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1
Introduction
Oliver H.M. Yau and Raymond P.M. Chow

1

Harmony is a central concept in the Asian spiritual and social thought.
Although similar concepts and ideals can be found in the West, they do not
play as decisive a role as in the Asian context. In the context of the Asian
culture, the problem of harmony and conflict can be perceived as the
problem of explaining and justifying the creation or pursuit of harmony,
or the problem of providing a resolution of conflict in the interests of
harmony. It is the basic purpose of this book to provide a timely evaluation
of how a harmonious business environment can be created and managed
successfully in an increasingly turbulent business environment.

This introduction has two objectives: first, to provide readers with a road
map for this book, detailing its structure and, second, to serve as a guideline
for recent developments in harmony and conflict management. This chap-
ter thus provides a perspective for the book as a whole, underlining its nov-
elty and innovative aspects of problems and challenges emerging as a result
of recent economic reforms and development in Asia.

This book contains 12 chapters and is divided into two parts – the
Harmony Perspective (Part I) and the Conflict Perspective (Part II). A brief
account of each is given below.

Part I:The Harmony Perspective

Part I includes seven chapters that examine various issues on how Asian
firms endeavour to harmonize the business environment. First, we deal
with the long existing concept of harmony and its impact on joint venture
performance. Second, we look into how the economic reform in China
shapes the gender situation into a more equitable situation. Third, we
explain that the benefit from harmonious interactions between Chinese
and German firms on environment behaviour would accrue to both
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nations. This is followed by three chapters going deeper into the concept
of trust at large. First, we examine the role of trust in knowledge generation
and dissemination. As the Asian business environment is changing rapidly,
the issue of trust is further explored by tracking how trust is likely to
shift over time in international joint alliances in southwest China. We
then investigate how harmonizing processes such as trust building,
communication, leadership, shared goals and commitment differ within
the context of the cultural framework of global companies. The final
chapter in this part deals with an empirical study on trust, commitment,
relationship quality, and behavioural consequences for international
tourist hotels in Taiwan. These chapters provide a sound foundation for
readers who do not have a good knowledge of how harmony and conflicts
are dealt with in Asian business.

In Chapter 2, Raymond Chow and Oliver Yau report on the development
and validation of a set of multi-item scales for the measurement of harmony
using established procedures from the measurement development litera-
ture. A brief review of previous related studies on the roles of harmony in
joint venture performance is provided, followed by the hypothesized
dimensions of harmony and then a description of the procedures to
construct the subscales and assess their psychometric properties.

The results presented in this chapter are relevant both to business 
academicians and to practitioners. From the theoretical perspective, 
the harmony orientation (HO) scale developed not only helps to enrich the
content and meaning of the construct, but it also helps to enhance our
understanding of the importance of harmony in business ventures in
general and in the Chinese business environment in particular. From 
the managerial perspective, this chapter provides empirical support for the
importance of harmony in conducting business in China, and has sig-
nificant implications for international marketers. When formulating
new venture strategies in the greater China market, the scale developed
can help to gauge the degree of HO held by international joint venture
(IJV) partners.

In Chapter 3, Sharon Moore and Julie Jie Wen look into how economic
reform in China has been shaping the gender situation in business areas.
They identify that the economic and social status of women in China
can be viewed in three historical stages. The first stage reflects over two
millennia of Confucian culture and patriarchy, when the gap between 
two genders was seen as infinite. The second stage (1949–78), represents
the Chinese Communist party goal to promote equity and eliminate
social differences between men and women. The third stage, from 1978, is
the current era of economic reforms.

2 Harmony versus Conflict in Asian Business
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They analyse the historical and political factors affecting the economic
and social status of women in terms of these three historical periods,
concluding that although the economic and social status of women con-
tinues to rise in China, the gap in career opportunities available for men
and women shows little sign of narrowing. In a society where men are
traditionally regarded as superior, the economic reforms actually under-
cut women’s status by withdrawing state assistance and increasing gender-
based inequality. Both primary and secondary data sources are utilized
to describe the current position of women in management roles, a priv-
ileged class compared to other women in the workforce.

A sample of 316 Chinese male and female business managers was sur-
veyed. Along the same lines, another group of 85 women managers were
also focus group interviewed in Guangzhou, China during 2003–04.
They applied gender history and theory to the current working day reality
of middle to senior level women managers in China. Although focusing
on women’s opinions and experience in the interview and focus group
study, they also uncovered the experience and organizational issues of
male managers to minimize any potential bias, and maximize validity
and reliability. Strategies that developed through interview and focus
group data to advance women’s employment in China are explored.

In Chapter 4, Lena Croft and Shige Makino present a conceptual
framework depicting the relation between corporate environmental values
and corporate environmental behaviour (CEB) to explain why firms
proactively go beyond profit maximization to combat environmental
problems. Interaction between a German firm, which puts environment
pollution as a primacy, and firms from China where ‘no regret’ policy in
promoting the economic growth is in practice, is discussed. The result
demonstrates that placing emphasis on CEB can transform a conflicting
issue to achieve a harmonious result.

The proposing construct advances existing knowledge by further
deriving categorization, dynamic patterns of categorization and taxonomy
of CEB suggesting future direction of study within the area of organization
and the natural environment. Through the exploration of the new con-
struct, this chapter intends to generate new debates that lead to enrichment
of theoretical development to a relatively new area in the pressing natural
environment, and practitioners are still adopting a ‘learning-by-doing’
attitude to tackle this complicated issue.

In Chapter 5, Leo Leung and K.F. Lau examine the role of trust in know-
ledge generation and dissemination. Distinction is made between perceived
trust at interpersonal level and inter-organizational level (or group level).
Two strands of research streams are employed to understand the role of

Introduction 3
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trust in knowledge management process at these two levels. First, social
exchange theory is used to explore the interactions among individuals in
developing trust at interpersonal level. Then, transaction cost analysis is
adopted to investigate the role of trust as a coordinating mechanism in
organizing functional activities within and between organizations in add-
ition to the use of either market or hierarchy. Both theories provide a
conceptual foundation to understand the development of trust in facilitat-
ing knowledge creation and transfer.

Different forms of trust may emerge throughout different stages of the
knowledge management process. Developing unconditional trust requires
time, costs and commitment of resources. Some empirical research studies
have demonstrated a positive relationship between trust and knowledge
generation/dissemination. An appropriate organizational setting such as
team orientation, market-oriented culture and open-communication cli-
mate is important to trust-building. Various strategies for building trust
are discussed at the end of this chapter.

In Chapter 6, John Kidd and Xue Li review several aspects of trust, distrust
and its dynamics in international joint ventures. Further, they indicate
how ‘trust’ is likely to shift over time, and then links these suggestions to
findings from fieldwork conducted in southwest China.

There is a considerable body of research upon international joint
alliances, their mode of entry and their sociometrics, but there is little
research on the shift in attitudes about their inter-organizational trust as
time progresses. That is, from ‘early’ to ‘late’, as the alliance moves
towards maturity. The overall research, partially reported in this chapter, is
to look at the concept of trust in joint alliance relationships in China and
how this construct may change over time as both parties get to know each
other better. The data collection supporting the research is based upon a
questionnaire and on data culled from semi-structured interviews.

Their analyses indicate that there is a drift in trust between the partners
(on both sides of the alliance) that indicate the preference of outsider
firms is to move from a joint operation to one that is wholly owned.
They also suggest that all IJV staff must become aware of ‘the needs of the
other party’ and to be attentive to subtle changes in both their (and the
others’) attitudes and expectancy as the alliance matures. Such attention
might obviate the need to break up the alliance prematurely; or conversely,
it may allow the dissolution of the alliance without recrimination through
the recognition of the needs of the other party.

In Chapter 7, Pamela Yeow and Wolfgang Dorow present preliminary
empirical evidence of a German organization and look at the problems and
solutions of integrating subsidiaries into the global parent company. They

4 Harmony versus Conflict in Asian Business
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look specifically at intercultural aspects of shared goals, trust and com-
munication and discuss the implications of the findings within the context
of globalization and integration of corporate culture at top management
levels. The premise is that the effective management of different cultures
is a key factor for corporate survival in this turbulent world.

Their chapter reveals that ‘trust’ was seen as a particularly critical cultural
variable in the interaction relationships between local and foreign execu-
tives. Within the ‘trust’ dimension, it was found that in general, the
Japanese significantly did not feel that they could rely on their foreign
subordinates or superiors. They report that the Japanese preferred to
have a more formalized procedure within the organization, significantly
more so than the Germans or the Americans. Shared basic values (e.g.,
employee and quality focus, long-term thinking) have facilitated the
evolution of a culture of trust between European (specifically German) and
Japanese executives. However, this trust relationship is at risk from
stereotypes that have developed over the past two decades, partially based
on short-term deployment practices. The heavily criticized increase in
explicit, formal monitoring, which is interpreted as a policy of suspicion,
should be reviewed by the parent companies with a view to building trust.
Language barriers exacerbate the problem of intercultural trust building by
obscuring the authenticity of the communication partner. Trust building
is a long-term management task; its advantage lies in reduced monitoring
expenses.

In Chapter 8, Che-Jen Su and Cheng-Chien Wang integrate marketing
literature and offer a model and hypotheses that demonstrate the mediat-
ing role of relationship quality among trust, commitment, and behavioural
intention in the international tourist hotel industry. Data were collected
from a field survey of 182 qualified consumers in Taiwan, and structural
equation modelling (SEM) was utilized to examine structural linkages
and to analyse their relative impacts. Results reported in this chapter
indicate that relationship quality appears to have a remarkably positive
impact on all behavioural consequences, namely, relationship continuity,
word-of-mouth, and share of purchases. Specifically, hotel commitment
positively shapes relationship quality more strongly than do other
antecedents. Overall, hotel commitment was confirmed to be the dom-
inating construct in the framework. The implications of these findings
for tourist practice and future research are discussed.

This chapter expands the knowledge of relationship quality’s mediating
role in the process of improving behavioural consequences of relational
customers in the international tourist hotel industry. A remarkable finding
is that commitment to the hotel explains more variance than the other

Introduction 5
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antecedents of relationship quality and behavioural consequences. This
chapter provides greater support for past findings in a more comprehen-
sive framework.

Part II:The Conflict Perspective

This part focuses on the conflict aspects in Asian business and consists of
four chapters. First, we deal with the moderating effects of situation factors
on the relationship between Chinese cultural values and consumers’
complaint behaviour. Second, we look into the profile and perceptions of
buyers of pirated products, a serious problem confronted by many
multinational companies doing business in Asia. This is followed by a
chapter in which we explore a new framework to analyse the competitive
potential of business groups in Asia, a subject that have attracted much
interest and attention from researchers and practitioners. In the final
chapter, we attempt to address the different impacts of economic crises
and health crises on marketing activities, which are critical for a firm’s
business development and even a firm’s survival in an increasingly turbu-
lent business environment.

The effects of Chinese cultural values on consumers’ complaint behaviour
in the restaurant setting are the subject of Chapter 9. In this chapter,
Simone Cheng and Oliver Yau describe some distinctive Chinese values,
including the desire for harmony and conflict avoidance, the Doctrine of
the Mean, face, and their effects on consumers’ complaint intentions,
which are seldom discussed in studies conducted in the West. Further, some
situation factors do moderate the relationship between Chinese cultural
values and consumers’ complaint behaviour. These situation factors
include in-group versus out-group, seniority versus people in the same
generation, and the impression management.

This chapter proposes that distinctive Chinese cultural values influence
the complaint behaviour of Chinese consumers. It also examines the
relationship between Chinese cultural values, situation factors, and the
complaint behaviour of Chinese consumers. The study presented in this
chapter makes several contributions. First, it is the first attempt to
explain Chinese’ consumer complaint behaviour based on traditional
Chinese values other than collectivism. This chapter advances the current
knowledge on the complaint behaviour of Chinese. Second, despite a
general conception that Chinese consumers are reluctant to complain even
when they are dissatisfied with products and services, no previous study on
consumer behaviour proposed the importance of situation factors in
moderating the relationship between cultural values and complaint

6 Harmony versus Conflict in Asian Business
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behaviour in the Chinese setting. This chapter asserts that the complaint
intention of Chinese consumers is largely moderated by situations.
Although the complaint intention of Chinese consumers is low in many
situations, they may complain to facilitate impression management. As
such, this chapter takes a step further by including the moderating effect of
situation factors in Chinese complaint behaviour.

In Chapter 10, in contrast to previous studies, Wah-leung Cheung and
Gerard Prendergast profile heavy and light buyers of pirated VCDs/DVDs,
their demographics, buying behaviour, and perceptions of pirated
VCDs/DVDs vis-à-vis their original equivalents.

Product piracy in many parts of Asia is a serious problem for multi-
nationals wishing to do business there. Different from previous studies
on product piracy, the study presented in this chapter surveys actual
buyers of pirated products in Hong Kong. In particular, the focus is on
heavy and light buyers of pirated VCDs/DVDs. Personal interviews with
more than 350 pirated product buyers revealed that pirated
VCDs/DVDs, which are most often purchased for the buyers and/or
their families, are identified mainly by their price and buying location.
Purchasing appears to be prominent among males. Pirated VCDs/DVDs
were perceived as being in adequate supply and having adequate variety,
and to be up to date. Comparing consumer perceptions of pirated
VCDs/DVDs with their expectations from original equivalents, pirated
VCDs/DVDs were felt to underperform in all respects, but most notably in
the areas of variety, quality, their ethical and legal aspects, and after sales
service. Based on the findings, recommendations are made for reducing
pirated product buying.

Diversified business groups from Asian countries have attracted much
attention from researchers and practitioners, with their competitive poten-
tial being one main point of interest. In Chapter 11, Martin Hemmert pro-
poses a new framework to analyse the competitive potential of business
groups by assessing (1) their market-based competitive potential; (2) their
resource-based competitive potential; and (3) the extent to which man-
agerial control can be exerted over them.

This framework is applied to Japanese and Korean business groups (kigyo
shudan and chaebol). It is shown that both Japanese and Korean business
groups have only a limited market-based competitive potential, but a high
resource-based competitive potential. Whereas Japanese business groups are
loose network-type organizations with no managerial control, however,
Korean business groups are hierarchically structured and centrally man-
aged. They have utilized their high competitive potential during recent
decades to create competitive advantage through internal resource sharing.

Introduction 7
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At the same time, their centralized management has also resulted in often
unsound diversification strategies which forced many of them into bank-
ruptcy or reorganization after the Asian financial crisis of 1997.

During the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), 
the analysts generally predicted a recession to follow the crisis. However, the
results showed a surprising strong economic growth. In Chapter 12, Oliver
Yau and his associates attempt to address the different impacts of economic
crises (or financial crises) and health crises on marketing activities, which
are critical for a firm’s business development and even a firm’s survival.

A life-cycle model is applied to show the different effects under an eco-
nomic crisis and a health crisis. A health crisis, such as SARS, brings higher
current consumption rather than lower consumption under an economic
crisis. An economic crisis lowers the expected income and thus the current
consumption is lower in order to maintain savings for future consumption.
A health crisis lowers expectancy life but the current consumption is
raised as savings are cut for smaller future consumption is expected. For
marketers, correct marketing strategies under a crisis will provide competi-
tive advantages over the rival firms. Thus, marketing implications are
provided for practitioners in developing marketing strategies during a cri-
sis. Precision judgement is critical to the success of the marketing strategy.

Concluding remarks

This book tries to provide the readers with tools for understanding,
researching and managing Asian business. All contributions are grouped
into one of the two parts – the harmony aspect or the conflict aspect. In
each chapter, we also focus on a particular area of interest in managing
businesses in the Asian perspective. In particular, the harmony-oriented
approaches to problem solving and conflict resolution are dealt with in
great length. In addition to the contribution in providing insights into
recent developments, problems that were encountered and challenges that
are being faced by Asian and foreign executives are discussed. We are
confident that in understanding these problems and challenges, it will help
prepare strategies for enhanced performance in Asia in this turbulent era.

8 Harmony versus Conflict in Asian Business
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