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Assignment 2
According to Briscoe and Schuler (2004:114) ‘the most important issue in the successful conduct of both international business and international HRM is: culture’.  

There are many different views on culture, which will be developed later in this paper. However, one view is that culture is something an organisation has, which implies it can be manipulated and utilised as a tool to develop, motivate and engage employees through effective culture management.  As a result, this can enhance an organisation’s performance, create competitive strategic advantage, and act as a differentiator.  On an international level, this has stimulated Multinational Corporations (MNC’s) in their desire to create a corporate culture across borders.  
Leat (1999:96 cited in Leat 2001) describes MNC’s as ‘enterprises which own or control production or service facilities in more than one country’.  The vital element in becoming an MNC is in establishing a presence in a foreign country by way of purchasing a business – making a foreign investment. MNC’s distinguish themselves from businesses that simply trade on an international level. It has been important to define the nature of MNC’s, before undertaking a more detailed discussion on culture in the context of managing human resources in different national environments, as it is within this area of organisational life this essay will be focused.  

The challenge of managing human resources and employee relations when operating internationally presents a significant range of areas for discussion.  Many MNC’s fail to appreciate the complexities involved in international human resource management (IHRM); and there is some evidence that suggests poor IHRM may be linked to the failure of an organisation when operating in the international arena.  (Desatnick & Bennett, 1978).  

The focus of this paper will concentrate on the concept and practice of employee ‘voice’.  Lucas et al, (2006:229) generally defines ‘voice’ ‘as the ability for employees to have an input into decisions that are made in organisations’.  However, various  countries of origin influences the form employee ‘voice’ takes, and the extent to which employees have influence over its level, depth and scope in the management decision process.
This can have considerable implications for MNC’s, since they cannot assume that employee ‘voice’ structures in one culture can automatically or successfully be transferred into other cultures. As what is acceptable in one national location may be wholly unacceptable or even offensive in another.  
This essay will critically evaluate the effect between culture and employee voice from the standpoint of MNC’s operating as employers.  Culture will be discussed, providing different definitions and discussions, followed by an explanation and debate on employee voice.  Furthermore, some empirical examples will be used from Royle (1992 and 2002) thus highlighting the areas of tension between culture and employee voice at McDonalds.  
Whilst it can be difficult to define national culture in its entirety, due to its varying and comprehensive characteristics, for the purpose of this essay an example from Schell and Solomon (1999) is provided. They state that culture is 
Learned and absorbed during the earliest stages of childhood, reinforced by literature, history, and religion, embodied by ….. heroes, and expressed in ….. instinctive values and views, culture is a powerful force that shapes our thoughts and perceptions (Schell and Solomon 1999:9). 
This implies that a person is not born with a predetermined culture, but it is obtained through the process of socialisation from birth.  As a result, national cultural values are learned early and held deeply.  It may therefore, be reasonable to suggest that our cultural values and beliefs are embedded within us to the extent that our daily actions reflect this subconsciously, which is why culture is difficult to change.  
Organisations also possess their own culture; Hofstede (1991:51) defines this as ‘the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one organisation from another’.  Furthermore, Schein (1984) describes culture as a set of artifacts and behaviour, norms and values and underlying assumptions. Moreover, Brown (1998) suggests that national culture can affect organisational culture, as the external environment of where the organisation exits, can filter through the organisation, thus absorbing elements of national culture. 

IHRM becomes one of the most challenging corporate tasks for MNC’s, (Laurent 1986:97).  For many there is a desire to create a corporate culture across borders. However, MNC’s need to appreciate cultural differences, and when these differences are important.  As previously mentioned poor transportation of HRM practices can lead to the success or failure of an MNC.  Brewster et al (2007:19) points out that ‘in an increasingly borderless world, managers need to know how national cultural differences might affect organisation structure and processes, notions of leadership, and HR practices’.
Begley & Boyd (2003:357) indicate that trying to ‘export a unified culture overseas often results in imposing one culture over another’.  This can cause tension and conflict and have negative results for the MNC.  When exporting employee voice systems overseas areas of tension can also become prevalent, as employee voice is also defined by culture on a national and organisational level.     
The culture of a country can predispose it to promote or constrain the development of employee voice and to influence its articulation in particular ways. Some cultures will have an emphasis on direct while others will have an emphasis on indirect, therefore employee voice is very multifarious in its position and meaning which can cause tension and conflict when moving into different social spaces. 

Employee voice can take various forms, and serve a variety of functions (Dunon et al 2004). There are two widely discussed areas of employee voice.  One that is collective, indirect and representative and the other is individual and direct.  The direct form tends to focus on operational workplace and working practice issues, whereas indirect concentrates on wider strategic matters such as mergers, investments, pay systems and labour issues. 

Bryson (2004) points out that the individual direct form takes account of the varying needs of the modern workforce.  Reddish (1980 as cited in Brewster et al 2007), implies that direct voice allows for closer communication between management and other members of the organisation, without the need for collective bargaining in the form of trade union representation.  
However, Kelly (1996) supports the indirect form of employee voice, by suggesting that union voice is superior, independent, and utilises collective power, by accessing the views of a third party. This implies the direct form may result in individuals not getting their voice heard in organisations; but the collective form increases the chances of management listening. In opposition to these views, Dundon (2004) as cited in Gollan (2007) recommends the extent to which voice is embedded within an organisation, its level, scope and form, is much more important than what particular form of employee voice is utilised. Wood & Fenton-O’Creevy (2005) offers an alternative to these views by indicating that both forms perform various functions and can actually complement each other. 
National systems embrace different HRM practices.  For example, the USA, India and the UK generally favour direct voice mechanisms, whereas Western Europe prefer indirect, as there is generally a high degree of national system regulation in relation to industrial relations (Looise and Drucker 2002). 
An example of a national system presents itself in the development of the European Works Council Directive (EWCD).  The Directive was established by the European Union in 1994.  It requires that companies with over 1000 employees operating in two or more member states must establish a European Works Council (EWC) (Dundon et al, 2004).  The aim of EWC’s is to improve workers’ information and consultation rights and achieve synergies between European subsidiaries. Therefore, if an MNC decides to embrace the borders of Europe they have a statutory requirement to establish a EWC (Lucas et al 2006).  
For the purpose of this essay an example of McDonald’s entering the German fast food market is provided from Royle (1999). Royle reports how McDonald’s attempted to frustrate and evade the statutory consultative requirements for trans-national companies arising from the EWCD. These arrangements require indirect and collective voice processes, which is in complete contrast with the direct and individual approach favoured in the USA.     
To expand upon this, generally European countries are more heavily unionised and are predisposed towards the indirect form of employee voice mechanisms.  Also, German law dictates that union functions for collective bargaining are exercised in areas such as salary negotiations and job security (Brewster 2002). Germany also has a system of co-determination, whereby employees have some role in the management of the organisation, which presents itself in the form of works councils (this is In addition to EWC’s) (CIPD 2010).  Furthermore, the German system cultivates the development of a pluralist approach to management.  
Alternatively the USA approach is in complete contrast.  They are hostile to trade unions, and prefer the direct form of employee voice.  Their approach assumes that anything restricting management (laws and trade unions) has a negative effect on organisations. They claim government policy and even the views of their employees can impede the success of an organisation (Ferner et al, 2005). 
They believe organisations must remain market driven and focused on company strategy.

Furthermore, (Brewster, 2002), suggests that the USA take the view that because they are the world’s most successful economy, their organisational practices should be adopted to ensure survival and success (ethnocentric). 
Ferner and Edwards (1995:6) states that ‘Germany’s strong institutional arrangements and legislative underpinning remain something of a “test case” for MNC’s’. This is generally because not only do MNC’s have to adhere to the legislative requirements of the EWCD, but they also have to comply with the statutory requirements of national works councils which are also protected by German law.  

The study carried out by Royle (1999) on EWC’s at McDonalds reveals that management were bluntly hostile towards the requirement for the operational development of a EWC. McDonalds went to great lengths to find loopholes in the legislation to avoid establishing a EWC and marginalise trade union presence. 
For example they outsourced unionised parts of the company, resulting in unionised employees no longer being entitled to representation on the national level work council or the EWC.  
Furthermore, McDonald’s manipulated the system and ensured that representatives were chosen from salaried managers, who would be more inclined to have the organisation’s goals in mind thus minimising trade union presence.  This tactic also ensured that ninety five percent of hourly paid or part time ‘ordinary’ workers were not represented (Royle 1999).  It could be suggested that McDonald’s were wholly aware that these workers would be more inclined towards collective bargaining, through indirect voice channels and trade union representation; as their voice may not be heard through direct channels for fear of victimisation.  
Eventually McDonald’s accepted regular bargaining rounds with trade unions.  However, Royle (2002:457) reveals this was ‘largely as a way of improving the corporation’s public image (rather than) with any real desire to adapt the German system or accept unions as a ‘pluralist’ principle’.  
It is clear that MNC’s from different countries of origin will have specific preferences regarding what form of employee representation is implemented, and to what extent employee voice influences management decisions.  Preferences are significantly influenced by the country of origin in which these MNC’s originate from. 

It could be argued that because MNCs are generally such large organisations, their culture, management techniques, systems and processes etc., which have already been established and proved to be successful, can simply be transferred to foreign environments. This is clearly not the case, which often leads to frustration, under achievement and even failure for the MNC. 
The USA and Germany have provided a good example of how employee voice can cause conflict and tension, as they are on different points on the spectrum in terms of employee participation and the type of employee voice mechanisms they apply.
To summarise the USA are predisposed towards the direct form of employee voice, because they feel if employees are well managed they do not need a third party to intervene (unitarist) (Royle 2002 as cited in Lucas et al 2006).  Also, direct forms tend to be informal, and more controllable by management as to the level, depth and scope that is applied. 
In contrast Germany favour the indirect form of employee voice, and the employee having some role in the management of organisations through channels such as national works councils, and EWC’s. It could be suggested that the indirect form results in management having to ‘answer’ for their decisions, as formal structures are in place to ensure the employee is fairly represented. 

It has been hypothesized 
that there has been a general trend away from collective and towards individual voice mechanisms, reflecting the predominant trajectory of managerial practices towards convergence within the liberal market model
(as cited in Brewster et al 2007:1252).

Nevertheless, it is apparent that collective voice mechanisms remain significant, especially within Europe.
However, as Wood & Fenton-O’Creevy (2005) previously indicated a mix of both types of employee voice could compliment each other.  Nevertheless, different cultures posses a unique set of values and expectations, therefore, a midpoint on the spectrum of employee voice could still prove difficult to agree upon.  
For the moment, however, it could be suggested that MNC’s do the minimum
amount required to comply with legislation, or embrace the law with the purpose of showing them as a good citizen which has positive connotations for company image.    
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