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Abstract

:

Business globalization causes all project managers, sooner or later, to face the challenge of understanding cultural differences. Identifying the risks associated with these differences has become an essential task today when discussing international projects. This paper shows how to improve the management of projects carried out in China by Spanish organizations, identifying risks related to differences between societies. To determine this set of risks, the cultural dimensions of Hofstede and Meyer were analyzed for the case of China and Spain, as well as the most critical values of the World Value Survey between both cultures. From there, and thanks to work done with a focus group formed of 29 Spanish project managers who are experienced in working in projects developed in China, risks were identified and classified into categories considering cultural dimensions. The results obtained show a record of risks of great interest for organizations working in international contexts, mainly in China. They reveal, in addition, the importance of considering this type of risks related to cultural differences, which have rarely been treated before.
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1. Introduction


Understanding culture is one of the most critical challenges today due to globalization and its importance in business. Since the 1990s, leaders of organizations have crossed borders in all dimensions of business and government more rapidly and continuously than ever before.



In this new context, sustainability and sustainable development have attracted the attention of the scientific community, and cross-cultural adjustment (CCA) is considered to be a key theme in human resource management [1]. It applies not only to the management of human resources, but to the whole organization, as the main management system standards, like the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) state. Martínez-Perales et al. [2] studied the correspondence between these management system standards and sustainability variables revealing the strong relationship between them. Thus ISO 14001:2015 for environmental management [3] is considered a fundamental pillar of sustainability in organizations, and ISO 9001:2015 for quality management [4] already refers to the importance of the relative risks of the relationships between different stakeholders. These risks are more significant when it comes to international relations due to the associated cultural differences. Furthermore, in this standard, the concept of risk-based thinking appears for the first time, with which it is clarified that every risk has an intrinsic opportunity and a threat.



Specifically, risk management has its special recognition within these standards with the ISO 31.000:2018, a guide on how to manage the risks faced by organizations [5]. This standard establishes the following four steps for risk management: (i) risk identification; (ii) risk analysis; (iii) risk assessment; (iv) risk treatment. This paper remains in the first step since for the analysis, assessment, and treatment it is essential to take into account the criteria of each organization. In this research, 29 professionals have participated from different organizations.



Focusing on the case of China, the importance of the risks associated with international environments has been recently highlighted in projects, such as the “Belt and Road” initiative, where the more important risks are country and cross-cultural risks [6].



This research focuses on China, not only because it is one of the major developing economies in the world, but also because it is characterized by a unique, centuries-old culture that makes the direct transfer of Western relationship business principles questionable [7] and surrounded by risks.



The research has the main aim of increasing project success levels for Spanish companies working in China through better knowledge of their intercultural differences, and the identification of the main risks related to these differences. Three specific objectives support that goal.



The first specific objective is to know what previous studies established about intercultural differences and how China and Spain are defined according to these studies.



The second specific objective is to analyze the results from the World Values Survey (WVS), highlighting China and Spain’s most critical values.



The third specific objective is to identify, through a focus group with 29 Spanish project managers experienced in leading projects in China, what the most critical risks are that could jeopardize a project from an intercultural point of view.



During the training session given in the focus group and the discussions held in search of consensus or the identification of the risks, project managers have achieved a better knowledge of Chinese culture and of the existence of cultural differences. It has allowed project managers to identify 20 risks considered as valuable findings to start working with risk management associated with cultural differences in their organizations as a first step towards improving the performance of Spanish projects in China.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Project Management


The project management discipline is relatively modern. It is characterized by methods and tools to improve performance, control, and results in adapting specific management techniques [8]. Project management involves five process groups as identified in the Project Management Book of Knowledge (PMBOK) [9]: project initiation, planning, execution, monitoring and control, and closure. In the same reference, it is established that project management contains 10 areas of knowledge: integration, scope, time, cost, quality, resources, communication, risk, procurement, and stakeholders.



Attention to these processes and knowledge areas addresses the need for change, which is reflected in the considerable number of research articles devoted to exploring these issues and which promote the permanent link between theory and practice [10]. The number of articles published around these processes and areas of knowledge from different perspectives is increasing every year.



The need to rethink the project management discipline has also been highlighted to achieve better results effectively [11,12,13,14]. Some authors have also noted that it is required to consider other aspects as sustainability [14,15,16,17,18] and the relationship between sustainability and different areas of knowledge of project management [2,19]. Other authors highlight the importance of project manager competences in achieving project success [20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29].



The approach of the concept of sustainability to the field of project management (PM) has been considered with interest in recent years by researchers exploring sustainability as a success factor in a project. Certification of management systems (with their correspondence to sustainability variables) has a positive impact on project success [2].



In this context, the importance of risk management has been exposed [30,31], in some cases with interesting discussions between risks and uncertainties in project management [32,33,34,35,36,37].



Both in research more focused on the figure of the project manager and in studies focused on risks, it is increasingly common to find interesting links with cultural aspects [38,39,40,41].




2.2. Cultural Dimensions


One of the most relevant researchers to study the nature and complexity of the cultural differences is the Dutch sociologist Geert Hofstede, whose work has inspired other interesting studies and remains predominant in this field. Hofstede defined six groups to differentiate country cultures, which are known as the Hofstede dimensions of national culture [42]:



	
Power distance expresses the degree to which the members of a society accept a hierarchical order. This is correlated to one of the dimensions of the analysis of the political system [43];



	
Individualism versus collectivism represents the preference for a narrow or wide social framework, where the members of a society are expected to care only for themselves or the whole group. This is correlated to the gross domestic product (GDP);



	
Masculinity versus femininity measures the preference for a more competitive or cooperative society. Femininity is correlated to the national incomes spent in human development aid;



	
Uncertainty avoidance refers to the feeling of discomfort with ambiguity or uncertainty. This is correlated to one dimension of the mental health study of Lynn and Hampson [44];



	
Long-term orientation, a fifth dimension that was added in 1991 on the basis of research in the Far East by Canadian psychologist Michael Harris Bond and supported by Hofstede [45], represents Confucian thinking. It means how a society deals with its past and the challenges of the future. In the 2000s, research by Michael Minkov using data from the WVS [46] made a new calculation of this fifth dimension possible;



	
Indulgence versus restraint, a sixth dimension which was added in 2010 by Michael Minkov [42], distinguishes whether or not a society allows the free expression of feelings.






Hofstede’s work has inspired some other authors to keep researching the analysis of these dimensions [47], or their influence to some essential areas of knowledge in project management, such as communication management, highlighting the empirical study of Müller and Turner [48] or the Lewis Model [49].



In recent years, the American professor Erin Meyer [50] has also compared some countries based on their cultural patterns and demonstrated again the importance of understanding culture to manage any kind of international project today. Her cultural map drew on the work of previous researchers, most notably Hofstede et al. [42] and Trompenaars [51] and created a framework that examines communication on multiple dimensions and locates various national cultures on each. The indicators that Meyer proposed are the following:




	
Communicating: distinguished between low-context for countries where communication is precise and high-context for some countries where communication is sophisticated;



	
Evaluating: shows how people in different cultures manage negative criticism or negative feedback, using direct or indirect negative feedback;



	
Persuading: establishes two styles of reasoning, principles-first or applications-first;



	
Leading: this indicator is also considered by Hofstede by the concept of power distance. In this case, Meyer uses the word egalitarian instead of low-power distance and hierarchical instead of high-power distance;



	
Deciding: refers to decision-making responsibility, consensual, or individual;



	
Trusting: trust may be task-based or relationship-based;



	
Disagreeing: demonstrates the differences between confrontational and confrontation-avoiding societies;



	
Scheduling: differentiates linear-time from flexible-time cultures.









2.3. Comparison between China and Spain


Focusing on the application of both analyses, Hofstede and Meyer, of China and Spain, firstly, some key cultural aspects of both cultures are presented.



China and Spain are very different countries at first sight. China is a vast communist country with a population of more than one billion, and with thousands of years of culture. Spain is a small capitalist country with less than 50 million people that was invaded and conquered several times, adopting features of every culture (Roman, Ottoman, Arab).



Based on the quantitative works of Hofstede, Figure 1 shows a general overview where differences can be observed between China and Spain. Significant gaps appear in every dimension, but it is interesting to highlight the high position of China in power distance, collectivism, and long-term orientation, and the high position of Spain in uncertainty avoidance. They constitute the main characteristics of these cultures.



Thus, China is a very hierarchical society, with an authoritarian regime, which precisely contributes to promoting collectivism watching over all members of society. In addition, China is the birthplace of Confucianism, which gave rise to long-term orientation. Therefore, when doing any project in China or with Chinese organizations, it is necessary to take into account these aspects and, for example, organize meetings between people of the same level. Likewise, having a well-defined schedule is essential to meet the need for long-term orientation.



On the other hand, in Spain, mistakes are not seen as learning, but as a failure. An example of this is the entrepreneurship index. In 2018, 10% of citizens in the most developed countries were involved in an entrepreneurial initiative, compared to 6.4% of Spaniards [52]. Therefore, for Spain, it is important to carefully define the contracts and the clauses of possible deviations. This could be a source of conflict that should be monitored because in China, emphasis is often more on ethics than on standards, as previous studies have shown [39].



In the same line, Figure 2 presents the comparison between Chinese and Spanish culture, according to the Meyer model. In the context of communication, Spanish culture gives more importance to non-verbal language, while indirect style is preferred in Chinese culture, where body language is not usual, and a calm manner controls the meetings. In China, it is customary to ask questions to label the other person to facilitate a relationship with them. In Spanish culture, starting a conversation by asking the other person’s age and salary is inconceivable [53]. Concerning negotiations, Chinese culture is monochronic, and commitments to dates are prioritized. In contrast, in Spanish culture, which is polychronic, there is a tendency to start several tasks at once, and deadlines are flexible [53]. In a professional relationship before or during the execution of a project, it is advisable to consider these differences that are so closely related to communication management and task implementation.



As some of these dimensions are related, in previous works of the authors, an attempt to synthesize both Hofstede and Meyer’s cultural approaches was made [41]. These dimensions were the following:




	
Power distance–leadership: the relationship between leaders and subordinates;



	
Long-term orientation–scheduling: the conception of time, planning, and future orientation;



	
Individualism: involvement in a team;



	
Uncertainty avoidance–deciding: the confrontation of risk and the capability to assume risk and make decisions;



	
Communication (listening skills, negative feedback, disagreement): the connection between people and information channels;



	
Persuading: the power of influence between people;



	
Trusting: the capability to rely on others.








In addition to the Hofstede and Meyer’s comparisons between China and Spain, some particularities of Chinese culture are explained next. This is because Chinese culture is considered to hold values that differ not only from Spanish values but also from most of the values of Western cultures. This includes ways of doing things that are often very different from those of the West [41,54,55,56]. Chinese culture is a collectivistic culture. Collectivism is the idea that an individual’s life does not belong to them, but to the group or society of which they are merely a part [57]. This attitude is rooted in benevolence and conformity [58]. Benevolence focuses on concern for the welfare of others in everyday close interaction. Conformity is derived from the requirement that individuals inhibit their inclinations that may be socially disruptive.



Understanding the particularities of Chinese culture is indispensable when doing business with China. There are studies that demonstrate, for example, the importance of goal interdependence and cooperation between Chinese employees and foreign managers [59].




2.4. Risk Perception Considering the Cultural Approach


The notion of risk is of high interest in several contexts and is generally considered as an effect of uncertainty and, consequently, as a measure of deviation from an anticipated outcome [60,61,62].



There is a lack of objectiveness within current risk-scoring processes [63]. To understand these differences, the importance of considering the cultural influence when managing risks has already been highlighted by researchers [39]. De Camprieu et al. [64] published the results of an empirical study and proved that project managers from different cultural horizons differ in the way they assess risk.



Some authors have also highlighted the importance of transferring experiential knowledge within the cultural boundary to reduce uncertainty [65]. The international strategy literature already identified during the last decades of the twentieth century that the cost of doing business abroad stems mainly from cultural differences between the home and host countries [66,67].



Other authors have reminded that global sustainability goals cannot realistically be achieved without strategies that build on multiscale definitions of risks to wellbeing. This has been proven through the use of a cultural consensus analysis [68].



Monteiro de Carvalho et al. [69] investigated the effects of project management on project success under the parameters of scheduling, cost, and margins. The results showed that cross-country analysis has a significant explanatory effect.



Business and project risks are perceived and managed differently in distinct national cultures. The more different the culture is, the more diverse risk perception is, and the more complicated their management becomes [39,70].



Rodríguez-Rivero et al. [41] determined that most of the risks that are associated with multicultural contexts can be mitigated if they are appropriately identified. Other researchers have sought to determine the cultural values that affect individuals’ preferences of specific conflict-handling styles or how these values affect organizations [71]. Their results contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the role of culture and emotional intelligence in conflict handling [72].



Liu [73] examined how cultural differences moderate the effectiveness of an organization’s enterprise risk management (ERM) program in sustainable decision making. She found that Chinese participants were characterized by a stronger prevention focus, whereas American participants were characterized by a stronger promotion focus.



The inclination of people to view their own life with a positive perspective is more evident in individualist cultures than in collectivistic ones [74]. Additionally, Autio et al. [75] found that cultures with a high collectivism dimension have practices negatively associated with entrepreneurial entry but, on the other hand, positively associated with entrepreneurial growth aspirations.





3. Materials and Methods


The first step in this research consisted of reviewing cultural studies and analyzing both cultures. Previous studies on cultural differences allowed the authors to select Hofstede [76] and Meyer’s dimensions [50] to establish a comparison between China and Spain.



The second step focused on the analysis of the results from the World Value Survey (WVS). This database was selected because it is a global network of social scientists who are studying changing values and their impact on social and political life. The WVS provides data to analyze the most critical values of both cultures, Chinese and Spanish. Moreover, WVS data are publicly available without charge. The data were downloaded to carry out the analysis that is presented here.



The current research was conducted using the WVS-6 (2010–2014) [77]. The WVS-7 (2015–2020) questionnaire has been completed with the inclusion of new topics such as justice, moral principles, corruption, accountability and risk, migration, national security, and global governance, and even contributed to the monitoring of the Sustainable Development Goals.



Not all values from WVS-6 data have been considered in this research—only those related to cultural dimensions. This was done through a detailed analysis of the values present in the database. During this step of the study, a program was designed with MATLAB software to analyze the database’s responses considering all of the characteristics of the survey. To determine the most critical values, the authors established as a limit those that had a value below 10% or above 90% of the rest of the world’s values. Thus, if a Chinese value is included within the highest 10% of values or lowest 10%, it is considered as critical value and carried over for subsequent analysis.



The same analysis was done in Spain with these critical values to compare the two societies.



The third step, once critical values were highlighted, was to identify risks linked to critical values in a project context. It may be noted that 29 Spanish project managers with more than 10 years of experience each leading projects in China participated in the risk identification process in a focus group with researchers. The sectors in which these professionals work are presented in Figure 3.



During the focus group, and prior to the identification work, a brief presentation was made of the results of the previous studies by Hofstede and Meyer, as well as why the most critical values from the WVS should be used as a source of risks. For the identification, the dimensions they should work with were presented, giving the freedom to add or remove any. Once they were agreed upon, the risks were identified. This identification was done dimension by dimension, and only those risks were included on which the whole group agreed. The same was done for the assignment of values that could be related.



Analysis of the World Value Survey Data


The WVS started in 1981 and is conducted in almost 100 countries that contain nearly 90 percent of the world’s population. It uses a standard questionnaire that includes 290 questions to measure cultural values, attitudes and beliefs toward gender, family, and religion, attitudes toward and experience of poverty, education, health and security, social tolerance, and trust, attitudes toward multilateral institutions, and cultural differences and similarities between regions and societies. Some of these questions are inspired by Schwartz’s dimensions for comparing cultures [78,79,80].



Over the years, the WVS has demonstrated that people’s beliefs play a key role in economic development, the emergence and flourishing of democratic institutions, the rise of gender equality, and the extent to which societies have an effective government. Likewise, other studies have already highlighted the importance of the presence of national values in any project or international negotiation [81].



Hofstede [82] highlights the power of the WVS database and the importance of improving research on the cultural context. Based on WVS data and previous work, Minkov and Hofstede made an interesting contribution to this field [42].



Although China is one of the largest countries in the world and the most populated, it is still possible to identify specific core cultural values that are shared by Chinese people no matter where they live [83].



The values that have been determined to be critical to Chinese society from the analysis of the WVS data with the MATLAB program designed for this research are shown in Table 1. The position of China relative to other countries is shown in the third column. This means the position of its score in the value compared to the scores of the other countries for the same value. The rank of Spain relative to other countries is also shown to compare later with China since the research deals with the opinion of project managers from this country. The means China, Spain, and the remaining countries are presented to indicate their differences. Critical Chinese values are arranged by position, with the highest values (>90%) shown first and the lowest ones following (<10%).



Most of the questions through which the values are scored are grouped by categories identified in the WVS. For example, those categories with the most values include “important in life”, “satisfaction with your life”, “aims of a country”, “aims of respondent”, “future changes”, “Schwartz”, “political action”, “how much you trust”, “confidence”, “political system”, “social position”, “I see myself as someone who”, or “how frequently do the following things occur in your neighborhood”. In the case of the category dedicated to questions about Schwartz’s values, these are questions devoted to measuring the personal values previously defined by Schwartz [78,79,80].



Values 106, 107, and 130 are especially critical in relations between China and Spain since, in addition to being critical in China, they appear in the other 10% extreme for Spain.





4. Results


Risk Identification


Once the critical values of Chinese culture have been identified, the next step is to discover the most common risks associated with cultural differences, which Spanish professionals must deal with in their business with China. For this task, the authors met with international project managers in a focus group, composed of 29 Spanish project managers experienced in China. They defined the risks and categorized them according to the selected cultural dimensions from Hofstede and Meyer. Next, they associated those risks with Chinese critical values, both from the literature and the WVS. The results are presented in Table 2.



The selection of the cultural dimensions was proposed by the authors according to previous research [41] and accepted during the focus group.



Table 2 presents the risks related to business between Spain and China. These need to be especially considered in businesses with China, as their impact could jeopardize a project’s success.



This list is not exhaustive and should be reviewed per project. However, it will help project managers to identify intercultural risks in China.





5. Discussion and Conclusions


Management skills have always been considered to be an essential determinant of success in every project [20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29]. However, the influence of globalization and cross-cultural interaction in recent years has caused these skills to become critical.



The use of a cultural category when identifying risks puts into practice what other studies had previously defined on a theoretical level through the cultural risk breakdown structure [41]. For the use of this category of risks, the dimensions proposed in this study, or any that the executing organization of the project considers more appropriate, can be used. The important thing is that these risks associated with cultural differences are identified.



The fact that this identification also includes values is due to the link already introduced by Ott [81] between the way people act and the values inherent in their culture. In this study, these values were always present during the focus group.



Most of the risks identified belong to the area of personal relationships (risks 1 to 10 and 14 to 20). This is in line with the new proposals within project management in which more importance is given to the project manager’s personal competences [20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29]. In fact, the Project Management Institute’s own PMP (Project Management Professional) certification is adapting its exams to give more weight to this part.



The results of the research are of interest when it comes to the management of Spanish organizations that have projects in China. They can provide valuable help to select the most suitable training programs for their employees when executing projects in China. Results highlight the importance of cultural risks as it had been done by previous researchers [6,39,69].



This paper presents previous studies about intercultural differences and how China and Spain are defined, analyzes the results from the World Values Survey (WVS), highlighting China and Spain’s most critical values (Table 1) and finally identifies, through a focus group with 29 Spanish project managers experienced in leading projects in China, what the most critical risks are that could jeopardize the project from an intercultural point of view (Table 2).



The main contribution of this work is the identification of 20 risks commonly agreed among all project managers. It is considered as a valuable finding to improve the performance and the sustainability of Spanish projects in China, regardless of the type of project involved. Then, of course, each organization must complete the list of risks by looking at its own business risks and making the assessment according to its criteria.



This study has several limitations that can be addressed in future research. First, the Chinese national culture is considered stable, according to data from the WVS-6 (2010–2014). Although there has been a slow evolution of values since the beginning of this survey (1981), stability can be assumed. However, the dramatic development of China could cause minor variations in this. In this regard, future research should compare the results achieved in this work with those obtained from the WVS-7. Second, risks that have been identified have been considered only for their negative meanings. Thus, identifying positive risks in future studies would provide a series of opportunities that could drive business success. Thus, it would also contribute to this field so rarely explored and claimed by the project management or risk management main guidelines [5,6,7,8,9]. Finally, it would be quite useful to assess these risks, so that they can be prioritized. In this first research, it was not included since following the principles defined by the ISO 31.000:2018, the risk management has to be tailored to each organization [5], and it implies that each one establishes its own assessment criteria. It would be very interesting if this evaluation were carried out on different Western countries operating in China, to contrast with previous studies on how culture influences risk assessment [64,73].
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Figure 1. Comparison between China and Spain based on the Hofstede model. 
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Figure 2. Comparison between China and Spain based on the Meyer model. Note: Discontinue marks are estimated by authors since they are not included in Meyer’s study. 
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Figure 3. Percentage of project managers per sector. 
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Table 1. Critical values for China from the World Values Survey (WVS).
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	Value Id.
	Value Definition
	Chinese Position/Total of Countries
	Spanish Position/Total of Countries
	Chinese Mean
	Spanish Mean
	World’s Mean





	63
	Aims of the respondent (Second choice): Maintaining order in the nation
	1/60
	24/60
	38.3
	23.1
	22.7



	79
	Schwartz: Tradition is important to this person; to follow the customs handed down by one’s religion or family
	4/60
	17/60
	18.92
	16.27
	14.99



	115
	Confidence: The government (in your nation’s capital)
	4/60
	52/60
	30.49
	19.04
	23.56



	73
	Schwartz: It is important to this person to have a good time; to "spoil" oneself
	5/60
	27/60
	21.45
	18.47
	17.86



	117
	Confidence: Parliament
	5/60
	28/60
	28.3
	21.05
	21.69



	160a
	I see myself as someone who: is reserved
	23/25
	No data
	15.87
	No data
	20.83



	160i
	I see myself as someone who: gets nervous easily
	24/25
	No data
	15.61
	No data
	19.25



	124
	Confidence: Charitable or humanitarian organizations
	58/60
	28/60
	18.87
	25.93
	24.87



	130 *
	Political system: Having a democratic political system
	59/59
	6/59
	25.10
	35.53
	31.09



	9
	Importance in life: Religion
	60/60
	54/60
	14.34
	20.50
	30.53



	106 *
	How much you trust: People of another religion
	60/60
	1/60
	9.08
	27.17
	20.73



	107 *
	How much you trust: People of another nationality
	60/60
	1/60
	13.23
	28.32
	27.53



	108
	Confidence: The Churches
	60/60
	56/60
	13.23
	19.94
	27.53



	143
	Thinking about the meaning and purpose of life
	60/60
	58/60
	23.55
	27.43
	31.15







Note: Values marked with asterisk have major differences between both cultures.
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Table 2. Chinese critical risk record in the Spanish projects associated with the WVS values.
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Category

	
Risk Id.

	
Risk Definition

	
Associated Value Id. from WVS






	
Communication

	
1

	
Public disciplinary actions

	
73; 160a




	
2

	
Misunderstanding direct communication

	
160i




	
3

	
Providing imprecise project information

	
160i




	
Power distance

	
4

	
Lack of preparation of leader

	
160i




	
5

	
No acceptance of young people in responsibility positions

	
63




	
6

	
Conflicts because of information exchange without the supervisor’s knowledge

	
63




	
7

	
Problematic meetings with people from different hierarchy

	
63




	
Individualism

	
8

	
Holding a person responsible for a group problem

	
106; 107




	
9

	
Lack of trust because of not investing enough time in guanxi with Chinese CEOs

	
73; 79




	
10

	
Not appreciating the search of common bonds

	
79




	
Long-term orientation

	
11

	
Not scheduling the project stages properly

	
160i




	
Uncertainty avoidance–Deciding

	
12

	
Ignorance about local laws

	
63; 115




	
13

	
Not relying on risk response tools

	




	
14

	
Unsuitable conflict management

	
63




	
Persuading

	
15

	
Not responding to appreciation or favors

	
73; 79




	
16

	
Being inflexible with family commitments

	
73; 79




	
17

	
Emotional stress when demanding workers to express opinions or feelings

	
73; 160a




	
Trusting

	
18

	
Not considering traditional Chinese values

	
79; 115




	
19

	
Criticizing managers in the presence of their subordinates

	




	
20

	
Mistrust of implication of the project by the Chinese company

	
73; 107
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