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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to extend a cultural sensemaking perspective to the 
context of international joint ventures. The dominant literature on cultural issues in this inter-
firm setting has been criticized for relying on a narrow view of culture mainly as a country-
level construct. The paper argues that dynamic aspects of culture as enacted by key individual 
actors and constructed in a given context are far more relevant and critical for the joint 
venture’s managerial process. With evidence from Danish – Vietnamese cases, the paper 
aims at extending a model of culture-in-context with individual sensemaking and mutual 
learning and adjustment as key to the process of cultural negotiation.  
 

Theoretical background 
 
As a point of departure, this paper draws on a social constructivist view of reality 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966). In a social constructivist view, culture thereby is generated 
through social interaction, instead of determining social interaction. This view is grounded in 
a social constructivist approach to culture which has originated from sociology and 
anthropology and has long been attributed to a large part of organizational research. Yet, only 
recently has it inspired international management scholars. 
 

Indeed, our current understanding of culture in IJVs appears predominantly driven by 
an ‘essentialist’ view of culture (Holden & Søderberg, 2002) where culture is recognized by 
some distinct, relatively stable characteristics that influence behaviours of its members. Most 
IJVs studies, particularly those on emerging economy contexts, tend to rely on this approach 
to culture, particularly inspired by Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) framework of cultural value 
dimensions. One notable “consequence” of the Hofstedian approach is the so-called cultural 
distance concept which has been widely applied in IJV research since Kogut & Singh (1988) 
developed the construct in a study on the influence cultural factors on entry mode selection 
based on the indices of Hofstede’s model. The cultural distance approach has, however, been 
criticized for the relatively linear and rigid impact of cultural differences on expected 
outcomes (e.g. Shenkar, 2001). Moreover, studies adopting this approach often take for 
granted its underlying assumption of organisational and societal (national) homogeneity, and 
no distinction between the home and host environment (XXX).  
 

In response to the criticisms of mainstream understanding of culture in IJVs grounded 
in a functionalist conception of culture, a new strand of research has emerged in attempts to 
articulate a more dynamic view of culture in international management phenomena 
(Søderberg & Holden, 2002). A research group (Sumihara 1992; Brannen 1998; Brannen & 
Salk 2000; Kleinberg 1994, 1998) has, for instance, developed a negotiated culture 

mailto:lidao@business.aau.dk�


2 
 

perspective documenting a process where joint venture actors enact different cultural stances 
and negotiate toward a common third culture around joint venture issues. Other scholars have 
drawn attention to a sensemaking approach to understanding culture in IJVs (Salk & Shenkar, 
2001), in mergers and acquisitions (Gertsen et al. 1998; Vaara, 2000), and generally in 
international business collaboration (e.g. Osland and Bird, 2000, 2006). In a similar vein, 
other studies have conceptually explored the notion of culture in interaction (e.g. Hansen, 
2003; Kuada & Sørensen, 2010) and culture in context (Bjerregaard et al. 2009). These 
studies have succeeded in demonstrating the importance of contextual influences, the 
individual as a cultural actor, and the process orientation in cultural analysis within 
international management settings in general and IJV settings in particular.  
 

Culture in context (Bjerregaard et al. 2009) presents a summary construct of the 
above-mentioned stream of research and conveys the central message of the social 
constructivist approach to culture: culture can only be understood in context. By context, the 
authors refer to social, professional and organisational relationships, or as expressed at other 
points, social, economic, and power relationships in which culture is situated and generated. 
Considering that so much scholarly effort has been spent on the culture concept, surprisingly 
little has been done on the context concept. Context appears to be a relatively loosely-defined 
and even underexplored construct in business and management literature in general (e.g. 
Wensley, 2001). The scope of context in mainstream IJV literature mostly refers to the 
national settings, i.e. economic, socio-cultural, legal, etc., in which a joint venture firm is 
based. Embedded in this use of context is the assumption of culture as a nation-level 
construct that is external to individual influence. A more ‘advanced’ conception of context 
that appears relevant to IJV settings is that of recent knowledge management literature. In 
this literature, there seems to be a growing understanding of context as dynamically 
embedded in and enacted through social interaction (Nonaka & Toyama, 2003). To 
understand the dynamic side of culture in context, we cannot overlook a process of sharing 
knowledge and learning among interacting individual actors driving the ongoing construction 
of the joint venture context.  
 

Nonetheless, with the existing studies, the intercultural interaction stream of research 
still seems far from providing a deep and full understanding of interaction processes and the 
subsequent evolution of culture in cross-border contexts (Goodall, 2002; Boyacigiller et al., 
2004; Salk, 2004). Particularly in the domain of alliances and joint ventures, processes at and 
across micro and meso-organisational levels are extremely poorly represented (Salk, 2005). 
The empirical base from which much of this stream of research has emerged is US-based, or 
to a lesser extent Europe-based Japanese entities. The growing geographically-diverse IJV 
settings following globalization trends and particularly the recent emergence of new 
developing economies, including Vietnam, as attractive investment destinations, implicates 
that these studies are no longer representative of the general trend. Other writings in the field 
are otherwise still in their early conceptual emergence, calling for further development and 
empirical evidence. In short, there is a need for conceptual clarifications, theory development 
and fine tuning of empirical research tools to guide future research in this emerging research 
field. 
 

This paper focuses on addressing the following research gaps. First, our understanding 
of culture in IJV settings appears still primarily associated with a national culture level, even 
in the proponents of the negotiated culture perspective (see e.g. Bjerregaard et al. 2009), 
while the processes underlying cultural negotiation in IJVs are still a “black box”. Second, 
while existing research has analytically addressed the active role of individuals in cultural 
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negotiation and drawn attention to the influence of the power imbalance between individuals, 
still little is known regarding the actual power enactment and its conditions. Third, recent 
efforts in advocating a sensemaking approach to micro culture-related processes has 
promising and interesting theoretical potential, but elaboration has been limited in terms of 
empirical documentation. As Boyacigiller et al. (2002) have indicated we still need “a deeper 
understanding of the process by which shared understandings are negotiated and by which 
negotiated understanding help to shape formal and informal organisational practices”. 
Finally, the empirical coverage of the intercultural interaction stream has been limited, mostly 
to Japanese-based organisational settings. In the research context at that time, it reflected the 
contemporary rise in Japanese business expansion abroad, to the U.S. in particular, to the 
extent that it has been argued that “the Japanese/American organisation is, therefore, well-
suited as the locus for theory-building on organizational culture in the multinational context” 
(Brannen, 1998:8). However, in the context of today’s ever growing globalisation, 
internationalisation, and growing importance of emerging economies like Vietnam, a 
dynamic understanding of culture and context in these new settings is critical for the effective 
management of inter-firm collaboration, including IJVs.  
 

Intercultural interaction research usually stresses culture as a reflection of 
sensemaking and thereby explores the culture linkage within the framework of sensemaking 
(Boyacigiller et al., 2004:141). One of the processes underlying the dynamics of culture, 
which recent research within international management has shown a growing interest, is the 
process of sensemaking (Søderberg, 2003; Osland & Bird, 2000, 2006). Based on Weick’s 
(1995) sensemaking theory, Osland & Bird (2000, 2006) proposed a cultural sensemaking 
model as an extension to the approach to intercultural settings. The framework is composed 
of an iterative cycle of three steps: framing the situation, making attributions, and selecting a 
script. These three steps were broken down into 14 strategies for collaborating across cultures 
more effectively. However, these strategies appear to be normative prescriptions with little 
empirical support, i.e. built on the authors’ dispersed observation and interviews in a few 
different intercultural settings. Meanwhile, a rather well-articulated stream of international 
management research taking on a sensemaking perspective is one on mergers and 
acquisitions (Vaara & Søderberg, 2003; Vaara, 1999, 2000; Kleppestø, 1998). Primarily, their 
attempts have converged on the claim that cultural conceptions in mergers and acquisitions 
are embedded in complex sensemaking processes and associated with identity construction 
processes. Partly in line with the negotiated culture perspective on IJVs, this stream suggests 
that national stereotypes are usually salient in initial interpretations but are gradually replaced 
by more refined understandings. The stream also contributes to the promotion of narratives as 
a sensemaking approach and as a research design for future research with the same focus 
(Gertsen, Søderberg & Varaa, 2000).  
 
A sensemaking framework 

This paper takes one step further in the cultural sensemaking approach to examine 
how individual actors influence sensemaking processes in IJVs. The initial theoretical 
framework is anchored in Vaara’s (2000) model of three concurrent cultural sensemaking 
processes: 1) cultural sensemaking as a search for rational understanding; 2) cultural 
sensemaking as emotional identification; and 3) cultural sensemaking as social-political 
manipulation. Although the model was developed in an international merger setting, it is 
assumed to apply to an IJV setting due to their similar degrees of cross-cultural complexity, 
as also proposed by the author (Ibid.). The three sensemaking processes reflect the cognitive, 
affective as well as motivational aspects of social interaction, in which individual 
sensemaking plays a central role. However, individual influence is assumed to be more 
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complex than as proposed in Vaara’s model. In his model, Vaara arrived at five propositions 
stating conditions leading to conceptions of cultural differences or similarities. This appears 
to be a simplistic way of conceptualizing sensemaking, as conceptions of cultural differences 
or similarities are also conditions or anchors for sensemaking as well. Cultural conceptions 
are indeed constructed and deconstructed as individuals interact in a work setting. In an 
emerging economy IJV context like the one studied, a certain conception of ‘cultural 
distance’ can be expected as initial anchors for sensemaking, but to what extent and how such 
‘distance’ is enacted to be relevant in the joint venture process can only be uncovered through 
an individual-level analysis.  

 
Methodology 

 
This paper employs a qualitative multiple case method to examine micro dynamic 

aspects of culture in IJVs. Such a focus is unlikely to be captured fully through large-scale 
survey-based studies, but rather, is best provoked through in-depth qualitative cases. Thus, 
the paper seeks to fill the research gaps and develop more understanding using cases from a 
relatively new empirical context: Danish – Vietnamese joint ventures based in Vietnam.  
 

Business cooperation between Denmark and Vietnam has become significant since the 
early 2000s following the global sourcing trend and significant steps in Vietnam’s opening up 
its economy (Schaumburg-Müller, 2006). Danish foreign direct investment (FDI) into 
Vietnam reached nearly USD 435 million registered capital in 2008, ranking as the 24th 
largest FDI investor in Vietnam. By 2011, more than 100 Danish companies were active in 
Vietnam through representative offices, joint ventures, business cooperation contracts, and 
100% foreign-owned entities. Of those, 30 are international joint ventures, active in various 
industries. A distinct characteristic of the business linkage between Denmark and Vietnam, as 
well as between Denmark and a few other developing countries, has been the supporting role 
of the Danish government in form of various development agendas. Among these is the focus 
on the development of the private sector as the engine of growth, i.e. through the currently-
named Business-to-Business (B-2-B) programme. B-2-B grants a support worth of up to five 
million Danish crowns (equal to approx. 0.9 million USD) for the project phase of the 
partnerships which includes training and technical assistance provided by the Danish parent 
participants to the local joint venture. Almost 100% of the joint venture projects so far have 
received B-2-B support (Schaumburg-Müller, 2006).  
 

For this paper, four cases are chosen for the empirical analysis based on the 
information content criterion (Flyvbjerg 2006) that allows the researcher to maximize the 
utility of information from small samples and single cases. One aspect of this criterion 
concerns “maximum variation cases”, which may involve the variation of the chosen cases in 
the joint venture firm’s ownership structure (i.e. major versus equal) and the local parent 
firm’s ownership (i.e. state-owned versus privately-owned). Such ownership characteristics 
have been informed by existing literature to have different degrees of influence on the joint 
venture operations (e.g. Meyer , 2004). The four cases represent four industries: boiler 
manufacturing (for the ship building industry), moulding, fruit-based manufacturing, and GIS 
solutions supply. A total of 15 semi-structured interviews were conducted mainly in the 
period between November 2007 and January 2008 with a number of individuals from top 
executive representatives of the involved parent firms to local managers in the joint venture 
firms. One of the cases, i.e. the Fruit case, was constructed using partly participant 
observation, therefore providing rich first-hand evidence. Data analysis was done with the 
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help of Nvivo qualitative data analysis software and following the narrative method 
(Czarniawska, 1998). 

 
Table I: A profile of the four joint ventures   

 
  

The four cases are named after their products: Boiler, Fruit, Mould and GIS. An 
overview of the cases is provided in Table I. Boiler is the only joint venture in the sample 
having a majority ownership by the Danish parent. This case has been treated carefully in the 
sense that although the size of the joint venture is relatively small, both the Danish parent and 
the Vietnamese parent are well-established large firms with thousands of employees, and 
particularly the Danish parent is a multinational firm with production and sales subsidiaries in 
13 countries worldwide. The pressure from the Danish parent on the joint venture in terms of 
global integration might be greater, thus demanding a higher degree of control on the joint 
venture operations.  

 
In general, all the four Danish partners have many years of experience respectively in 

the product/service area subject for the joint venture project in Vietnam. The rationale behind 
joint venturing across the cases is a combination of three motives: efficiency seeking, market 
expansion, and donor support (i.e. B-2-B programme). An expatriate manager was appointed 
as soon as the joint venture company was formed in order to take charge of the setup process 
and the know-how transfer process. This early phase was generally characterized by intensive 
interaction between joint venture members and visiting experts from the Danish parent in 
various training and technical assistance activities. The expatriate managers played a central 
role in this setting as ‘long-term technical advisor’, to use the term of the B-2-B program. 
They were mainly in charge of the coordination of training activities as well as production-
related activities at the related joint venture. The later phase of the joint venture features 
typically a higher degree of local adaptation through the re-filling of the expatriate position or 
localization of joint venture management. As shall be discussed in the section to follow, the 
individual expatriate managers largely enact the sensemaking processes and leave certain 
consequences as they leave.  

 
Main findings and discussion 

 
Insights from the selected joint ventures have generated a number of interesting 

findings. First of all, evidence has shown that cultural conceptions were generally enacted as 
the actors tried to explain perceived discrepancies between the local host context and the 
Danish home context. Certain contrasts were typically identified, including that between a 
flat, consensus-based organizational culture in Denmark and a top-down organizational 
culture in Vietnam and the lack of working independence and sense of responsibility among 
the Vietnamese employees as a cultural consequence. Yet, the differences were enacted with 
a character of individual style and pre-conceptions (stereotypes) that signified how such 
perceived differences were interpreted and acted upon. An extreme example of the cases is 
the former managing director of the Boiler joint venture, who had a preconception of western 
superiority that appeared to drive his sensemaking of the discrepancies he experienced at the 

 Boiler Fruit Mould GIS 
Industry Marine 

equipment 
Food 
processing 

Engi 
neering 

Design 

Year 2004 2001 2003 2003 
Danish shares 75% 50% 50% 49% 
No. of 
employees 

100 100+ 70 35 

No. of informants 8 5 3 3 
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joint venture. With a firmly-expressed belief in the ‘western way’ as the ‘right’ way of doing 
things, he translated the lack of basic skills as well as working independence among the local 
employees into a need for some thorough and transformational change. Such basic skills 
could involve the skill of chopping meat, as the Danish manager saw the canteen workers 
chopping meat sitting on the floor and, as he put it, ‘realized that I need to do something’. 
Meanwhile, in the other cases, we see more neutral conceptions through different 
interpretations of the differences, such as a summary notion of “This-is-Vietnam” adopted by 
the Danish deputy MD of the Fruit joint venture to describe the different work procedures 
and behaviours observed at the local workplace and in the local environment; or a learning 
perspective taken by the Danish manager of the Mould joint venture as he concluded, 
‘Everybody (from both sides) has to be updated’. In the extreme case, i.e. the Boiler case, 
where a majority of shares were owned by the Danish partner as most likely a coincidence, 
we have Danish expatriate manager who spoke against the idea of joint venture because he 
had experienced it as containing ‘a lot of fighting for power,… and for money’, with the 
former described as a ‘double management’ dilemma in a joint venture, meaning basically 
that, the Vietnamese deputy MD should report to the Danish MD yet at the same time report 
to his/her Vietnamese home office.  

 
The second major finding of the study concerns two attitudes of sensemaking: one of 

sensemaking without an equivalent degree of ‘sensegiving’, i.e. one-way sensemaking, and 
the other of sensemaking intertwined with sensegiving. On the one end, we have Danish 
managers trying to understanding local situations but overlook the part of making the local 
colleagues and employees to understand them. These managers can be an authoritarian style 
like the former Boiler MD or a role-oriented approach focusing on solving joint venture tasks 
without giving much space for others getting to know oneself, as observed in the case of the 
Fruit deputy MD. On the other end, the typical manager would balance sensemaking and 
sensegiving, and in that way creates a mutual learning platform in the local context. He or she 
would take initiative in learning from the local experts among the employees, teaming up 
with them, and giving them chance to learn about the transferred knowledge, and not least 
involve the relevant colleages from the Danish headquarters in the learning process, through 
communication and visiting agendas. Examples of such managers were notably observed at 
both the Mould case and the GIS case.  
 

In brief, sensemaking with pre-conceptions and attitudes, i.e. of expatriate and local 
joint venture executives, has a greater impact on joint venture processes as well as the process 
of cultural negotiation than that of national cultural backgrounds or organizational cultural 
backgrounds. Central in the cultural negotiation process is a process of mutual learning 
between expatriate managers and local managers through the enactment of both their role 
interpretations based on a certain degree of contextual awareness, and their individuality with 
unique preferences and cultural sympathy. The metaphor “This is Vietnam” emerged one 
case as an expatriate’s expression and interpretation of the joint venture context embedded in 
local routines and institutional frames. That context is shared, i.e. communicated, to varying 
extents between the Vietnamese employees and the Danish expatriate managers while they 
together actively operate the joint-venture organisation. The enactment of the joint venture 
context varies from case to case depending on whether an expatriate or a local manager is 
responsible for the daily management of the joint venture, on the degree of adjustment toward 
and control of local conditions. An emergent culture arising on such ground is not simply a 
hybrid form of related macro and organisational cultures, but webs of significance 
increasingly shared through formal and informal interaction between managing teams (e.g. 
between an expatriate manager with his local coordinating team or between the Danish 
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partner’s visiting product manager and the joint venture’s local R&D manager). The degree 
of consensus in that emergent culture can be strengthened by the constructive use of 
interaction interfaces like ISO international standards.  
 

Conclusions 
 

The contributions of this paper must be seen in this light. First, it provides empirical 
insights into aspects of individual cultural sensemaking in the studied IJV setting with 
highlights of individual style and pre-conceptions as influential factors. The paper also makes 
an important empirical contribution, namely the investigation of intercultural dynamics in an 
emerging economy context like Vietnam, thereby opening up the pool of interesting insights 
for future research to explore in greater rigor and on larger samples in order to enhance a 
conceptualization of culture as it is relevant to, not convenient for, cross-border inter-firm 
settings.  

Yet, the paper is not without its limitations. The scope of the study is indeed much 
larger than the given limit of writing space could handle, considering that the result of case 
data analysis could have been better off being presented in narratives. The research sample 
was relatively small. Research based on more selective sampling and a larger scale could be 
useful in developing the cultural sensemaking approach in an IJV setting.  
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