specific only for the particular case (Saunders et al. 2012). Performing multiple 

case studies would have brought a more generalizable result (Saunders et al. 2012), 

but was not chosen because a deeper understanding of the phenomenon was important 

to address the aim of the research.  
 

This research is further based upon cross-sectional data. This means that the research 

only examines the phenomenon at one particular time, argued to be common for case 

studies performed during a short period of time (Saunders et al. 2012). This has been 

referred to as a “one-shot case study,” which is not subject to any kind of comparison 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). This type of design can thereby be seen as weak, 

because what is found during one point of time is not necessarily constant over time 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). A limited time frame was the main reason for this choice 

being made. 
 

When selecting the case as being the object for this research, MNCs with potentially 

appropriate profiles were contacted. The main criterion was to find an MNC with 

clearly expressed corporate values, which were argued to be penetrating all of the 
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MNC’s operations. Another criterion was to find a retail MNC operating in China, 

and only large Western multinational retailers with an ongoing expansion in China 

were contacted. After being in contact with a regional manager from H&M’s Chinese 

operations, it was revealed that the firm was actively working with the transfer of 

their corporate values through their CTP. In comparison to other firms, which were 

also contacted, H&M stood out by being strongly profiled as a value-driven 

organization, actively working with the CVT to new employees.  

3.2 Data collection 

3.2.1 Primary data 
This research’s main data collection method is from primary data based on semi-

structured interviews, which is important for this research’s design and objectives. 

The main advantage with using primary data is that the data being used is gathered for 

this specific research purpose (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010), and is thereby the data 

presumably being most applicable and useful for this research conduction. This 

research has performed semi-structured interviews at H&M’s regional Human 

Resource Management office in Shanghai and at their area office in Hangzhou in 

China. Semi-structured interviews were seen as suitable, since they are argued to be a 

common and widely accepted method when performing qualitative and exploratory 

research (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Semi-structured interviews are different from 

structured and unstructured interviews, because they are based on pre-determined 

themes and respondents (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). This is different since structured 

interviews for example are based on a systematic sampling of respondents and certain 

specific response categories, while unstructured gives more freedom regarding the 

respondents’ discussion of a topic (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The type of interview 

technique being used was thereby considered to be suitable due to the abductive 

approach of this research, meaning that the interviews needed to be based on certain 

parts of theory.  
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3.2.2 Selection of interview respondents 
The arrangement of interviews was made by and consulted with a Human Resource 

manager working at H&M’s regional Human Resource office in Shanghai. A total of 

19 interviews, with both Chinese and non-Chinese managers employed in the 

Southern China region, were performed and perceived as appropriate. The amount of 

interviews made it possible to bring in more perspectives from employees in different 

managerial positions, with different nationalities, and experience in terms of training 

new employees. Having different nationalities participating in research is said to 

possibly impact results, due cultural differences related to communication, 

perceptions, and interpretations (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Although this aspect’s 

influence will be difficult to estimate in this research, but should remain as awareness 

related to the findings. 	  
 

The sampling method being used was one type of non-probability sampling, called 

purposive sampling or judgmental sampling, which is often used when doing case 

study research where the sample size is small (Saunders et al. 2012). According to the 

two selection criteria presented below, a homogenous interview sample was also used 

as part of the judgmental sampling method (Saunders et al. 2012). All the respondents 

were chosen due to their common denominator as being employed in a managerial 

position at H&M. Out of the two selection criteria; the latter received more attention 

in the selection process since it directly relates to H&M’s CTP.  The respondents were 

to be: 
 

1. Employed in a managerial position 

2. Employed in a managerial position related to Human Resource Management 

practices, such as the strategic training of new Chinese employees 
 

The amount of years employed at the firm, or amount of working experience in 

China, was thereby not considered in the selection process. Rather the selection was 

based on the respondents´ present positions at H&M, since gaining access to the 

specific knowledge regarding training of new Chinese employees was the central aim. 

Amount of years employed was not considered, because there existed an awareness of 

H&M’s rapid expansion in China. Due to this rapid expansion, even relatively new 
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employees could have valuable knowledge related to the research topic. Focusing on 

selecting managers with several years of experience could have been an efficient 

selection criterion, since these managers presumably could have more relevant 

knowledge due to their longer experience. In the end, excluding this criterion did not 

impact this research’s results, since many of the selected interview respondents had 

been employed at H&M for several years.  
 

Only employees in managerial positions at H&M were further selected to participate 

in this research. This could have been influential since managers may choose to not 

reveal certain important information that in some sense could be related to their own 

performance. It is common in research based on interviews that respondents choose to 

not reveal certain sensitive information (Saunders et al. 2012). This aspect could be 

especially influential in this research since all managers that were selected to 

participate in the interviews, to some extent, were responsible for training of new 

employees and transferring H&M’s values. Some information valuable to this 

research may therefore have remained unknown. To decrease this risk, an agreement 

was made to maintain the anonymity of all respondents. Another solution would have 

been to also interview new Chinese employees on lower organizational levels, such as 

sales advisors at H&M’s stores. This was not possible due to language difficulties, 

since most of the employees at lower organizational levels were lacking the ability to 

speak fluent English.  

3.2.3 Description of the interview respondents 
Due to an anonymous agreement with all participating respondents, no specific 

information regarding a respondent will be revealed. They will thereby not be referred 

to in any way that could make their identity obvious for a reader or any other 

employee at H&M. Instead, this research presents an overall description of the 

respondents and they are referred to as respondent 1, 2, 3, and further on. 
 

Among the 19 participating interview respondents, there were 15 local Chinese, one 

German, and three Swedish employees. Amount of years employed at H&M varied. 

Among the Western nationalities, number of years employed at H&M ranged between 

7 to 33 years. Most of the Western managers also started to work as sales advisors in 

stores when initially joining H&M. Those employed for a longer period of time had 
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previously worked with the international expansion of H&M. The Western managers 

were more often involved in the training of employees into managerial positions in 

China.  
 

Among the Chinese managers, the backgrounds were more varied. Some had been 

working at H&M for a relatively shorter period of time, between one to four years. In 

some cases they had been working with similar managerial work tasks at another 

retail firm before, either Chinese or Western. Some managers, which had been 

employed for a longer period of time, seven to eight years, had often started as an 

sales advisor The average number of years employed for the 15 Chinese respondents 

was four years. Due to their language skills, the Chinese managers were directly or 

indirectly involved in the training of new employees working on floor level as sales 

advisors.  

3.2.4 Operationalization of the conceptual framework  
The interview questions were constructed in coherence with the conceptual 

framework being presented in the theoretical part of this research. The structure of the 

interviews was divided into three different parts. First, there was a short introduction 

followed by the second part, focusing on the respondent's relation to the corporate 

values of H&M. Thereafter, the training and learning process of new employees was 

discussed where an emphasis was put on the CVT process. Questions specifically 

related to the theoretical part, regarding the characteristics of the Chinese culture, 

were generally avoided and only used when trying to make the interview respondents 

exemplify aspects. This was done because the theory regarding the Chinese culture in 

this research was used to serve more as an explanatory part of the conceptual 

framework. 

3.2.5 The interview process 
The preparation of the interviews started by formulating the interview information 

letter and the interview guide (see Appendix 1). More than one week before the 

interviews, the respondents received information through e-mail regarding what was 

to be discussed during the interviews. One day before their interview, the respondents 

received the interview information letter and the interview guide (containing 

information regarding the research topic, interview questions, anonymous 

participation and confidentiality). This was done to keep the respondents well 
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informed and prepared, which is argued to enhance the performance, validity, and 

accuracy of interviews (Saunders et al. 2012). 
 

Questions in the interview guide were kept non-leading and longer complicated 

questions were also excluded. These types of questions are argued to increase the risk 

of getting non-accurate answers (Saunders et al. 2012). The interview guide and the 

information letter were in English. This is seen as a limitation, since using a non-

native language can create different interpretations of words and their meanings 

among respondents (Saunders et al. 2012). This was handled by trying to maintain the 

interview language in the guide simplistic and easy to understand in Basic English.  
 

A pilot interview was performed with an outsider person working as a manager at a 

firm in Sweden. This was done a week before the actual data collection process in 

China was performed. A pilot interview not performed with a manager at H&M’s 

office, due to restrained time schedules. The pilot interview made it possible to 

determine how an interview respondent would perceive and respond to questions. It 

thereby helped to determine if some of the questions were perceived to be unclear and 

should be changed or removed (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). After the pilot interview, 

some of the questions were removed, shortened, and clarified.  
 

The development of trust is an important aspect when performing research interviews 

in order to gain honest answers, and is specifically important in an exploratory 

research (Saunders et al. 2012). This is because interviews are influenced by the 

interaction of the interviewers and the respondents (Bryman & Bell 2011). In this 

research, the trust was developed through the establishment of personal contact. For 

example, the interviews began with introductory conversations trying to make the 

interview respondents feel comfortable. The impact of culture was also kept in mind 

when performing the interviews. For example, since individuals with a Chinese 

nationality are usually not comfortable in expressing their true opinions and thoughts 

(Dong & Liu, 2010; Hofstede, 2015c), it could have been increasingly important to 

build this feeling of trust with the Chinese interview respondents. This was also done 

by keeping the respondents prepared, avoiding inappropriate questions, and ensuring 

that the interviewers had received a sufficient amount of information regarding the 

firm and its operations beforehand.  
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During the initial phase of the interviews, the respondents were once again informed 

about the purpose of this research, that their answers would remain anonymous, and 

that the participation was voluntary. The interviews were performed during a period 

of nine days, with approximately two to three interviews per day. The duration of the 

interviews was around 1.5 hours each. They were performed face-to-face in meeting 

rooms at H&M’s office in Shanghai (16) and at their operations in Hangzhou (3). 

Silent isolated meeting rooms were used, since it can increase the quality of the 

interviews (Saunders et al. 2012).  
 

Out of the 19 interviews, two of them were performed over telephone, due to the 

distance to these two respondents´ working areas. The limitation regarding that 

telephone interviews are argued to increase the difficulty to develop trust and may 

also lower the commitment of interview respondents (Saunders et al. 2012), was 

taken into consideration. This choice was still made because the two interview 

respondents were considered to have relevant knowledge and experience regarding 

the training of new Chinese employees, and were thus perceived to be valuable for 

this research. Due to the maintenance of anonymity, the specific location of these two 

interview respondents will not be presented. Although, the locations were larger urban 

cities in China and this, should thereby not influence the results since these cities, to a 

large extent, can be seen as similar with Shanghai. More than two telephone 

interviews were not performed because face-to-face interviews are argued to be more 

reliable as a data source when performing research (Saunders et al. 2012).  
 

The language during the interviews was aimed to be simple to understand. All 

interviews were performed in English to make the following transcription process 

more accurate. The interview process was flexible, meaning topics mentioned by the 

interview respondent could become elaborated upon with follow-up questions. All 

interviews were recorded on smartphone devices. It is argued to be important for 

researchers to record interviews in order to be able to focus on questioning and 

listening during the interview process (Saunders et al. 2012). At the end of the 

interviews, the respondents were informed that they would receive the final report 

after completion. 
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3.2.6 Data transcription and analysis 
Since the data documentation was done through recording and the material was saved 

electronically through a voice-recording function on smartphones, transcription of the 

material was performed after the interviews. Transcription means that the recorded 

material was written down word-by-word (Saunders et al. 2012). Due to time 

schedules, the transcriptions could not be performed directly after every interview, 

instead, after each interview the responses and content were discussed. The total 

amount of transcription pages was over one hundred, and every transcribed interview 

was an average of five to six pages long. The transcript material was later sent to the 

interview respondents for verification of correctness, which has been argued to be 

important for research’s accuracy (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The disadvantages 

related to required time for transcription and the possibility of technical problems 

while recording (Saunders et al. 2012), were taken into consideration. However, to 

record the interviews and transcribe the material was considered to be necessary in 

order to secure the accuracy and correct understanding of the responses.  
 

The transcribed material was processed based upon open coding. The data was firstly 

separated into the two themes challenges and opportunities, to later on follow the 

process of open coding and be divided into different categories due to patterns found 

in these themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Saunders et al. 2012). This coding 

procedure was chosen in order to break down the data into smaller pieces and to find 

patterns. Pattern matching between different interviews was done to reveal 

relationships and thereby give further strength when explaining the findings. The 

transcribed material was categorized in clusters, checked for errors, and analyzed by 

both authors. Having both authors analyze the data has been argued to be important 

because it enhances the reliability and accuracy of the material (Saunders et al. 2012).  
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3.2.7 Secondary data 
This research included secondary data, as an attempt to proceed with a method 

referred to as triangulation of data. This means that usage of different data collection 

methods in order to increase the accuracy of research results (Saunders et al. 2012: 

179; Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Jick, 1979). Literature argues that the accuracy of the 

research may be strengthened by collecting more than one kind of data, which has 

been said to be specifically important when conducting IB research (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010). The objective of using triangulation of data is to reveal if any 

differences, relationships or patterns would arise (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The 

choice of using different data collection methods in this research was made to 

strengthen and validate the trustworthiness of findings coming from the primary data 

and to reveal if any differences or similarities would occur. Even if pure triangulation 

of data not was performed in this research, it was perceived to be important to include 

more types of data since since the semi-structured interviews, being this research's 

main source of data, were only presenting the subjective perceptions of H&M’s 

managers.  
 

Both internal and external secondary data has been used in this research. Internal 

secondary data can consist of material coming from internal sources such as 

departmental material, catalogues, and marketing plans (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

The secondary internal data used in this research was H&M’s training material for 

new Chinese employees. The training material was used because it could bring insight 

into information regarding H&M's training operations. This kind of triangulation of 

data made it possible to compare this information with what was said during the 

interviews regarding this part of the training program, as well as get a more specific 

understanding of it. The material was accessed through a fictive online account on 

H&M’s e-portal for internal development and training. Non-disclosure agreements 

regarding the specifics of the material was signed before any access was approved. 

Both authors when examining the material together took notes. External material, in 

terms of more objective data (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010), was also included in this 

research’s empirical part. The external material being used as a source of data was 

H&M’s website and the firm’s annual report from 2014. The annual report from the 

year of 2014 was chosen because it was considered to contain the most updated 
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information available. This was included to describe H&M and its operations and to 

complement the subjective primary data if necessary. 

3.3 Limitations of the research  
When discussing the trustworthiness and limitations of empirical findings, Huberman 

and Miles (2002) argue how three concepts should be addressed: objectivity, 

reliability, and validity. The awareness of these concepts has been maintained during 

the research process.  
 

Firstly, attempts was made to increase the objectivity of this research. However, a 

large limitation with qualitative research is its subjectivity (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). The findings of qualitative research cannot be completely objective, since 

these are based upon the perceptions of the researchers (Saunders et al. 2012). In 

order to increase the objectivity of the data gathering process, both authors 

participated in all the interviews, as well as in the analysis of the training material and 

the interpretation of the interview material. The findings could though have been 

impacted by factors such as interviewers´ background, knowledge, and previous 

experience (Saunders et al. 2012).  
 

Reliability refers to the stability of the research measurement (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). The enhancement of reliability was thereby addressed by increasing the 

transparency of the research. The research process was kept detailed and informative, 

to simplify the understanding for future researchers performing similar studies 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). All interviews were therefore performed in the same 

way, within the same kind of context and interview respondents were asked similar 

questions. A further limitation with this research is the unrevealed specific 

characteristics regarding the respondents, which may decrease the ability for future 

researchers to perform a similar study with similar conditions. However, ethical 

considerations regarding maintaining the anonymity of interview respondents can be 

seen as essential in qualitative research (Saunders et al. 2012). This choice was 

therefore still made, in order to make sure that no harm would come to the 

respondents. This research is further limited due to cultural aspects, since the 

interview respondent’s cultural background could have impacted the results. The 

equivalence in cross-cultural studies may also be impacted by different factors such as 
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the respondent’s understanding of questions and interactions with the interviewers 

(Salzberger, Sinkovics & Schlegelmilch, 1999).  
 

The validity refers to the generalizability of the results to other contextual settings 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). This research’s findings are therefore limited due to a 

relatively low generalizability when only performing a single case study. Another 

limitation related to generalizability is this research’s time frame and inability to 

capture variations, which is something that is argued to be possible in a wider 

research, performed through a longer period of time (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

Furthermore, when having a qualitative research approach, the findings will not be 

quantified or actually measured, meaning they can not be truly confirmed (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010). In order to increase the confirmation of the interview material, 

triangulation of data in this research has been used. 

3.4 Ethical considerations 
Ethics in research can be related to the anonymity of participants (Saunders et al. 

2012). Ethical considerations have been done to ensure that the anonymity of the 

interview respondents and specifics regarding the training material were remained. It 

was increasingly important that the interview respondents were aware of the risk that 

their identity could be revealed when participating, but that actions would be taken to 

avoid this kind of situation. This was done to ensure that no harm could come to the 

respondents (Saunders et al. 2012). Therefore, no specific information regarding each 

respondent was included in the presentation of the interview respondents or the 

results. 
 

The most important aspect regarding ethics in research has been argued to be that the 

results should be presented honestly and objectively (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010; 

Saunders et al. 2012). An objective and accurate viewpoint was therefore remained 

throughout the whole interpretation process of the collected data. This was by 

ensuring that all interview respondents received the transcribed interview material of 

their own interview in order to make sure their words had been perceived correctly. 
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4. Empirical	  background	  
This empirical background first presents the case of H&M’s rapid expansion in China. 

H&M’s corporate values are thereafter discussed and explained, followed by a 

description of the firm’s CTP in China and how it relates to the CVT process.	  

4.1 The case of H&M’s rapid expansion in China  
In 2007, H&M entered China and are presently operating approximately 290 stores in 

this emerging market (H&M, 2014). H&M is expanding rapidly in this market and 86 

new stores were opened during the year of 2014 (H&M, 2014). During 2015, H&M is 

facing a continued large expansion in the Chinese market and plans to open 

approximately 80 additional stores (Respondent 18; 2015). Only last year, 5 000 new 

employees were recruited in China (Respondent 3, 6; 2015). Such a rapid expansion is 

said to be a unique situation for H&M, since a huge amount of new Chinese 

employees needs to be hired and developed. This is something H&M has never done 

to such an extent in any market before (Respondent 6; 2015). 

4.2 H&M’s corporate values – “The H&M spirit” 
H&M’s corporate values were originally defined by the founder Erling Persson, and 

have existed since the first store was opened in 1947 (H&M, 2014). H&M positions 

itself as a strongly value-driven organization, in which the corporate values are 

emphasized to be an essential part of the global operations (H&M, 2015). This 

impacts how H&M actively works with recruiting and keeping employees, which 

matches their corporate values (H&M, 2014; Respondent 8, 17, 10, 14; 2015). Some 

respondents emphasized that finding these people is important. Personal values of 

new employees are considered to be more important rather than their practical skills 

(Respondent 10, 14; 2015). Since H&M is recruiting such a large scale of new 

employees, to actually find these people was argued to be a challenge during the 

ongoing rapid expansion in China (Respondent 17; 2015).  
 

When outspoken, H&M´s values are used to attract new talent, manage performance, 

and increase the growth and development of the organization as such (H&M, 2015). 

H&M summarizes their values as “The H&M Spirit,” explaining how the values serve 

as an important framework and guideline, ensuring the same workplace environment 

for all the employees worldwide (H&M, 2015). When describing the values, it was 
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explained that they are often referred to words such as “guidelines,” “the light,” and 

“the tool,” which helps employees manage their daily working tasks (Respondent 1, 3, 

5, 6, 10, 13, 17; 2015). It was further argued how these corporate values help create a 

coherent understanding regarding H&M´s strategic goals among all employees, 

despite cultural backgrounds or previous experiences (H&M, 2014; Respondent 7, 18; 

2015;).  

	  
H&M´s corporate values are internally and externally expressed in seven specific key 

words, presented in Table 1 below. 
 
Table 1. H&M’s corporate values 
“We believe in people” Everyone in the organization is allowed to make mistakes, 

everyone is met with respect and can be themselves. 

“We are one team” Every employee works towards the same goal, as part of a 
team in an organization with open doors. 

“Constant 
improvement” 

Speed is emphasized, as well as curiosity and a desire for 
competition. 

“Straightforward and 
open-minded” 

Employees should be honest and unafraid of talking to 
someone directly, openness for new ideas is central and 
right or wrong should not be emphasized. 

“Entrepreneurial 
spirit” 

To creatively look for opportunities, be initiative taking, 
make attempts to try and be questioning. 

“Keep it simple” Employees should use their common sense and work in a 
decentralized way. 

“Cost-conscious” All money going to waste is working against the business 
idea, efficiency regarding lowering costs should always be 
focused upon. 

	  

The role of H&M’s corporate values in China 

When discussing the role of H&M´s values in China, these are said to be important 

for both the long and short-term development (Respondent 17; 2015). One respondent 

exemplified how H&M´s values support and motivate employees to take their own 

initiative, which was argued to be important during this rapid expansion where new 

Chinese employees could quickly gain a lot of responsibility (Respondent 18; 2015). 

The values were also argued to be important when attracting and retaining new 

employees in China (Respondent 4, 17, 18, 19; 2015) and described as a factual 
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competitive advantage, distinguishing H&M from other competitors on the Chinese 

market (Respondent 10; 2015). One Western respondent also described how “when I 

ask Chinese people why they like H&M, 80% of the time they say it is the values and 

the difference that they can feel that the company lives the values” (Respondent 6; 

2015).  
 

It was further argued how differences between regions and cities in China, in terms of 

culture, skills, knowledge and educational level, impacted how easily or difficult it 

was for new Chinese employees to interpret H&M’s values (Respondent 8, 15; 2015). 

Some respondents also exemplified how new Chinese employees in Shanghai had less 

difficulties in understanding or working according to H&M’s values, in comparison to 

new employees from other less developed cities in China (Respondent 9, 15; 2015). 

Other respondents argued how many of the new Chinese employees in Shanghai 

already had prior experience from Western corporate cultures, and therefore 

experienced it to be easier to understand and adjust to H&M’s corporate 

values  (Respondent 3, 14, 18; 2015).  
 

Perceptions of the values 

The challenge of adjusting H&M´s values in different cultural settings is highlighted 

by one respondent, explaining that the values tended to take on different meanings in 

China (Respondent 15; 2015). It was further highlighted that new employees in China 

experienced some of H&M’s values to be more difficult to understand than others 

(Respondent 2, 9, 19; 2015). Examples of values that were easy to understand for new 

Chinese employees were “cost conscious” (Respondent 1, 9, 19; 2015) and “constant 

improvement” (Respondent 1, 7; 2015). It was further argued that new Chinese 

employees also tended to experience difficulties understanding the “keep it simple” 

value (Respondent 2, 4, 13, 17; 2015). At the same time, the meaning of the values 

“one team,” “we believe in people,” and ”constant improvement” were said to be the 

easy to understand for new Chinese employees (Respondent 6, 10, 15, 17, 19; 2015).  
 

Some respondents further mentioned that new Chinese employees often experienced 

difficulties understanding the meanings of the values “straightforward” and “open-

minded,” thus they had problems to both give and receive feedback (Respondent 1, 6, 

7, 10, 12, 16, 19; 2015). One respondent exemplified how giving feedback in the 
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beginning could feel inappropriate and wrong for new Chinese employees, when 

saying “As all new employee think, keep silent should be better” (Respondent 11; 

2015). It was therefore stated that the feedback initially was often associated with 

being something negative and difficult for many of the new Chinese employees 

(Respondent 3, 9, 10, 16; 2015).  
 

Related to the feedback, one respondent expressed the importance of asking new 

Chinese employees to repeat and confirm information, making it necessary to “get a 

receipt” that they actually understood what had been communicated (Respondent 1; 

2015). It was also argued that new Chinese employees often lacked the courage to 

admit they did not understand the meaning of the values and how to apply them, as 

one respondent said “Chinese are more listening and observing type. We sometimes 

say, “yes, yes, yes,” but it does not mean we agree with you. They understand the 

values but do not know when to apply these” (Respondent, 19; 2015).  Moreover the 

aspect of “losing face” related to the Chinese culture was also mentioned as impacting 

the negative perception of feedback, since feedback can create this kind of situation, 

especially if it is given in front of others (Respondent 6; 2015). When being asked 

how new Chinese employees got comfortable with feedback, one respondent said, “I 

think it is time. But I also think it takes time, because they need to trust you. And if 

they don't trust you it will be tough for you … the culture is different” (Respondent 6; 

2015). Respondents further argued that trust in relationships is important in China in 

order to transfer practices efficiently, and it takes a long time to build this trust 

(Respondent 4, 6, 9, 16, 18; 2015). 

4.3 A Corporate Training Program for new employees in China 
E-learning 

All new employees who start working for H&M go through the same kind of standard 

training program (Respondent 1, 2, 3; 2015). H&M uses the same e-learning material 

as the first step of their CTP in all countries and is available in different languages. It 

includes historical facts about H&M, information about its operations, as well as 

feedback forms and role descriptions, which all new employees must complete. It also 

clearly presents the values together with H&M´s beliefs and goals. The employees 

already in this first stage emphasized to be sharing and using the values in everything 

they do. Videos and visual material are used to communicate the values, which are 
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explained by employees originating from different nationalities. Storytelling is also 

used to illustrate how to use the values in daily situations, where employees from 

different positions tell their story regarding how they use the values. In the case of the 

value “one team,” for example, a Chinese employee illustrates the team feeling. 

(Training material, 2015) The values are also expressed in indirect ways in the 

training material. For example, the new employees are encouraged to be confident 

and to not hesitate in taking individual responsibility and own initiatives. Throughout 

all material, the aspects of working together as a team, as well as always improving 

your own work, are also expressed. Words like “together” are often emphasized, as 

well as other expressions, such as “constantly keep your eyes open for improvements.” 

(Training material, 2015)  
 

A particular challenge with e-learning in China have been understanding the values 

when being expressed in words (Respondent 1, 13, 14, 19; 2015) and understanding 

them after they were translated to the Chinese language (Respondent 15, 18; 2015). “I 

think if you just tell the values, it is just the word or the sentence, they can not touch 

the real meaning” argued one respondent, also emphasizing the importance of 

practicing to use the values to improve the actual understanding of the words 

(Respondent 16; 2015). One respondent argued that asking questions was a good way 

to get new Chinese employees to understand the meaning of the values and also 

highlighted how this understanding was dependent on each individual (Respondent 

13; 2015). Furthermore, in the case of a large recruitment, the e-learning session in 

China has been replaced by in-classroom training (Respondent 10, 16; 2015), which 

was argued to be a good way to follow-up that all new Chinese employees learned the 

values (Respondent 1, 4, 5, 10, 16; 2015). Specifically, the follow-up regarding the 

learning of values was often lacking (Respondent 4, 8; 2015). One respondent also 

explained that in-classroom training was a more effective learning method in China, 

rather than the e-learning session, when arguing “We miss a lot of very important 

opportunities to get familiar with H&M team members” (Respondent 16; 2015).  
 

Introductory store training 

After the mandatory e-learning session, all new Chinese employees go through a 

global two-week introductory store-training program (Respondent 5, 7; 2015), where 

they rotate and learn about different positions (Respondent 3, 10; 2015). In the 
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beginning, all new Chinese employees receive a trainer (Respondent 3, 10; 2015). The 

trainer is expected to work “side by side” with the new employee during the whole 

store training session (Respondent 10, 11, 13; 2015). It was further argued that 

trainers often tended and needed to ask new employees questions related to the 

values, such as “What are the values, what do they mean, how do we use them?” 

which helped new employees in their learning process (Respondent 18; 2015). The 

store training in H&M is normally individualized, but in China the training for lower 

positions was often performed in groups, partly because of the large amount of new 

employees being recruited (Respondent 1; 2015). This was also said to make it easier 

to follow up the quality of the training, argued to be important because of the 

difficulty of controlling the training quality in individualized training sessions in 

China (Respondent 1; 2015).  
 

The quality of the training was further said to impact whether new Chinese employees 

learned to use the values and work according to them (Respondent 13, 17; 2015). 

Lacking quality of the training has been an issue, which partly refers to the trainer’s 

own ability to use the values in their daily work and communicating them to new 

Chinese employees (Respondent 1, 13, 17; 2015). One respondent emphasized that 

the training was also done on the trainers, to secure a high store training quality 

(Respondent 17; 2015).  
 

When learning the values, it was argued that new Chinese employees often tended to 

only know the words, but had a difficulty in understanding what a value actually 

meant (Respondent 5, 17, 19; 2015). This problem was raised by several managers 

arguing that new Chinese employees only learned the words during the e-learning 

session and the introductory store training, but did not understand the meaning of the 

values and therefore later failed to use them in their daily work (Respondent 1, 14, 13, 

17; 2015). Therefore, one of the trainer’s main responsibilities was to explain how to 

use H&M´s values in the daily work (Respondent 10; 2015). For example, the trainers 

could share real life stories and thereby inspire new Chinese employees regarding 

how to use the values (Respondent 10, 11, 17; 2015). Some respondents also 

mentioned that new Chinese employees tended to copy how the trainer practically 

worked with the values in terms of an action or behavior (Respondent 17, 18; 2015).  
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Learning-by-doing was central in the store training for new Chinese employees 

(Respondent 3, 11; 2015). For example, one respondent stated, “they learn from 

making mistakes and feedback” (Respondent 11; 2015). It was further argued that 

direct feedback helped new Chinese employees to learn how to use the values, since it 

was an opportunity to let new employees know when they made mistakes and how 

they could improve (Respondent 13, 15; 2015). One respondent also mentioned that 

the consistent usage of feedback in the store training, with the trainer, could make 

new Chinese employees become more comfortable with it (Respondent 10; 2015). 

One respondent also exemplified the difference in communication to new employees 

dependent on culture, and described how “I worked with also Chinese head and a 

Swedish head, I think the leadership is totally different. For example, my Swedish 

head they will very trust you, believe in you, give you freedom. But I think if for the 

Chinese boss, he would talk a lot to you, and also he would tell you ‘you can do 1 2 3 

4 like this’” and how “sometimes you can see and feel he don't trust you” (Respondent 

4; 2015). 
 

Workshops 

Another part of the training within H&M’s training program for new Chinese 

employees was called workshops, in which both new and old employees were 

participating (Respondent 6; 2015). Different kinds of workshops exist within H&M, 

regarding different topics such as value training, feedback training, leadership 

training, recruitment training or trainers training (Respondent 19; 2015). The value 

workshop and the feedback workshop were the ones used for the transfer of H&M´s 

values to new Chinese employees. 
 

The value workshop was said to be the most common workshop in China during the 

time (Respondent 5; 2015). It was argued that the value workshop made the new 

employees become better in using and applying the values in their daily work 

(Respondent 2, 10, 13, 17; 2015). This was further argued to be valuable since it made 

it possible to exchange knowledge regarding the values with other employees 

(Respondent 2, 5, 10; 2015). It was also common for more experienced employees to 

take part in the workshop and to share their stories based on real life examples 

(Respondent, 17; 2015). After conducting the value workshop, new Chinese 

employees tended to have more knowledge regarding how to actually use the values 
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in different situations and a better understanding of why the values were important 

(Respondent 10; 2015).  
 

The feedback workshop, mentioned by the respondents, was called “This is H&M, 

feedback for all” (Respondent 3, 19; 2015). This was a global workshop, which has 

been of specific focus in China during the last year, aimed to set up and secure the 

“feedback culture” within H&M (Respondent 19; 2015). This workshop was argued 

to be increasingly important due to the awareness regarding new Chinese employees’ 

difficulties when giving and receiving feedback (Respondent 3, 6, 16, 19; 2015).  
 

Role models 

H&M works with role models throughout the whole training program, which are said 

to inspire others to grow within the organization (Respondent 1, 4, 5; 2015). 

Respondents defined the role model as “an H&M person that lives by the values”, 

meaning someone who matches the values and follows global guidelines and rules 

(Respondent 1, 6, 8, 9; 2015).  
 

Having a good mentor or trainer as a role model was argued to impact how you learn 

H&M’s values, since new Chinese employees usually observed this employee’s 

behavior (Respondent 1, 4, 5; 2015). One respondent emphasized the importance of 

the role models to practically show new employees how to live by H&M´s values and 

having the mindset described as “not just talk about the values, but live by the values” 

and “you should say them and live” (Respondent 1; 2015). “Living by the values” is a 

common expression respondents used, described as when H&M´s values become a 

natural part of the new Chinese employee’s behavior (Respondent 1, 15, 17; 2015). 

Being inspired by role models was further described as a “very natural way” for new 

employees to get a deeper understanding of the values (Respondent 1, 13; 2015). The 

idea was said to be that all employees should live by the values and be a role model, 

despite their organizational rank or experience (Respondent 5, 6, 10; 2015). However, 

some respondents explained how a large challenge related to the rapid expansion in 

China, was to secure the training quality of new employees receive (Respondent 2, 4; 

2015).  
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Something being particularly highlighted was the importance for managers to be a 

role model in order to ensure that new Chinese employees lived by their example 

(Respondent 11; 2015). One respondent exemplified how role models could teach and 

coach new Chinese employees regarding the values (Respondent 4; 2015). Another 

respondent exemplified how the role models could help correct new Chinese 

employees mistakes and show them how they should change their way of working to 

be more in line with the meaning of the values (Respondent 13; 2015). Role models 

participating in the leadership training were often chosen based upon their experience 

in H&M (Respondent 3; 2015). This was also enhanced by considering role model 

qualities in terms of their usage of the values in an internal development program for 

leadership positions (Respondent 7; 2015). However, one of the issues mentioned was 

that some of the Chinese people did not see themselves as managers or role models, 

making it challenging for them to understand how they actually could impact other 

people in the organization (Respondent 1; 2015).  
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5. Analysis	  
The empirical background indicates how the CVT process during H&M´s CTP can be 

conceptualized in three different phases. The first phase refers to when the values 

initially reach new Chinese employees and they become familiar with their meanings. 

The second phase distinguishes itself from the first one by being related to how new 

Chinese employees gain knowledge of how the values actually should be used in the 

daily work. The third phase is not as well defined as the first and the second one, 

however it describes when using the values becomes a natural part of new Chinese 

employees’ behavior. These phases can be summarized as “learning the values,” 

“learning to use the values,” and to finally “live by the values,” which will serve as 

the foundation for this analysis. Other factors influencing H&M´s CVT process 

through their CTP in the emerging market context of China will also be reflected 

upon.  

5.1 Learning the values 
The empirical background in this research reveals that new employees in China often 

experienced difficulties understanding the meaning of H&M´s corporate values. This 

may be related to how corporate values are being communicated to the new 

employees in China. In the case of H&M, the problem of understanding the meaning 

of the values was especially apparent when corporate values were expressed only in 

words. After receiving a corporate value message in words, for example through a 

global e-learning session, many of the new employees in China later failed to apply 

the corporate values in their daily work. Efficient communication of corporate values 

is argued to be important in previous literature. Søderberg (2015) emphasizes that 

MNCs will not be able to use corporate values as a managerial tool and influence the 

behavior of new employees until employees understand what the values actually 

mean. If the employees do not understand the actual meaning of corporate values, 

they will be unable to use them in the way in which an MNC desires (Søderberg, 

2015). Additionally, when values are being communicated only in words, it made it 

hard to follow up whether these were interpreted correctly by the new Chinese 

employees. 
 

This research revealed that the difficulties for new Chinese employees to understand 

the meanings of the values may be related to the actual words. Two factors, 
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influencing the understanding of the words, could be distinguished from the empirical 

findings of this study. These refer to how the values are translated and how new 

employees within the cultural context of China interpret these. In the case of H&M, 

the corporate values were translated to the local Chinese language before they were 

transferred to the new employees. Empirical findings highlight the respondents´ 

experience regarding how the specific meaning behind H&M´s corporate values was 

slightly changed after the values were translated into the Chinese language. Managers 

perceived that new Chinese employees interpreted corporate values differently. A 

common misinterpretation by new Chinese employees was for example described to 

be connected to the value “keep it simple.” Gertzen and Zølner´s (2012) also found 

that the meanings behind corporate values are influenced by the national culture and 

that the interpretation of the corporate values may therefore differ depending on the 

cultural context (Gertzen & Zølner, 2012).  
 

Empirical findings indicated that the Chinese culture seems to affect whether the 

meaning of corporate values are difficult or easy to understand. In the case of H&M, 

it was argued that new Chinese employees had no further difficulties understanding 

the value  “we are one team.” This could relate to what Dong and Liu (2010) and 

Hofstede (2015c) mentioned regarding the collectivist and communist nature of the 

Chinese culture, for example, making teamwork easy to relate to for Chinese people. 

Values, which were more based on individual freedom, such as “entrepreneurial 

spirit,” “straightforward,” and “open-minded,” were perceived to be more difficult to 

interpret for new Chinese employees. d´Iribarne (2012) also identified how national 

culture influences the difficulties of understanding specific values and exemplified 

how Chinese people tend to have more difficulties understanding the meaning of 

corporate values related to democracy. This tendency could therefore explain why 

these specific values were more difficult for new Chinese employees to understand. 
 

It can be of further importance to consider what possible impact the Chinese culture 

has on the communication process of corporate values. While empirical findings 

indicate that the communication of corporate values through words was an ineffective 

communication method, communication of the value words through storytelling was 

perceived as being successful within the cultural context of China. To tell stories 

regarding one’s own experiences of corporate values was mentioned as being efficient 
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for understanding H&M´s values. This could have a theoretical explanation where 

Søderberg (2015) identified this to be an efficient method for transferring corporate 

values to new Chinese employees, due to the country’s cultural history of storytelling. 

Storytelling is further viewed as a widely recognized way to communicate corporate 

values within CTPs (Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003). An interesting observation in the case of 

H&M is that the e-learning session included elements of storytelling regarding the 

values, but still the storytelling combined with face-to-face interaction seemed to be 

an even more efficient communication method to new Chinese employees. As 

mentioned, this could also have a relationship with the collectivist nature of the 

Chinese culture. This would be if a collectivist culture would make the people 

originating from it, preferring social interaction when receiving communication.  

5.2 Learning to use the values 
The respondents described how part of the learning process for the new Chinese 

employees was related to using the values in the daily work. The interview 

respondents frequently mentioned that the understanding of the values became easier 

when the new Chinese employees were interacting with others, instead of simply 

reading the values expressed as words. This social interaction was absent in the case 

of H&M during the e-learning session, while it was commonly used in all the other 

parts of their CTP for new Chinese employees. Parts of CTPs, including social 

interaction, have also been found to be more efficient (Cirilo & Kleiner, 2003; 

Hacker, 2004). The social interaction in the form of in-classroom training was also 

mentioned as being more efficient rather than the e-learning session in China. The 

respondent’s perceptions of how new employees were actually using the values could 

be described as applying the meaning of the word value in a practical work context. 

The empirical findings further indicated that new Chinese employees began to use the 

values in specific parts of the training program, mainly in the practical store training 

and after participating in the workshops. As being a collectivistic culture, the Chinese 

might have a stronger need for social and group interaction. This is because a group 

feeling is argued to motivate Chinese people (Xie, 2013) and they feel more 

comfortable in following group rules (Dong & Liu, 2010; Li, 2012).  
 

What was found to be interesting was that many respondents emphasized the 

important influence a trainer could have related to learning to use the values. This 
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indicates that direct human interaction, absent in the e-learning session, is meaningful 

in the learning process. In the interaction with trainers, the aspect of imitation was 

further apparent, since new Chinese employees were shown how to practically use a 

value related to a daily working task, and thereafter learned to repeat the shown 

behavior or action. Thereby, it could be questioned whether the value’s actual 

meaning was truly understood or if new Chinese employees being subject to this kind 

of learning method simply copied a behavior based upon what could be perceived as 

an order from the trainer. According to the respondents, it was clear that all new 

Chinese employees needed to be aware of the values and have knowledge regarding 

them, something that was followed-up extensively by trainers. It was further argued 

that trainers often tended to ask new Chinese employees questions related to the 

employees´ awareness of the values, which helped the employees in their learning 

process (Respondent 18; 2015). This kind of communication could be perceived as 

hierarchical.  
 

Additionally, the way respondents described the values from a Chinese perspective 

made them seem to be perceived similar with outspoken rules, being communicated 

from higher levels of the organization. Related to the Chinese culture, performing it 

like setting rules or giving orders, seemed to be an efficient way of communicating. 

This could be because the Chinese culture is characterized by communism and 

hierarchy, making people more comfortable in taking orders and follow rules (Dong 

& Liu, 2010; Li, 2012; Hofstede, 2015c). One respondent further exemplified these 

Chinese cultural characteristics when descriptively comparing a Western manager 

with a Chinese manager and explaining how the Chinese manager more often 

communicated and said “do 1 2 3 4 like this,” while a Western one gave more 

freedom to a new employee. Still, the respondents expressed how new Chinese 

employees had difficulties in taking their own initiatives.  
 

Dong and Liu (2010) also explained how Chinese people are more comfortable in 

following straight orders. Having the background of communist mindsets could create 

a mentality of taking directions, without questioning or developing an own way of 

thinking. As described by the respondents, the practical store training containing 

aspects of learning-by-doing where a trainer showed how something should be done 

and then new Chinese employee repeated it afterwards, seemed to be efficient. This 
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kind of communication could further be a more efficient way to make a value’s 

meaning reach Chinese employees. This is because some respondents mentioned the 

importance of actually showing how to practically use the values, due to that, the 

Chinese employees otherwise often misinterpreted the value’s meaning. Perhaps, it 

therefore makes more sense for new Chinese employees to simply take an order and 

“copy” how an action is supposed to be performed. However, if the long-term 

purpose would be to develop strong future leaders in a corporate culture such as the 

one of H&M, this kind of communication might further have a negative impact. This 

could be increasingly important for a MNC such as H&M, where the usage of the 

corporate values was described to influence which employees were chosen to 

participate in leadership development programs. This would be if new Chinese 

employees only takes orders related to how to use the values and do not learn to 

develop their own way of thinking around how to apply the values. Thereby, when 

facing new contexts, this could become difficult for new Chinese employees if they 

only copied the behavior of using it in one context without actually understanding the 

real meaning of using the values as a whole. 
 

The workshops in which the employees shared stories about how they used the values 

in their work could further provide an opportunity to imitate an action or behavior of 

someone else. This is because many of the respondents also described how the 

workshops provided a good way for new employees to interact with others in a group 

and reflect upon their own perceptions of how to use the values. Søderberg (2015) 

also said that workshops are efficient when transferring values, specifically in China. 

In case of H&M, the value discussion was done by employees, who worked at 

different positions and provided a broader view on how the values could be used 

practically. This view tends to be perceived as being more extensive compared to the 

one gained from the store training, where new Chinese employees used the values 

related to their own specific working tasks, as initially learned from their trainers. 

This could therefore maybe make it possible for new Chinese employees to 

understand how values can be applied in different contexts and situations, which 

perhaps could help them, look at the values from different perspectives. This would 

imply that their overall understanding of the values could be strengthened by this kind 

of group interaction, where both Western and Chinese employees participated. 
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Related to the expressed importance of social interaction for new Chinese employees, 

the feedback used by the trainers was also mentioned as being necessary to improve 

new Chinese employees practical usage of the values. The straightforwardness value 

related to feedback and expressing one’s own opinion, was clearly highlighted by 

respondents as being something new Chinese employees were unfamiliar with. This 

unfamiliarity is also highlighted in the cultural aspect of causing someone to “lose 

their face” or being subject for this situation as mentioned by Xie (2013). This 

implies that Chinese employees are not comfortable in either giving or receiving 

feedback, since this can create this kind of situation. Respondents, who mentioned 

that Chinese employees agree with something, or say they understand something, 

without actually meaning it, also exemplified this cultural difficulty. It was also 

mentioned that it is necessary to confirm multiple times whether new Chinese 

employees actually understood what one said regarding the values, implying how the 

tendency to not be honest and admit that they do not understand the first time is 

apparent.  
 

This discomfort could also be related to how the Chinese culture, as stated by 

Hofstede (2015c), has been found to be a culture where one accepts their position and 

does not attempt to strive above their own rank. Therefore, Chinese employees are 

usually more comfortable in taking orders and not questioning authorities. This can be 

a challenge, since feedback was described as being a central part of employees 

learning and development. Research also argues that feedback is an important part to 

include in CTPs for new employees (Messmer, 2004), making this particular cultural 

challenge even more important to consider when handling new Chinese employees. 

However, respondents also argued that new Chinese employees could learn and adapt 

to being straightforward, and to give and receive feedback. It was mentioned that to 

develop this feeling of comfort takes time.  
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5.3 Learning to live by the values 
Empirical findings indicate that another phase exists when discussing the transfer of 

values to new Chinese employees, rather than only learning the meaning of the values 

and how these should be applied in the daily work. It was described as a learning 

phase when employees naturally use and share the values in their daily work. Central 

to this seems to be the expression “living by the values,” which many respondents 

used when discussing this phase. 
 

It was emphasized by the respondents that in order to gain a deep understanding of the 

values and learn how to share them, role models were influential to a large extent. As 

Gertzen and Zølner (2012) concluded, corporate values can take on new meanings in 

new cultures. Therefore, it could be increasingly important to have the “right” role 

models learning and interacting with new employees initially. To use role models in 

the training of new employees is also something Chatman (1989) describes as being 

important when learning the core essence of an organization’s corporate values. What 

was perceived to be a true role model in the case of H&M was expressed as an 

employee who truly lived by and shared the values. The usage of role models was not 

said to be specific for any step of the CTP, rather it seemed consistently apparent 

throughout the whole learning process for new Chinese employees. Søderberg (2015) 

and Agerholm Andersen (2010) also found that role models are meaningful during the 

CVT process in other national cultures, since they enhance a deeper understanding of 

the corporate values by showing how to live by proper examples. The communist 

mindset of Chinese people and their comfort in looking up to and following an 

outspoken leader (Hofstede, 2015c), could also be an explanation of why role models 

were said to be especially influential during the CVT process in China. 
 

Empirical findings further highlight the interrelationship between the degree of 

influence of role models and the cultural element of trust. Respondents described that 

it was specifically important in China to build trust with new employees, in order to 

influence their behavior to actually follow the examples of the role models. Trust 

could further be increasingly important in China, since the Chinese culture has been 

said to be heavily influenced by trust in relationships, which is referred to the concept 

of “guanxi” being present within “in-groups” (Hofstede, 2015c; Javidan et al. 2006; 
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Dong & Liu, 2010). Being able to build this “guanxi” with new Chinese employees 

could thereby be increasingly important for role models to be able to transfer the 

values accordingly. One respondent even said it will be tough for you as a manager to 

transfer values and culture, if the Chinese employees do not trust you. This could be 

due to that a manager is perceived to be an untrustworthy “out-group” member as 

mentioned by Leung (2010). As previously mentioned, this could be explained by the 

collectivist nature where relationships to others are more important rather than work 

tasks. However, many of the respondents also emphasized that it takes time to build 

trust with new Chinese employees. 
 

As in the case of H&M, to develop or find these role models were also apparent 

challenges since the traditional Chinese culture was not always in line with the 

corporate culture and values of this Western firm. Still, it was mentioned by 

respondents that new Chinese employees could adapt and develop into becoming 

these kinds of role models, even if they initially did not match the values. Flexibility 

of new Chinese employees was further mentioned by respondents, in terms of easily 

changing behaviors and actions after being told to do so. As described by Li (2012) 

and Hofstede (2015c), the Chinese are further flexible in adapting rules to new 

contexts. This flexibility could indicate that the Chinese are open for learning the 

values and changing to them accordingly, with the condition that they initially 

understand their meaning and how to use them. 

5.4 Other factors influencing the CVT process  
When analyzing the empirical material, some reflections regarding other factors 

influencing the CVT process in this particular case and context arose. One apparent 

factor, which could have an impact on the CVT process, is whether an MNC’s 

recruitment routines focus on finding people who initially match their corporate 

values. For example, H&M focuses on finding “H&M persons” who match their 

corporate values. Having worked at a firm with similar values before could also 

impact this coherence and how long the adaptation process of a new Chinese 

employee would be. This is described to be a challenge in the case of H&M in China, 

because the MNC is expanding and recruiting both heavily and rapidly. The CVT 

process could also be impacted by who the people initially being recruited are, their 
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personality, and what kind of value foundation they possess, among other 

characteristics.  
 

Another factor appearing in the analysis of the empirical material is how the CVT 

process may sometimes be dependent on the geographical area in China. Li (2012) 

argued that the Chinese culture is fragmented and varies greatly in characteristics 

between different regions, a factor that therefore may influence the CVT process in 

China. Furthermore, since China is a growing emerging market, factors related to 

emerging market conditions could also influence the CVT process. Factors such as 

lack of relevant skills and knowledge could for example influence how new Chinese 

employees in less urban Chinese cities experience a Western MNC’s CTP.  
 

The quality of the training was additionally one other factor mentioned as influencing 

the outcome of the CVT process. The respondents mentioned how the overall quality 

of the training influenced whether the values were transferred efficiently. However, 

the issue of securing the quality of the training was, in the case of H&M, influenced 

by their rapid expansion and the extensive recruitment of new Chinese employees. 

This impacted that many of the trainers themselves did not have enough knowledge 

regarding how the corporate values should be used or communicated, since they had 

not received sufficient training. This could in turn impact new Chinese employees, 

which presumably will be involved in training of new employees themselves in the 

future.  
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6. Summary of findings and conclusion 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual model summarizing this research’s findings 
 

The CVT process through the CTP in the case of H&M in China can be 

conceptualized into three phases, summarized in Figure 1. All of the three phases are 

focusing on the learning of corporate values, but describe different stages of the 

learning process. The first phase of learning is the foundation to learn the values. This 

is based upon the initial understanding of what a value actually means. The analysis 

reflected that new Chinese employees could not move on to the next phase of learning 

without having a clear understanding of what a value actually meant. In the case of 

H&M, when new employees initially understood the meaning behind corporate 

values, they could learn to apply them in daily work. This applicability of the values 

refers to the second phase of learning, described in Figure 1. In this phase, the 

knowledge of how the corporate values can be used is central. The case of H&M 

reflects that using the values is about learning to behave in a certain way, by being in 
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line with the meaning of the value words. Therefore, to understand the meaning of 

corporate values is important in order to learn how to shape a behavior accordingly. 
 

Without having the initial understanding of what the values mean or the knowledge 

regarding how to apply them in a behavior, new Chinese employees could not move 

on to the third phase, referred to as learning how to actually live by the values. In this 

phase, the values become a natural part of new Chinese employees´ behavior. The 

difference between knowing how to use the values and to live by the values is not 

clear since both of the phases describe the usage of the values, however in the case of 

H&M, a clear distinction exists between them. “Living by the values” reflects how 

new Chinese employees not only use the values in different contexts, but share the 

values to others.  
 

When analyzing H&M´s CVT process through the CTP, the cultural challenges and 

opportunities could be identified in all of the three phases of the learning process in 

China. Each phase reflected relatively different kinds of cultural challenges, which 

makes the distinction between the different phases even more clear. Within the first 

phase, the impact of Chinese national culture resulted in challenges connected to 

whether the meaning of the values was difficult or easy to understand. The cultural 

challenges and opportunities, presented in Figure 1, refer to both methods of 

communication, as well as how the meaning of the words can be interpreted 

differently in the Chinese national context. During the CVT process in China, 

communication of the values only in words tended to be an inefficient communication 

method during the first phase of the learning process. When communicating the value 

words through storytelling, and thereby describing the words in a context, made it 

easier for new Chinese employees to understand the meaning of the values. This 

represents a cultural opportunity related to a communication method. Depending on 

how value words were being interpreted by new Chinese employees also affected 

whether it was difficult or easy to understand the meanings of the words and therefore 

could illustrate both a cultural challenge and opportunity. China’s history of 

bureaucracy and communism were cultural aspects shown to strongly influence why 

value words related to democracy were described to be unfamiliar for new Chinese 

employees.  
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Recent research by Gretzen and Zølner (2012) and d´Iribarne (2012) found that 

national culture influences the perceptions of corporate values, which is something 

that can be identified in the case of H&M’s CVT process in China. To take this 

cultural impact into consideration could thereby be important for MNCs. The 

awareness of how Chinese culture could impact the understanding of corporate values 

may be important to take into consideration when initially transferring the values to 

new employees in China. Having both communication methods and cultural 

characteristics in mind, such as bureaucracy and communism, is important when 

conducting the CVT process in China. Specific corporate value words might need 

more clarification within the national context of China.  
 

Within the second phase of the learning process, the cultural challenges that were 

identified mainly appeared during social interaction.  In the case of H&M, human 

interaction was critical to create an understanding for how to use H&M’s values 

among new Chinese employees. Human interaction by communicating the practical 

usage of values as orders and rules was shown to be a successful and familiar learning 

method for new Chinese employees. Additionally, through human interaction, new 

Chinese employees could visually see how corporate values are used in practice. This 

learning method made it possible for new Chinese employees to copy or imitate a 

shown behavior. However, it should be kept in mind that copying a certain kind of 

behavior can leave new Chinese employees unaware of what a value actually means. 

If the long-term goal is to build future leaders of such a value-driven and 

decentralized organization, such as H&M, this imitative behavior could have a 

negative impact in the long-term. By only imitating actions related to the values, and 

not actually learning how to use the values, could result in an inability to apply the 

values in different situations. However, the case of H&M showed how difficult it 

could be to follow-up whether usage of the values was an imitation or if it represented 

actual knowledge regarding how to use the values. This was due to the Chinese 

cultural aspect of “losing face,” presented in Figure 1. This Chinese cultural 

characteristic affects how new Chinese employees often have difficulties admitting 

they are wrong, expressing their opinions, and in receiving direct feedback. Therefore, 

these elements of human interaction can be challenging when transferring corporate 

values in China.  
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When new Chinese employees learn to “live by the values,” the identified cultural 

challenges and opportunities mainly referred to the need of having an outspoken 

leader to follow and look up to. Related to the relationship to this outspoken leader, 

the influence of trust could be seen as both a cultural challenge and an opportunity. 

When the trust is absent in the relationship with a role model, new Chinese employees 

could be less willing to change their behavior according to the corporate values. 

When the trust is strong and the cultural element of “guanxi” is present, new Chinese 

employees are flexible when it comes to adapting their behavior. A potential 

challenge could be that it takes time to build this kind of trustful relationships in 

China. 
 

In line with Gertsen and Zølner’s (2012) findings, other non-cultural factors were also 

found to possibly influence the CVT process. However, the extent of their influence 

in the different phases is unclear, but the awareness of their potential impact on the 

CVT process in this specific context should be kept in mind.  

6.1 Theoretical and managerial contributions  
This research has made a theoretical contribution in terms of the conceptualization of 

the CVT process and its cultural challenges and opportunities in the emerging market 

context of China. This conceptualization addressed the research gap and therefore 

provides a foundation for future studies in the research area of the CVT process. This 

research will therefore contribute to a more clarified definition of the CVT process 

since it includes complementary knowledge, which has not been mentioned in 

previous research.  
 

Cultural challenges and opportunities, presented in this research, provide new insights 

within the cultural research in China. Even though an extensive amount of cultural 

research in China exists, this research addressed an unexplored field when focusing 

on the CVT process. This conceptualization of findings could thereby be used by 

future researchers in the contexts of other emerging markets, as well as in China. 
 

This research also provides some managerial implications. The case of H&M in China 

portrays a CVT process in a unique and challenging context of its rapid expansion, 

and exemplifies cultural challenges and opportunities, which can be present. The 

conceptualization of H&M´s CVT process through a CTP in China, visualizes 
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different learning phases, which could be considered by managers when a CTP is 

designed. This conceptualization further provides managers with valuable knowledge 

regarding how cultural challenges and opportunities could differ depending on each 

phase of the learning process. Cultural challenges and opportunities are also important 

to consider increasing the efficiency of the CVT process in China.  

6.2 Limitations and future research suggestions 
The results of this research findings´ are limited due to some aspects. The main 

limitation is that this research was only based on this specific case study of H&M in 

China, meaning that the findings cannot be generalized to other MNCs or contexts. 

Future researchers could therefore perform similar studies within a different national 

or industrial context. By investigating the CTP program of another MNC could 

further clarify whether the three phases being conceptualized in this research would 

become apparent. Also, by doing this research within another cultural context could 

provide more insights regarding the impact national culture may have on the CVT 

process. Furthermore, it would be interesting for future researchers to test whether 

Western MNCs´ standardized global CTPs are actually efficient in emerging contexts, 

or if these should be adjusted when transferring corporate values to these markets.  
 

Another limitation of the findings is that they are purely based upon the perceptions 

of the managers. The managers´ responses could therefore be biased due to their 

positions, as they are responsible for managing new Chinese employees and their 

training. To provide similar research from a perspective of new Chinese employees 

would portray another, and potentially more accurate, view of the cultural challenges 

and opportunities. Furthermore, conducting this kind of research by using a 

quantitative method and by using a sample based on a number of different retail 

MNCs would provide a more reliable and generalized result.  
 

As this research identified that the CVT process was also influenced by non-cultural 

factors, performing research and providing insights on these kinds of factors within 

emerging markets can be valuable. Future studies identifying these non-cultural 

factors could provide valuable knowledge for MNCs transferring their corporate 

values throughout CTPs in emerging markets.  
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Appendix 1. Information letter and interview guide 
 
 
Best employee, 
 
Thank you for participating in this research study. Our names are Vera Batyalova and 
Anneli Bucht and we are two master students in business and management, majoring 
in International Business. We are currently writing our master thesis at Uppsala 
University. This thesis is based upon cultural challenges and opportunities that arises 
when a Western organization tries to transfer core values to their local employees in 
China, and thereby making the employees part of a Western organization. 
 
Your participation is completely voluntary and you have the possibility to interrupt 
your participation at any time. We are the only ones who will gain access to any data 
collected through the interview and the material will therefore be treated 
confidentially. The material will only be used for the purpose of our research and your 
participation will remain anonymous. The final master thesis will be published at 
Uppsala University and will be sent to you. 
 
Below follows the interview questions for the interview, which will take 
approximately 90 minutes.. These are the questions we will ask you during the 
scheduled interview and therefore you do not need to answer them in advance. Please 
take a look at the questions below and if you have any questions you are more than 
welcome to ask us before or during the interview. Our e-mails and telephone numbers 
are written below. 
 
E-mail: 
AnneliBucht@Live.se 
Vera.Batyalova@Hotmail.com 
 
Telephone: 
+ 46 (0)76-135 50 09 (Anneli) 
+ 46 (0)70-444 65 09 (Vera) 
 
Kind regards, 
Anneli Bucht and Vera Batyalova 
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Interview guide 
 

• We will record all interviews, and hope this is okey for you? 
• Do you have any questions before we start? 

 
Your background 

• Can you tell us about yourself and your background at H&M? 
• What is your position at H&M? 
• Can you tell us about your working tasks here in China? 

 
The firm 

• Can you describe H&M’s corporate culture? 
- How is this corporate culture different or similar compared to a typical 
Chinese corporate culture? 

 
• Can you tell us about H&M’s corporate values? 

- Why are the corporate values important for H&M in China ? 
 

• How do you practically share and work with the values in the daily 
operations?  
- Give examples.     

 
• Are the corporate values easy or difficult for new Chinese employees to 

understand? 
- Can you give examples if any values are specifically easy or difficult to 
understand?  

 
• What do you think are the general challenges for all new employees in China 

when they start working at H&M? 
 
 
Training of new Chinese employees 

• Can you describe your introductory training program for new Chinese 
employees at H&M? 
- Can you explain the structure? For example; written material, in-classroom 
training, individual or group, practical on the job training, mentoring, fixed 
within time schedules, structured, workshops, role models. 
- How long are different parts of the training program? 
- Is the program the same for all new Chinese employees? 

 
• How do new Chinese employees learn the values during the training program? 

- Can you give practical examples of how? 
- Is any part specifically important for the learning of the values? 
- Do you perceive that any part is more or less efficient in this learning? 

 
• Is this the training program adjusted to China? 

- In which ways? 
 
 
 



	   56	  

• Do you perceive any challenges with the training program related to new 
Chinese employees? 

 
• How do you perceive that new Chinese employees have changed after going 

through the training program? 
- Can you give examples of how they perceive and work with H&M’s values? 

 

• Do you think there are any improvements that could be made in the training 
program today? 

	  


