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The role of Yin-Yang leadership and cosmopolitan followership in fostering employee 

commitment in China: a paradox perspective 

 

Abstract 

Purpose – Utilizing a paradox perspective, this paper investigates the leadership-followership 

dynamic in foreign firms in China, specifically, the extent to which Yin-Yang leadership 

behaviors of Japanese expatriates and cosmopolitanism of Chinese employees influence 

employee commitment.  

Design/methodology/approach – Data was collected through an online survey of Chinese 

employees who directly report to a Japanese supervisor in a Japanese subsidiary in China. Based 

on responses from 97 Chinese employees in three Japanese subsidiaries in China, we test if their 

cosmopolitan orientation and perceived Yin-Yang leadership behaviors of Japanese supervisors 

are related to employee commitment. 

Findings - Yin-Yang leadership and cosmopolitan followership have a positive effect on 

employee commitment. Further, cosmopolitanism moderates the link between Yin-Yang 

leadership and employee commitment such that the follower's cosmopolitanism compensates for 

lower levels of Yin-Yang leadership, especially a relative lack of Yin leadership behaviors.  

Research limitations/implications- Results suggest that Yin-Yang leadership and cosmopolitan 

followership work together as a two-way street of cultural adaptability to build employee 

commitment, highlighting the interplay between leadership and followership in multinational 

enterprises. Future research should attempt to further refine the Yin-Yang leadership construct, 

and to gain a larger sample representing multiple expatriate nationalities to corroborate the 

relationships found in this study.  
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Originality/value –Our study applies a context-based approach to developing culturally-relevant 

leadership, through analyzing both the emic and etic concepts of culture in China. In so doing we 

extend the application of paradox theories to the cross-cultural leadership literature utilizing the 

Yin-Yang principle, which is particularly relevant in societal contexts where rapid and dramatic 

change brings to the fore competing values, needs and employee preferences.  

Keywords Yin-Yang, Cosmopolitanism, Paradox, Cross-cultural leadership, Employee 

commitment, China, Japan 

Paper type Research paper 
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Introduction 

The cross-cultural and expatriate leadership literature relies heavily on cultural value differences 

between societies in the investigation of cross-cultural challenges (Stahl, Miska, Lee and Sully 

de Luque, 2017; Stahl and Tung, 2015). The predominant approach is through assessing the 

scores of cultural dimensions (e.g., those from Hofstede and the GLOBE), where differences in 

cultural values, or cultural distance (Kogut and Singh, 1988) between societies are thought to 

affect cross-cultural leadership effectiveness (Dickson et al., 2003; Mendenhall et al., 2008; 

Wang et al., 2012). While leadership studies adopting the cultural values approach have 

generated many valuable insights in the cross-cultural management and international business 

fields, there is increasing awareness that cross-cultural studies should also be approached from 

perspectives other than differences in societal cultural values (e.g., Beugelsdijk, Kostova and 

Roth, 2017; Kirkman, Lowe and Gibson, 2006; Leung and Morris, 2015; Tung and Verbeke, 

2010). 

Recently, a paradox lens (Lewis, 2000) has been used in the theorization of leadership 

(e.g., Kan and Parry, 2004; Lavine, 2014; Zhang, Waldman, Han and Li, 2015). A paradox 

perspective highlights the tensions, contradictions and dualities in a given phenomenon such as 

leadership (for a comprehensive review of the application of paradox theories in the management 

field, see Shad, Lewis, Raisch and Smith, 2016). For example, paradoxical leadership (Lavine, 

2014) focuses on the leader’s ability to exhibit contradictory behaviors as necessary while still 

retaining integrity and credibility. In the same vein, paradoxical leader behaviors (Zhang et al., 

2015) are those that simultaneously address the seemingly conflicting needs of followers as well 

as the often contradictory demands from the business and management environment. We propose 

that a paradox perspective is particularly relevant for theorizing cross-cultural leadership and 
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followership, since operating in the global arena has become increasingly complex in nature. 

Such complexity is characterized by the frequent need to balance seemingly opposite values, 

needs and preferences arising from different cultural contexts (Hofstede, 1980; House, Hanges, 

Javidan, Dorfman and Gupta, 2004; Inglehart and Baker, 2000; Schwartz, 1999, 2014), cognitive 

schemas (Leung and Morris, 2015) and thinking styles (Lee, 2017).  

We adopt a paradox lens and argue that cross-cultural leadership and followership is a 

two-way street whereby both leaders and followers have to be skilled in dealing with complexity, 

ambiguity and possible contradictions inherent in cross-cultural relations within a multinational 

enterprise (MNE). Positive cross-cultural relations between local employees and expatriate 

managers have many important implications in local subsidiaries including employee 

commitment. Employee commitment is an affective attachment to the organization apart from 

purely instrumental worth (Buchanan, 1974; Meyer and Allen, 1997), and involves employee 

identification with organizational values and goals, a willingness to invest personal effort for the 

sake of the organization, and a desire to remain a member of the organization (Cook and Wall, 

1980). Local employees’ psychological attachment to, or feeling part of, the foreign firm is 

important to the operation of a MNE (Reade, 2001; Taylor et al, 2008), since employee 

commitment is associated with enhanced employee performance and willingness to embrace 

change in complex operating environments (Meyer et al., 2007; Taylor et al., 2008). 

The challenge of employee commitment is evident in contemporary China, the country 

context for our study. While China has garnered the international spotlight as an attractive 

investment destination, and is currently the 3
rd
 largest FDI recipient in the world after the US and 

UK (WIR, 2017), it has been identified as the most challenging emerging market for the 

operation of MNEs (e.g., Mercer HR and Mobility Challenges of Emerging Markets, 2011. A 
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major challenge is the relatively high turnover of employees, and retaining those particularly 

with technical skills and managerial potential (Nie, 2015). Such high rates of employee turnover, 

and hence low levels of employee commitment, is related to the fast-paced changes taking place 

in the Chinese institutional environment, particularly labor market reforms. 

Labor market reforms over the past two decades in China have significantly changed the 

employment relationship, especially in the private sector (Gallagher, 2011; Taylor, 2005). A 

fixed-period contract has become the norm, and employees are prone to dismissal by employers 

(Witt, 2010). Once unemployed, individuals cannot receive social welfare benefits such as 

healthcare (Gallagher et al., 2011), and are thus exposed to considerable risks. It has been 

observed that strong pressure for survival in the labor market engenders self-interested goals 

which coexist in an apparent paradox with the family-oriented nature of Chinese collectivism 

(Faure and Fang, 2008). Such pressure for survival and the impact on employee behavior and 

expectations has also been observed in the subsidiaries of foreign firms. Lee and colleagues 

(2013), for example, found that Chinese employees working in subsidiaries of Japanese MNEs 

favor clear individual roles, short-term objective goals, clear criteria for promotion, a clear link 

between pay and performance, and frequent performance appraisals. This underscores the desire 

by Chinese employees to be highly marketable so as to progress and succeed in an uncertain 

marketplace where employment is on short-term contracts.  

We propose that building employee commitment to the foreign subsidiary in China 

requires both appropriate leadership characteristics on the part of expatriate managers and 

followership characteristics on the part of local employees. A positive interpersonal relationship 

with supervisors is said to be the key to secure employee commitment in China (Chew and Putti, 

1995; Yeh, 1988). Foreign managers thus need to demonstrate their reliability, trustworthiness 
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and attractiveness by exhibiting culturally-relevant leadership behaviors that build relationships 

and respond to the expectations of Chinese employees. Whereas traditional cross-cultural 

leadership theories focus on cultural value differences between the HQ country and local 

subsidiaries of the MNE, we shift the focus to the local context, that is, from an etic to an emic 

frame of reference. This allows researchers to delve more deeply into the specifics of local 

culture that may not be captured by etic measures of cultural values. A local focus further allows 

researchers to utilize an indigenous perspective in the theorization of cross-cultural leadership 

that may help to explain leadership behaviors beyond theories developed in “the West,” 

especially if the local context differs greatly from Western societies (Barkema, Chen, George, 

Luo and Tsui, 2015; Chen, 2016). We propose the Yin-Yang principle for building theory on 

cross-cultural leadership in China. Yin-Yang embodies an indigenous East Asian view of 

paradox and a holistic balancing approach to manage contradictions. This will be explained in 

detail in the following section. 

  On the followership side, there is increasing awareness in the literature that the 

follower’s role and characteristics are critical but under-investigated in the leadership process 

(Kelley, 2008; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). We propose that an important aspect of followership is 

cosmopolitanism, an individual’s cultural openness and ability to transcend local cultural 

boundaries (Lee, 2015). While a foreign firm may be an attractive choice for career advancement 

and challenging jobs (Newburry, Gardberg and Belkin, 2006), work practices may be 

incompatible with the valued Chinese way of life (Fan and Zigang, 2004; Wu, Huang, Li and 

Liu, 2012; Xing, 1995). It is important, therefore, for employees to be comfortable with foreign 

cultures and a different work environment. In particular, the leadership style of foreign 

supervisors may contradict local practices, and may even include a mix of behaviors from the 
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home country together with behaviors adapted to the host country, projecting in the eyes of 

followers an inconsistent leadership style. Cosmopolitanism thus enables followers to adjust to 

unfamiliar foreign practices, and to embrace leadership styles that may appear inconsistent or 

paradoxical.  

The purpose of this study is to empirically investigate whether culturally-relevant Yin-

Yang leadership behaviors adopted by expatriate managers, together with local employees’ 

cosmopolitanism, help to build employee commitment to foreign subsidiaries. Our study is set in 

multiple Japanese subsidiaries operating in China. The fact that China and Japan share a 

Confucian heritage and are often considered culturally similar may provide a modicum of control 

when examining culturally-relevant leadership in China. Our study makes two distinct 

contributions. First, it contributes to the literature on cross-cultural leadership in China by 

introducing a Yin-Yang balancing and paradox perspective as a fresh lens. We develop the 

concept of Yin-Yang leadership and propose it as a profile of culturally-relevant leadership 

behaviors in the contemporary Chinese context. Second, it contributes to building cross-cultural 

leadership theory by highlighting follower capabilities that embrace cultural unfamiliarity and 

possible contradictions or paradoxes in leadership behaviors of expatriate managers in foreign 

firms.  

The paper proceeds with sections on Yin-Yang leadership and cosmopolitan followership 

as a basis for hypothesis development. This is followed by research methods, results, and 

discussion of the implications for research and practice.  

 

Yin-Yang Leadership 

Contingency theories of leadership state that the most appropriate leadership approach is 
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dependent on context (e.g., Vroom and Jago, 1988). That is, managers can improve employee 

attitudes and performance by exhibiting an appropriate leadership style that is suitable to a given 

context (Rad and Yarmohammadian, 2006). In the cross-cultural management literature, it is 

often argued that the ideal leadership style in a particular context is highly contingent on national 

culture (Dorfman et al., 1997; House, 1971; Javidan et al., 2006; Larson et al., 1974). For 

instance, knowledge of cultural dimensions and leadership behaviors expected by members of a 

given society can inform managers how to adapt their style (Javidan et al., 2006). The 

implication is that expatriates need to adopt leadership behaviors that are relevant to the host 

country’s local culture, in order to maximize the effective leadership of local employees 

(Dickson et al., 2003; House et al., 1999). 

What the contingency theories of leadership do not address, however, are paradoxes (e.g., 

Smets et al., 2015), and the increasing need to embrace seeming opposites simultaneously 

(Lavine, 2014; Smith and Lewis, 2011; Zhang et al., 2015). Contingency theories have their 

roots in Greek philosophical traditions that, while concerned with contradictions, focused on 

opposites independently to surface underlying truths (e.g., Schad et al., 2016). Early contingency 

theory (e.g., Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967) examined “how contexts influence the effectiveness of 

opposing alternatives” (Smith and Lewis, 2011: 381). Such ‘either/or’ approach, that focuses 

independently on one alternative over another, has limitations, particularly in managing the 

complexities inherent in globalization. This has given rise to paradox theories (e.g., Lavine, 

2014; Smith and Lewis, 2011) that consider the need for more holistic approaches to managing 

the tensions between seeming paradoxes that are contradictory yet interdependent, such as the 

organizational tensions between collaboration and competition, between global integration and 

local responsiveness, and between short-term profit and long-term success (e.g., Smith, Lewis 
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and Tushman, 2016). Scholars have noted that the ability to manage such tensions or paradoxes 

contributes to greater leadership effectiveness (Faure and Fang, 2008; Lavine, 2014; Zhang et al., 

2015).  

A number of writers have offered the concept of Yin-Yang as an indigenous Chinese 

perspective on managing paradox that is relevant to cross-cultural management (Chen, 2016; 

Fang, 2012; Faure and Fang, 2008; Li, 2016; Luo and Zheng, 2016; Tung, 2008). Li (2012, 2014, 

2016) has extended the work on paradox theory by introducing ‘Yin-Yang balancing’ (Keller 

and Lewis, 2016) which will be discussed below. In this age of globalization, people from 

different cultures are increasingly coming together; moreover, “culture in action is full of 

paradoxes, diversity and change” (Fang, 2012: 35). We believe that the concept of Yin-Yang 

offers an approach to leadership that transcends the limitations of contingency approaches and is 

relevant to the Chinese context, and beyond. Below we introduce the Yin-Yang principle as a 

basis for our proposed Yin and Yang leadership behaviors, and Yin-Yang balancing (Li, 2012, 

2014, 2016) that completes our concept of Yin-Yang leadership.  

 

The Yin-Yang Principle 

An aspect of Chinese culture that foreign managers often find confusing is the Yin-Yang 

principle that manifests in dualities in cultural values (Faure and Fang, 2008). The Yin-Yang 

principle refers to an ancient Daoist philosophy in China that views all universal phenomena as 

being created by dual cosmic energies called Yin and Yang (Fang and Faure, 2011). The nature 

of Yin (阴) is represented by the moon, while the nature of Yang (阳) is represented by the sun 

(Chen, 2008). Yin has come to symbolize darkness, passivity, and femininity, whereas Yang has 

come to symbolize light, activity, and masculinity (Fang, 2012; Faure and Fang, 2008; Lee, Han, 
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Byron, and Fan, 2008). The cultural manifestations of these dualities have come to the fore with 

globalization and the rapidly changing economic and institutional landscape in China (Fang, 

2012; Faure and Fang, 2008). For instance, China is known for its traditional values of caring, 

face saving, harmony, and family and group orientation associated with collectivism. Yet the 

pressures for modernization have highlighted opposite values of individualism, self-expression 

and directness. We suggest that values such as caring and harmony are imbued with the qualities 

of Yin, and values such as self-expression and directness have Yang qualities.  

While these values appear to be contradictory or paradoxical in nature, they coexist in 

contemporary China (Fang, 2012). This can be explained by the notion of ‘seed’, a further aspect 

of the Yin-Yang principle that will be discussed below. A seed of Yin resides in Yang, and a 

seed of Yang resides in Yin to produce a dynamic, holistic and ever-changing reality (Li, 2016). 

This suggests, for instance, that there is no light without dark, no strength without weakness 

(Faure and Fang, 2008). Thus, the Yin-Yang principle offers a holistic means for managing 

paradox, by embodying duality, unity-in-diversity, change and harmony (Chen, 2002), and 

provides an approach to leadership that is flexible and culturally relevant in China. Indeed, it has 

been noted that in China and other East Asian countries individuals have a cognitive style that 

embraces contradictions as being opposed but connected, and capable of coexisting in harmony 

(Lee, 2017; Wang et al., 2012). When expatriate managers consider which leadership behaviors 

to adopt in the Chinese context, they need to keep in mind the Yin-Yang principle and the 

general acceptance of paradox. The Daoist Yin-Yang perspective advises, for instance, that 

“leaders should be similarly gentle and soft, but also persistent and powerful” (Lee et al., 2008: 

93). 

 We propose that to be successful in China an expatriate leader needs to flexibly embrace 
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contradictions as a natural phenomenon and be prepared to exhibit what we refer to as Yin-Yang 

leadership. Consistent with the Daoist Yin-Yang perspective, and drawing on Lee et al. (2008), 

we conceptualize Yin-Yang leadership as comprised of Yin and Yang leadership behaviors. Yin 

leadership behaviors, imbued with feminine cosmic energy, prioritize a ‘gentle and soft’ 

approach (Lee et al., 2008). Yang leadership behaviors, imbued with masculine cosmic energy, 

prioritize a ‘persistent and powerful’ approach (Lee et al., 2008). While Yin and Yang leadership 

behaviors together constitute Yin-Yang leadership, we believe it is useful to consider the 

characteristics of the two constituent components in order to fully appreciate the whole. As the 

Yin-Yang principle provides a new opportunity for research and theory development in the field 

of cross-cultural leadership, we need to carefully consider what leadership behaviors represent 

Yin and Yang.  

In conceptualizing Yin-Yang leadership and the underlying behaviors that represent Yin 

and Yang, we adopt a two-step process, namely, translation and contextualization. In the first, 

translation step, we draw from widely available, both traditional and contemporary, indigenous 

sources of Confucianism and Daoism, as well as the comparative studies based on the Hofstede 

and the GLOBE studies that discuss Chinese values and practices. Based on these readings, we 

‘translate’ the prominent etic and emic cultural aspects of Chinese society into a list of 

culturally-relevant leader behaviors in China. Many studies highlight practices associated with 

collectivism (e.g., Redding and Ng, 1982; Warner, 2009; Wu, et al., 2012; Zhu et al., 2007) such 

as exhibiting care, maintaining harmony, saving face, networking, and prioritizing group over 

individuals in achieving goals and objectives, which are better known and in line with traditional 

Chinese values. We also identified perhaps lesser known aspects of Chinese society that tap into 

the notion of managing unprecedented risk and uncertainty in contemporary China (e.g., Lee et 
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al., 2008; Lee, et al., 2013; Littrell, 2002 ) such as controlling, dominating, actively managing 

uncertainty, and effectively influencing or persuading others to achieve organizational goals, 

which may appear contradictory to the traditional Chinese values.  

In the second step, we analyzed the identified list and grouped the culturally-relevant 

behaviors into four themes of higher-order leadership behaviors: relationship building, 

benevolence, uncertainty management, and decisiveness. The former two higher-order leadership 

behaviors, relationship building and benevolence, are contextualized as the traditional values of 

collectivism and Confucianism that highlight a partiality for leaders with a caring and 

relationship focus. The latter two higher-order leadership behaviors of uncertainty management 

and decisiveness are contextualized within the contemporary Chinese context which is 

characterized by rapid economic growth, institutional change, and job insecurity, all of which 

create in individuals a preference for leaders who can help progress their careers. Accordingly, 

we conceptualize the culturally-relevant leadership profile containing seeming opposites in 

contemporary China as ‘Yin-Yang leadership’ to mean the extent to which leaders exhibit a high 

level of both the Yin elements (‘relationship building’ and ‘benevolence’) and the Yang elements 

(‘uncertainty management’ and ‘decisiveness’) of leader behaviors. In the next sections we set 

forth our research hypotheses (depicted in Figure 1) by firstly providing in more detail our 

proposed leadership behaviors associated with Yin and Yang, and secondly by introducing Yin-

Yang balancing (Li, 2012, 2014, 2016) to complete our full concept of Yin-Yang leadership. 

 

Yin Leadership Behaviors  

We conceptualize Yin leadership behaviors as relationship building and benevolence, the two 

higher-order themes that we contextualize in accordance with the traditional Chinese values.  
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Relationship Building. The first element of Yin leadership behaviors revolves around the 

indigenous Chinese concept of Guanxi. Guanxi is the Chinese term which means ‘relation’ or 

‘relationship’ (Bian, 1994). This is the lifelong network of mutual relations involving reciprocal 

obligations among Chinese people, and is recognized as the source of dynamism in Chinese 

society (Wong et al., 2010). Guanxi is important in Chinese business because most Chinese 

people believe that they can reach their goals more effectively through interpersonal connections 

(Hwang, 1987). Underscoring the importance of interpersonal relationships in China, it is said 

that the value or importance of someone can be measured by observing his/her ties and 

relationships with others (Javidan et al., 2006). Guanxi is developed through social obligations 

(renquing) and giving and saving face (mianzi) (Redding and Ng, 1982; Wong et al., 2010). 

Additionally, Wu (1994) added reciprocity as a key element in Chinese culture for developing 

and maintaining guanxi. The norm of reciprocity creates an obligation between people that 

sustains or strengthens the relationship. These elements are closely related to the interpersonal 

relationships among people in business and daily lives.  

Fostering guanxi therefore requires a leader to maintain the organization built around 

close-knit ties, and the ability to maintain harmony. This might entail keeping the group working 

as a team, and settling inter-member conflicts (Stogdill, 1963). Maintaining guanxi, is associated 

with gaining trust from subordinates (Wu, 1996), which in turn is associated with higher 

employee commitment (Wong et al., 2010). This is important since Chinese society is a “low 

trust” society where people tend to trust only those related to them, in other words, to distrust 

those outside of the family or organization (Fukuyama, 1996). Therefore, it is important for 

managers in China to develop and maintain guanxi in their offices (Pearce and Robinson, 2000). 

Page 13 of 46

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ccsm

Cross Cultural & Strategic Management

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Cross Cultural & Strategic M
anagem

ent
  

 14

We propose that maintaining guanxi through relationship building is a culturally-relevant Yin 

leadership behavior, and will increase employee commitment to the organization.  

 

Benevolence. The second element of Yin leadership behaviors revolves around consideration 

and care that a leader personally exhibits to subordinates. The nature of collectivism in China 

suggests that Chinese people appreciate a leader who is considerate (Bond and Hwang, 1986; 

Hui and Tan, 1996). Such a leader demonstrates benevolence and caring which builds trust in the 

leader and the perception of interactional justice among subordinates (Wu et al., 2012). It has 

been argued that the primary qualification of a leader in China is the ability to establish and 

nurture personal relationships (Javidan et al., 2006). In the study by Javidan et al. (2006), most 

Chinese workers revealed a preference for having a benevolent and sympathetic supervisor. 

Javidan et al. (2006) argue the importance of showing high respect to their employees and their 

family, and paying attention to designing work schedules and reward systems that show 

consideration and appreciation for their subordinates. A leader who is benevolent and 

considerate is likely to display characteristics of being approachable and friendly, being open 

about his or her actions, and treating group members with respect (Stogdill, 1963).  

In sum, Yin leadership behaviors are captured by notions of relationship building and 

benevolence. We hypothesize as follows. 

Hypothesis 1a. Yin leadership behaviors are likely to have a positive influence on 

Chinese employee commitment to the Japanese subsidiary. 

 

Yang Leadership Behaviors  
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We conceptualize Yang leadership behaviors as uncertainty management and decisiveness, the 

two higher-order themes that we contextualize in accordance with a Chinese response to the 

rapid economic and institutional changes taking place in China.  

 

Uncertainty Management. The first element of Yang leadership behaviors revolves around 

managing uncertainty and risk. Managing uncertainty and risk is important in a highly fluid 

economic and institutional environment. Particularly in the Chinese context, characterized by 

high uncertainty avoidance (Javidan et al, 2006; Littrell, 2002), the rapidly evolving economic 

and institutional changes have highlighted paradoxes in values around risk and uncertainty 

(Faure and Fang, 2008). Fan and Zigang (2004), for instance, categorized Chinese people’s risk 

preference as ‘risk-averse’ due to the high uncertainty avoidance evident in their data. They 

found that Chinese managers tend to make careful decisions in the face of unpredictable 

situations, and to make immediate decisions only when they feel comfortable with the 

circumstances (Fan and Zigang, 2004).  

However, there is a growing recognition among Chinese people that innovation for 

creating economic wealth in the current changing environment requires some amount of risk 

taking (Faure and Fang, 2008). Considering this, along with Chinese people’s general preference 

for low risk, expatriate managers would be expected to work well under situations of uncertainty 

and to make careful decisions. This might entail predicting trends or events and anticipating 

problems and planning for them (Stogdill, 1963). The more accurately one can predict the 

success of a new product or venture, for instance, the greater the management of uncertainty and 

risk. We propose that uncertainty management is a culturally-relevant Yang leadership behavior, 

and can enhance employee commitment in the Chinese context.  
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Decisiveness. The second element of Yang leadership behaviors revolves around taking 

initiatives and decisive action. Decisiveness is a leadership behavior that assertively moves 

people toward goals in a convincing way. This is valuable particularly in emerging economic and 

institutional conditions that have highlighted paradoxes in values around hierarchy and power 

distance (Faure and Fang, 2008). Xing (1995) points out that Confucian ideology is the social 

system which has governed most aspects of Chinese life throughout China’s long history. The 

main characteristic of Confucianism is its hierarchical, authoritarian aspect which places 

emphasis on values such as conformity and respect for elders (Bond and Hwang,1986; Littrell, 

2002). Hence, it is normal for Chinese people to consider differences in status as the best way to 

conduct interpersonal relationships, and it is therefore accepted and maintained at all levels of an 

organization’s hierarchy (Bond, 1991).  

Faure and Fang (2008) note, however, that while seniority continues to be maintained in 

society, it is also being challenged in recent times. There are more opportunities for younger 

people to take on responsible positions, and even to earn higher salaries than some of their 

seniors. Thus, leaders may increasingly need to rely, not on age-based seniority, for instance, but 

on other leadership qualities relevant to the changing economic environment to gain confidence 

from followers. Chinese people appreciate a leader who is able to take the initiative and to take 

decisive action (Lee et al., 2013; Littrell, 2002). In other words, there is respect for leaders who 

are authoritative, controlling and directive. This is likely to entail the ability to make convincing 

arguments and to assertively generate enthusiasm to reach a goal (Stogdill, 1963). We propose 

that decisiveness is a culturally-relevant Yang leadership behavior, and can serve to enhance 

employee commitment.  
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In sum, managing uncertainty and risk in the fast-changing Chinese institutional and 

business environment requires an ability to assess future trends and to persuade subordinates and 

others to embark on a particular course of action. Thus, Yang leadership behaviors are those that 

help employees reduce uncertainty, and convey a decisive and convincing way of leading. We 

hypothesize as follows. 

 

Hypothesis 1b. Yang leadership behaviors are likely to have a positive influence on 

Chinese employee commitment to the Japanese subsidiary. 

 

 Balancing Yin and Yang: A Holistic Leadership Approach 

Li (2016) stresses the importance of balancing Yin and Yang as a way to manage paradox 

especially in complex environments. Li’s (2012, 2014, 2016) ‘Yin-Yang balancing’ emphasizes 

relativity, holism and change. This inherent dynamism is illustrated in Li’s (2016: 59) depiction 

of the content and process of Yin-Yang balancing, whereby paradox is fully embraced “by truly 

accommodating and appreciating both trade-off and synergy between true opposite elements in 

the same place at the same time.” In other words, the notion of balancing treats opposites as 

partially conflicting and partially complementary in an ‘either/and’ approach to paradox 

management. The premise is that ‘either’ indicates the existence of opposites while ‘and’ 

indicates the existence of unity. This differs fundamentally from the Aristotelian ‘either/or’ logic 

which fully separates opposites as a way to manage paradox (Jing and Van de Ven, 2016), and 

the Hegelian dialectical ‘both/or’ logic which temporarily accepts paradox. Li (2014: 322) makes 

a further distinction between ‘both/and’ logic and ‘either/and’ logic, in that the former “denies 

the possible coexistence of true opposites in the same place at the same time due to the assumed 
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complementarity or synergy between ‘fake’ opposites.” In essence, the ‘either/and’ logic 

inherent in Yin-Yang provides an approach that simultaneously embraces differences and 

similarities.  

Following the ‘either/and’ logic, Yin and Yang leadership behaviors coexist as 

complementary opposites. As mentioned earlier, the seeds of opposites exist in each other; a seed 

of Yin exists in Yang, and a seed of Yang exists in Yin (Fang, 2012; Li, 2016). Li (2016: 59) 

brings out the importance of ‘threshold’ regarding the transition in the size of the seeds as critical 

for Yin-Yang balancing. In this process, opposites produce balance and harmony, a holistic 

whole, which highlights the dynamism inherent in the Yin-Yang principle. Faure and Fang 

(2008) have argued that Yin and Yang values are intertwined and both are important and 

meaningful in Chinese society and business, with one sometimes more salient than the other. 

Fang (2005-2006) brings this out in his ‘ocean’ analogy of culture, where some cultural values 

may rise to the surface at a given time while some remain dormant. This is underscored by Chen 

(2016) who states that the balance of any two opposites, such as Yin and Yang, depends on time 

and context. In the same way, it is reasonable to submit that environmental influences may 

determine the relative salience of Yin and Yang leadership behaviors over time.  

Consistent with the dynamism inherent in the Yin-Yang principle, with the seeds of Yin 

and Yang each present and in motion within the other, we propose that Yin and Yang leadership 

behaviors interact to form Yin-Yang leadership. Yin-Yang leadership consists of a profile of 

leader behaviors, derived from the two-step process of translation and contextualization, that 

embrace and respond to opposites and dualities in Chinese culture. Thus we believe that a 

balance of leadership behaviors that respond simultaneously to the cultural needs of nurturing 

and building relationships while focusing on business development in a fast-paced, changing 
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institutional environment will enhance employee commitment. We consider Yin-Yang leadership 

as a high level of both Yin and Yang leadership behaviors displayed by supervisors, and 

hypothesize as follows.  

 

Hypothesis 1c. Yin-Yang leadership, or a high level of both Yin and Yang leadership 

behaviors displayed by supervisors, is likely to have the greatest impact on Chinese 

employee commitment to the Japanese subsidiary. 

 

Cosmopolitan Followership 

There is growing awareness in the leadership literature that the follower’s role and characteristics 

are critical, but under-investigated, in the leadership process (Kelley, 2008; Uhl-Bien et al., 

2014). Similarly, the cross-cultural and global leadership literature has identified key leadership 

capabilities, including being culturally relevant (Dorfman et al., 1997; House, 1971; Javidan et 

al., 2006), and managing contradictions and tensions (Zhang et al., 2015). While the role of the 

leader has been extensively discussed, the cross-cultural leadership literature has been 

surprisingly silent on the follower’s role. We argue that followership plays an important role in 

cross-cultural contexts. In the case of Chinese employees who work in a foreign subsidiary of 

MNCs, the firm’s routines and practices may not be culturally or organizationally compatible 

with the local Chinese context. 

 It is often challenging for expatriate managers to fully exhibit culturally-relevant 

leadership behaviors such as Yin and Yang leadership behaviors, as they may contradict their 

own accustomed leadership behaviors. Their leadership style may be perceived by followers to 

be inconsistent at times, as the leaders attempt to be culturally relevant but slip into their familiar 
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leadership behaviors. It is therefore important for followers to have an open mind, and to 

transcend their own accustomed judgments, to embrace foreign expatriates’ leadership behaviors 

which may not be familiar or always appear consistent. This includes the ability to make 

connections between seemingly inconsistent behaviors of their supervisor and to feel 

comfortable with contradictions, which largely originate from the efforts to deal with paradoxical 

demands from the business/management environment, but also come from the foreign 

supervisors’ attempts to balance between their own familiar leadership style at home and their 

adjusted leadership style in the local Chinese context. Therefore, we further propose that 

cosmopolitanism, or cultural openness and transcendence of one’s own culturally relevant 

assumptions (Lee, 2014), contributes to enhanced commitment of Chinese employees.  

Cosmopolitanism refers to an individual’s acquired disposition or identity horizon that 

transcends conventional local cultural boundaries (Lee, 2015), and is acquired through one’s 

practice of exposing oneself to diverse products, places and people from different cultures in 

order to gain experience (Lee, 2014). Individuals who are high in cosmopolitanism are 

characterized by being curious and open to foreign cultures, enjoying interaction with foreigners, 

and even preferring diversity over homogeneity, since culturally diverse situations help them to 

constantly expand their identity horizon beyond what is culturally familiar (Lee, 2014). In the 

case of China, people have been increasingly exposed to different cultures through the entry of 

foreign MNEs since the Chinese government adopted its open-door policy in 1979. Due to this 

influx, many Chinese workers, especially those in regions where MNEs locate, are likely to have 

a crossvergent set of cultural values that meld their traditional Confucian culture with foreign 

cultures (Ralston et al., 1996; Lee, et al., 2013). We propose that Chinese workers who have 

high levels of cosmopolitanism are likely to be more open to new (and different) ways of running 
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the firm, of managing employees, and of interacting socially within the foreign workplace which 

is likely to differ from the Chinese way, and accordingly hold positive attitudes toward their 

company. We hypothesize as follows. 

 

Hypothesis 2. The higher the level of Chinese employees’ cosmopolitanism, the higher 

their commitment to the Japanese subsidiary. 

 

Further, we predict that cosmopolitanism may interact with Yin-Yang leadership to 

strengthen the predicted positive effect of Yin-Yang leadership on employee commitment 

(Hypothesis 1c). We submit that an employee with higher compared with lower levels of 

cosmopolitanism would be more open to a foreign supervisor’s leadership behaviors that might 

appear paradoxical, for example, being caring while at the same time stern toward employees, or 

being considerate in eliciting the opinions of others yet ruthless in decision making. As followers 

with high levels of cosmopolitanism would more easily process and manage such seeming 

contradictions and inconsistencies, accordingly they are likely to better appreciate Yin-Yang 

leadership behaviors displayed by a foreign supervisor, thus contributing to positive attitudes 

toward the company. We hypothesize as follows. 

 

Hypothesis 3. Employee cosmopolitanism will interact with Yin-Yang leadership 

behaviors, such that Chinese employees’ cosmopolitanism will heighten the proposed 

positive relationship between Japanese supervisors’ Yin-Yang leadership behaviors and 

Chinese employee commitment to the Japanese subsidiary.  
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[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

 

Method 

Sample 

The research sample was drawn from the Directory of Japanese firms in China 2011–2012 (The 

21
st
 Century China Research Institution, 2011). All firms in the directory were contacted by 

email, regardless of industry and location within China in order to maximize the number of 

respondents.  

Respondents were chosen according to the following selection criteria: 1) Chinese 

employees currently employed at a branch of a Japanese firm during the survey period; and 2) 

Chinese employees who reported to a Japanese supervisor. Several firms responded with the 

appropriate criteria, yielding a sample of 97 Chinese employees (female 52.27%) from Japanese 

manufacturing and service firms in China. These include a stationery manufacturing firm, a 

Web-based apparel retailing firm, and a large consumer electronics manufacturing firm.  

Employee contact details were obtained from the participating firms, and the survey was 

launched online (via Qualtrics). The prospective respondents were asked to answer the questions 

on their own computers. 

  

Measures 

In designing the survey instrument, all questions were extracted from established scale 

inventories. The questions used in the survey were translated from English into Mandarin 

Chinese. We followed the recommended translation procedure in comparative business studies, 
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using the translation and back-translation technique with two bilingual speakers who are fluent in 

both English and Mandarin Chinese.  

 Leadership Behaviors. We used several subscales of the ‘Leader Behavior Description 

Questionnaire (LBDQ) – Form XII’ scale, developed at the Fisher College of Business, Ohio 

State University (Stogdill, 1963) and is widely used among the leadership scholars. This scale is 

comprised of 12 subscales that comprehensively cover patterns of leader behavior. We selected 

four subscales-Integration, Consideration, Predictive Accuracy, Persuasiveness-that we assessed 

correspond most closely to the proposed Yin and Yang leadership behaviors. All items were 

measured on a 5-point Likert scale where 1=Always and 5=Never.  

Yin Leadership Behaviors is conceptualized to include Relationship Building and 

Benevolence. Relationship Building is measured by three items from the Integration subscale. 

The Integration items assess the perception of respondents on the extent to which their supervisor 

is capable of maintaining a closely-knit organization, resolving inter-member conflicts, and 

keeping the group together as a team. Benevolence is tapped by three items from the 

Consideration subscale, and include approachability, friendliness, and respectfulness of the 

supervisor. Cronbach’s alpha reliability for Yin leadership behaviors is .71.  

Yang Leadership Behaviors is conceptualized to include Managing Uncertainty and 

Decisiveness. Managing Uncertainty is measured by three items from the Predictive Accuracy 

subscale, and assesses the perception of Chinese employees on the extent to which the supervisor 

makes accurate decisions and accurate forecasting of trends. Decisiveness is measured by three 

items from the Persuasiveness subscale and taps the extent to which the supervisor uses 

convincing arguments and inspires enthusiasm for a project. Cronbach’s reliability alpha for 

Yang leadership behaviors is .72. 
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Cosmopolitanism. To measure the cosmopolitanism of Chinese employees, we used 

seven items from the Cosmo-V10, a self-assessment scale developed by Lee (2014). Sample 

items include: ‘I like interacting with people from countries other than my own country’, and ‘I 

am a citizen of the world.’  All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale where 1=Strongly 

Agree and 5=Strongly Disagree. Cronbach’s alpha reliability is .83. 

Employee Commitment. We used six items from the British Organizational Commitment 

Scale (Cook and Wall, 1980). Sample items include: ‘I am proud to be able to tell people that I 

work for this company’, and ‘I feel myself to be part of this company.’ All items were measured 

on a 5-point Likert scale where 1=Strongly Agree and 5=Strongly Disagree. Cronbach’s alpha 

reliability is .78. 

 Control variables. Gender and tenure (measured in years) are included as standard 

demographic control variables. In the context of Chinese-Japanese interpersonal interaction, we 

also included language proficiency as this would partly tap cultural familiarity, and could 

potentially affect the quality of interaction between supervisor and employee. Chinese employees’ 

proficiency in the Japanese language and Japanese supervisors’ proficiency in the Chinese 

language were measured on a scale from 1: No knowledge at all, to 6: Native speaker. In 

addition, we included job satisfaction (Agho, Price and Mueller, 1992) known to be the most 

robust and strongest predictor of employee commitment. Cronbach’s alpha score for this scale 

is .72. 

 

Results 

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations and inter-correlations of the study variables. Table 

2 presents the results of the multiple regression analyses which test our research hypotheses. We 

Page 24 of 46

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ccsm

Cross Cultural & Strategic Management

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Cross Cultural & Strategic M
anagem

ent
  

 25

used hierarchical multiple regression analyses. In Model 1 we entered the control variables, 

including gender, tenure, employee’s Japanese language proficiency, supervisor’s Chinese 

language proficiency, and job satisfaction. In Model 2 we added our independent variables, Yin 

leadership behaviors, Yang leadership behaviors, and Cosmopolitanism. In Model 3 we added 

three 2-way interaction terms, beginning with our main variable Yin-Yang leadership (Yin 

leadership behaviors x Yang leadership behaviors). We also included two other 2-way 

interaction terms of Yin leadership behaviors x Cosmopolitanism and Yang leadership behaviors 

x Cosmopolitanism as it is necessary to include all possible combinations of 2-way interaction 

terms that comprise the 3-way interaction in Model 4. Finally, in Model 4 we added the 3-way 

interaction term of Yin leadership behaviors x Yang leadership behaviors x Cosmopolitanism to 

test our hypothesis 3, the interaction effect of Yin-Yang leadership and Cosmopolitanism on 

employee commitment. All of the interaction terms were calculated based on the standardized 

values of each component. The beta coefficients of the final model, Model 4, are used to 

determine support for the research hypotheses.  

 

[Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here] 

 

Our main hypothesis states a positive effect of Yin-Yang leadership on employee commitment 

(H1c). Additionally, we tested the separate independent effects of Yin leadership behaviors 

(H1a) and Yang leadership behaviors (H1b) on employee commitment. As shown in Table 2, 

Yin-Yang leadership shows a strong, positive relationship with employee commitment (beta=.39, 

p<.01), thus supporting our hypothesis (H1c). Yin-Yang leadership, operationalized as a 

supervisor exhibiting high levels of both Yin and Yang leadership behaviors, captures Yin-Yang 
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balancing or the dualities in leadership behaviors. Japanese supervisors who are perceived to 

exhibit high levels of both Yin and Yang leadership behaviors in a balanced manner are 

associated positively with Chinese employees’ commitment to their firm. 

We plotted the two-way interaction of Yin leadership behaviors and Yang leadership 

behaviors in Figure 2. As shown, greater degrees of Yin and Yang leadership behaviors are 

associated with the highest point of employee commitment (slope 1 in Figure 2). This further 

supports our hypothesis (H1c). Results in Figure 2 also indicate that when one component of 

Yin-Yang leadership is low, a higher level of the other component does not appear to help 

heighten employee commitment.  

 

[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

 

In terms of the separate, independent effects of Yin and Yang leadership behaviors on 

employee commitment, Yang leadership behaviors (Uncertainty Management and Decisiveness), 

appear to heighten Chinese employees’ commitment to the Japanese subsidiary very strongly 

(beta=.55, p<.001), supporting our hypothesis (H1b). This suggests that Yang leadership 

behaviors contribute to employee commitment in addition to what is explained by Yin-Yang 

leadership, indicating that Yang leadership behaviors, on their own, positively contribute to 

Chinese employees’ commitment to Japanese subsidiaries. By contrast, Yin leadership behaviors 

do not independently show a significant relationship with employee commitment (beta=.10, n.s.), 

and thus H1a is not supported. This indicates that Yin leadership behaviors only contribute to 

employee commitment if they are accompanied by Yang leadership behaviors (i.e., Yin-Yang 

leadership).  
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We interpret these results in two possible ways. First, Yang leadership behaviors may be 

more prominent reflecting the contemporary expectation of Chinese employees’ for career 

advancement in the current labor market context of rapid and dramatic change.  Alternatively, 

this may be due to the specifics of our sample in that the supervisors are all Japanese. Japanese 

are known to be indirect and high context (Hall, 1976) in their communication and management 

style (Lee, et al., 2013), that is, low in Yang leadership behaviors. Thus, any exhibition of Yang 

leadership behaviors by Japanese supervisors will have a sharp, positive impact since the 

baseline of Yang leadership behaviors of Japanese supervisors can be considered to be relatively 

low. 

 Our second hypothesis (H2) states a positive effect of cosmopolitanism on employee 

commitment. Cosmopolitanism was found to be significantly and positively related to employee 

commitment (beta=.25, p<.05), supporting H2. Chinese employees who are more capable of 

transcending their narrow cultural boundaries, and who are more open to foreign cultures, 

people, norms and practices, show higher levels of commitment to the Japanese subsidiary. In 

terms of the moderating effect of cosmopolitanism on the relationship between Yin-Yang 

leadership and employee commitment (H3), the results show a strong negative effect on 

employee commitment (beta=-.49, p<.001). To understand the exact nature of the moderating 

effect of cosmopolitanism, we present the three-way interaction plots in Figure 3.  

The data in Figure 3 reveal, first of all, that cosmopolitanism improves employee 

commitment rather dramatically when low Yin/high Yang leadership behaviors are in place 

(slope 3 in Figure 3). It also shows that cosmopolitanism improves employee commitment when 

high Yin/low Yang leadership behaviors are in place (slope 2), although far less dramatically 

than in the former case. This indicates that cosmopolitanism compensates for the lack of either 
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Yin or Yang leadership behaviors, when they are not both at high levels, in gaining employee 

commitment.  

Figure 3 shows that cosmopolitanism does not change the slope of the high Yin/high 

Yang leadership profile (slope 1) or the low Yin/low Yang leadership profile (slope 4), whereas 

it pulls up the scores of employee commitment for the high Yin/Low Yang and low Yin/high 

Yang profiles of Yin-Yang leadership when cosmopolitanism is higher, compared to when it is 

lower. More specifically, when Japanese supervisors display a high level of Yang leadership 

behaviors but a low level of Yin leadership behaviors, Chinese employees with a lower level of 

cosmopolitanism show weak commitment to the firm, whereas Chinese employees who are 

higher on cosmopolitanism show strong commitment to the firm (note the steep positive slope 

depicted in slope 3). A similar tendency, albeit much weaker, is shown for the high Yin/low 

Yang profile (note the gradual positive slope depicted in slope 2). Additionally, the figure 

confirms the following. First, high cosmopolitanism, compared with low cosmopolitanism is 

associated with higher employee commitment reported by Chinese employees in our sample, as 

per the cosmopolitanism main effect, H2. Second, the level of employee commitment is higher 

with Yang leadership behaviors (the score points associated with slopes 1 and 3), compared with 

Yin leadership behaviors (the score points associated with slopes 2 and 4), as per the Yang 

leadership behaviors main effect, H1b. Third, Yin-Yang leadership (slope 1: high Yin and high 

Yang) shows the highest score points for employee commitment, as per the Yin-Yang leadership 

interaction effect, H1c.  

 

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 
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Discussion 

Traditional bipolar cultural frameworks (e.g., Hofstede’s and the GLOBE’s) that allocate 

national cultures from low to high along a few measurable cultural dimensions have intellectual 

roots in Aristotelian dualism or Western formal logic. Western epistemological systems that 

facilitate mental separation of complex, interrelated phenomena into simplified opposites of 

‘either/or,’ and do not leave room for seeming opposites to coexist, have limitations particularly 

in the contemporary global business environment (Chen, 2008; Keller and Lewis, 2016; Lee, 

2017; Li, 2016; Tung, 2008; Tung and Verbeke, 2010). The Eastern epistemology of the Yin-

Yang principle, however, which embraces paradox and dynamism (Keller and Lewis, 2016; Li, 

2016), offers a more robust approach to managing complexity. Drawing on the paradox 

perspective and the Yin-Yang principle, (Faure and Fang, 2008; Li, 2012, 2014, 2016), we 

conceptualized ‘Yin-Yang leadership’ as leader behaviors derived from a two-step process of 

translation and contextualization that embrace and respond to these opposites and ‘dualities’ in 

Chinese culture, and proposed it as culturally-relevant leadership in contemporary China. We 

demonstrated in our sample that leadership behaviors that respond simultaneously to the cultural 

needs of nurturing and building relationships while focusing on business development in a fast-

paced, changing institutional environment contribute to employee commitment. We also 

demonstrated that Chinese employees’ cosmopolitanism, the follower side of paradox 

management, also contributes to employee commitment. Details of our contributions are outlined 

below. 

First, we advance the cross-cultural leadership literature via a context-based approach to 

develop culturally-relevant leadership, Yin-Yang leadership in the Chinese context. Our two-step, 

“translation-contextualization” approach to theorizing cross-cultural leadership, by focussing on 
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the cultural characteristics of the operating context rather than on the differences between the 

host country culture and the MNE headquarters country culture, allows researchers to delve 

deeper into the specificity of local culture. This includes combining the emic and etic approaches 

to Chinese culture, and incorporating Daoist thinking style and epistemology of Yin-Yang into 

the theorization of cross-cultural leadership. As noted by Fang (2012: 36), “the Yin Yang 

perspective of culture emphasizes the need to understand the intrinsic paradoxical nature of 

culture.” Yin and Yang are opposites, yet are complementary and coexist (Fang and Faure, 2011; 

Li, 2016). This is evident in our results which show that employee commitment is highest when 

foreign supervisors display high levels of both Yin and Yang leadership behaviors, indicating 

that the leaders’ ability to simultaneously exhibit seemingly opposite, paradoxical leadership 

behaviors is positively associated with employee commitment to local subsidiaries.  

Further, our research revealed that Yang leadership behaviors appear to be more salient 

than Yin leadership behaviors, the traditional collectivist-oriented leadership behaviors, in 

gaining employee commitment. Yang Leadership behaviors were found to be a strong and 

independent predictor of employee commitment, suggesting that the Yang component of Yin-

Yang leadership such as forecasting trends, anticipating problems, and making accurate 

decisions are highly important to gain commitment from Chinese employees, particularly in a 

rapidly changing economic and institutional environment. These results illustrate the dynamic 

nature of Yin-Yang balancing (Faure and Fang, 2008; Li, 2016) such that, while both Yin and 

Yang exist, at any point in time one may rise to the surface and be more salient. Fang (2012: 39) 

has proposed that in any given culture human beings will select the values that are most relevant 

for a particular situation, context or time, promoting some and suppressing others, to create a 

“unique value configuration.” Indeed, our results can be interpreted as “value trumping” (Osland 
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and Bird, 2000) of the Yang component over the Yin component in contemporary China given 

the current economic and labor market climates that bring competition and career advancement 

to the fore.  

The second contribution of our paper lies in highlighting the role of followership in cross-

cultural leadership. The follower’s role and characteristics in the leadership process are 

increasingly recognized as critical but under-investigated (Kelley, 2008; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). 

We identify and test cosmopolitan followership as an important factor in enhancing employee 

commitment to a foreign-owned company and, together with Yin-Yang leadership, managing 

paradox in complex operating environments. Cosmopolitanism, that is, a broadened identity 

horizon that transcends local cultural boundaries and embraces opposite values and practices, is 

on the rise in China. We reasoned that if an employee liked interacting with people of different 

cultures, and was open to considering that the values and norms of other cultures were as valid as, 

or perhaps even superior to, one’s own, there would be a good chance that such a person could 

find satisfaction in working for a foreign firm, and commit to a foreign firm. The results show 

that cosmopolitanism indeed has a direct and positive relationship with employee commitment as 

we hypothesized. This suggests that Yin-Yang leadership and cosmopolitan followership work 

together as a ‘two-way street’ of cultural adaptability and openness that builds employee 

commitment. In addition to the direct positive impact, cosmopolitanism acts as a moderator to 

further strengthen the positive relationship between Yin-Yang leadership and employee 

commitment. More specifically, when there is an imbalance between Yin and Yang (high 

Yin/low Yang or low Yin/high Yang), cosmopolitanism appears to compensate for such 

imbalance vis-à-vis the effects on employee commitment. This implies that local employees’ 
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cosmopolitanism can act as a game changer when foreign supervisors’ Yin and Yang are not in 

balance, underscoring the key role of followership in the cross-cultural leadership process. 

Both of the above contributions advance our theorization of cross-cultural leadership and 

followership.  We have used a more context-specific approach, Yin-Yang leadership and 

cosmopolitanism to delve more deeply into the cross-cultural leadership and employment 

relations challenges experienced by Japanese companies in China. This has allowed a more 

nuanced approach to cross-cultural leadership that cannot be gleaned from the traditional bipolar 

cultural frameworks. The literature suggests that there are cultural similarities between China 

and Japan given their shared Confucian cultural heritage (e.g., Gupta et al., 2002; Javidan et al., 

2006). While cultural distance (Kogut and Singh 1988) is generally portrayed as an obstacle in 

the international business literature (e.g., Johnson et al., 2006), cultural closeness does not 

necessarily mean easy cultural adaptation (e.g., Selmer, 2007). As discussed earlier, traditional 

measures of cultural distance use quantifiable and bipolar cultural values, and do not reflect other 

differences that may be substantial. China and Japan are similar in terms of a shared Confucian 

cultural heritage but differ in their economic and political history including phases of capitalism 

and institutional arrangements (Witt and Redding, 2013), which underscores the importance of a 

context-specific approach.  

  

Practical Implications 

The message for expatriate managers is that a high level of both Yin and Yang leadership 

behaviors, or Yin-Yang leadership where there is a balance of Yin and Yang, fosters a high level 

of employee commitment. As noted earlier, both Yin and Yang coexist in contemporary China, 

and there is a shifting salience between the two depending on the time, situation and context. Our 
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results reveal that a preference for Yang leadership behaviors is salient in contemporary China. 

Chinese employees prefer a leader that demonstrates strength, clarity, assertiveness, decisiveness, 

predictive accuracy, and accurate decision making, that is, Yang leadership behaviors. If a leader 

can show these qualities, local employees of the Chinese subsidiary are likely to be satisfied with 

the leadership approach and be committed to the organization. Employee commitment is 

associated with lower employee turnover. This is good news for foreign firms, since the Chinese 

labor market is fluid with frequent job changes, and there is competition for talent. Our results 

show that while the Yang component of Yin-Yang leadership has more salience than the Yin 

component, Yin leadership behaviors are still important. This is underscored in a notable expert 

observation in the Chinese labor market indicating that for Chinese employees money is a less 

important reason to change jobs than the potential to grow and have a close working relationship 

with an immediate boss (Hymowitz, 2005). Relationship development is critically important for 

Chinese employees, and the majority of Chinese workers seek job opportunities in which they 

can enhance their employability so as to realize self-fulfilment. This involves both Yin and Yang 

leadership behaviors.   

Employee commitment is a way to capture talent over the long term. Our results suggest 

that those high-value employees with cosmopolitan values can be retained over the long term 

with a Yin-Yang leadership approach used by foreign expatriate managers. Such leadership 

approach addresses the need to placate risk and uncertainty, and to command confidence. A 

leader that can work well under uncertainty and be assertive in persuading employees with 

confidence shows his or her followers that they are ‘safe’ with the company as well as moving 

forward in a positive manner. This may inspire such talent to remain with the firm. It should be 

noted that the Yin leadership behaviors of relationship building and benevolence may also be 
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appreciated. The results are positive for employee commitment, though less so than managing 

uncertainty and decisiveness. Collectivistic, harmony-producing Yin leadership behaviors appear 

to be subsumed by Yang leadership behaviors that address the new economic and institutional 

order of rapid change and uncertainty. This might be explained by the observation that Chinese 

society acts as social system where people maintain social order through a harmony-within-

hierarchy arrangement (Martinsons, 2006).  

Cosmopolitanism appears to be a key to enhancing employee commitment in foreign 

firms, as well as to navigating the paradoxes inherent in Yin-Yang leadership. Cosmopolitanism 

has a direct effect on employee commitment. This shows that the more open employees are to 

new cultures and ways of doing things, the greater the propensity to commit to a foreign firm. At 

the same time, cosmopolitanism enhances the positive effects of Yin-Yang leadership behaviors 

on employee commitment. These findings have important recruitment implications for leadership 

development given the high turnover particularly of top performing employees in China (Nie, 

2015) and in many other high-growth Asian countries (Bruning and Tung, 2013).  

  

Research Limitations and Future Directions 

The main limitation of the study is the relatively small sample size. Also, the respondents come 

from only three Japanese subsidiaries that are located in one region of China where the presence 

of foreign business activities is highest. Future studies should attempt to gain a larger sample, 

with more expatriate nationalities represented, and to collect data based also on the geographic 

segmentation criterion since there is some evidence that leadership preferences may differ across 

regions in China (Littrell et al., 2012). Geographic segmentation would also be useful to assess 

the generalizability of cosmopolitanism. Most foreign firms establish and run their branches in 
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urbanized areas of China, so people in those areas might be more cosmopolitan, with differential 

results by region (Ong, 1999; Ralston et al., 1996).  

We focused on a few possible predictors of employee commitment in Japanese 

subsidiaries in China. More work needs to be done to determine other possible factors that could 

positively influence the attitudes of Chinese employees. Despite these limitations, the study 

clarified Yin-Yang leadership behaviors that can be adopted by expatriate managers, and the 

potential role of cosmopolitanism of Chinese employees. The study adds to our knowledge of 

expatriates’ leadership challenges in China and has provided practical guidance. 

Future research to test Yin-Yang leadership and cosmopolitanism in foreign firms other 

than those of Japanese origin is encouraged. Japan and China are often categorized into the same 

cultural cluster of Confucian Asia, East Asia, or Collectivist in various literatures, thus, arguably, 

the Yin and Yang dualities of Chinese culture might be better understood by Japanese compared 

with other foreign MNEs of different cultural clusters. Similarly, the cultural distance between 

China and Japan is frequently portrayed as small, thus the potential impact of cosmopolitanism 

in the context of Chinese-Japanese interaction might also be smaller than the context of Chinese 

and other more culturally distant countries of origin. It would be promising to test if Yin-Yang 

leadership and cosmopolitan followership lead to a similar positive effect on Chinese employee 

commitment to foreign firms in general. 

Finally, as Yin-Yang leadership is conceptualized to embrace the dualities that pose 

challenges for foreign firms to operate effectively in the Chinese market, future research in this 

area will benefit by applying a more complex modeling of yin-yang balancing. In order to 

observe and test the changing nature of balancing, it is highly desirable to specify the contextual 

conditions that might require more yang leadership behaviors or yin leadership behaviors. We 
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selected the best available existing leadership scales to tap our proposed Yin-Yang leadership 

concept, yet we welcome new research that further refines the Yin-Yang leadership concept and 

measures.  
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations between the study variables 

 

 Variables Means S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

 1. Gender 1.52 0.50         

 2. Tenure 3.80 3.12 -.03        

 
3. Employee-Japanese 

language proficiency  
3.74 1.47  .06  .15       

 
4. Supervisor-Chinese 

language proficiency  
2.92 1.56 -.08 -.05 -.20

+
      

 5. Job Satisfaction 3.84 0.78  .14  .12 -.07  .31
*
     

 
6. Yin Leadership 

Behaviors  
3.99 0.62 -.15  .15  .02  .22

*
  .30

**
    

 
7. Yang Leadership 

Behaviors  
3.89 0.61 -.09  .24

*
  .10  .13  .46

**
  .60

**
   

 8. Cosmopolitanism 3.13 0.46  .05  .29
**
  .13  .07  .13  .28

**
  .17  

 
9. Organizational 

Commitment 
3.85 0.69  .03  .14 -.02  .14  .41

**
  .45

**
  .48

**
  .24

*
 

Notes. 
* 
p< .05, 

** 
p< .01. 
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Table 2. Multiple regression results for organizational commitment 
 

Variables Model 1 Model 2  Model 3 Model 4 

Controls     

Gender -.02  .06  .03 -.03 

Tenure (in years)  .09 -.00  .00 -.06 

Japanese language proficiency 

(employee) 

-.00 -.06 -.07 -.11 

Chinese language proficiency 

(supervisor) 

 .02 -.03 -.06 -.06 

Job Satisfaction  .39
***

  .21
+
  .21

+
  .19

+
 

 

Main effects 

    

Yin Leader Behaviors (H1a)   .22
+
  .14  .10 

Yang Leader Behaviors (H1b)   .25
*
  .27

*
  .55

***
 

Cosmopolitanism (H2)   .12  .11  .25
*
 

      

Two-way interaction effects     

Yin-Yang Leadership (H1c)    .15  .39
**
 

Yin x Cosmopolitanism    -.14 -.15 

Yang x Cosmopolitanism     .22  .10 

     

Three-way interaction effects     

Yin-Yang Leadership x  

Cosmopolitanism (H3) 

   -.49
***

 

     

Change in R
2
 .18

*
 .16

***
 .07

*
 .08

***
 

R
2
 .18 .33 .40 .49 

Adjusted R
2
 .13 .27 .32 .40 

F 3.48
**
 4.92

***
 4.66

***
 5.88

***
 

     

Notes. Standardized beta coefficients are reported.  For gender,1 = male, 2 = female.  

Yin-Yang Leadership: Yin leadership behaviors x Yang leadership behaviors, Yin-Yang 

Leadership x Cosmopolitanism: Yin leadership behaviors x Yang leadership behaviors x 

Cosmopolitanism. 
+ 
p< .10, 

*
p < .05, 

**
 p < .01, 

***
 p < .001. 
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Figure 1. Research hypotheses
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Figure 2. Two-way interaction effects of Yin leadership behaviors and Yang leadership 

behaviors on employee commitment  
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Figure 3. Three-way interaction effects on employee commitment: Yin leadership behaviors, 

Yang leadership behaviors and Cosmopolitanism 
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