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This paper reports the results of a study of the cul-
tural influences on employee recruitment. The
authors report the conclusions reached during the
first phase of a large European study on managerial
decision-making. Nearly 300 managers participated
in this phase, which surveyed 25 firms from the
financial sectors of France, German, Italy, Spain,
and the United Kingdom. Models built upon the
works of Perlmutter and Heeman’s (note 8) inter-
national staffing policy framework and others are
examined. The results of this study indicate that
nationality is a good determinant of the choice of
internal or external promotion systems. The data
provide evidence that certain cultures are likely to
recruit managers who represent a symbolic value
for the organisation or its clients while others fol-
low a more instrumental recruitment strategy. It
also finds that individual self-interest remains an
important factor in managerial decision-making
because lower skilled managers may resist hiring
higher skilled recruits. The authors conclude that
human resource programs designed to standardise
career management policy across Europe may fail
because of intentional and unintentional barriers.
[J 2001 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved
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A Widespread Problem

They are a valuable resource. There are not enough
of them to go around. If companies do not get their
share they are in trouble. They can be one of your
company’s competitive advantages or its worst bur-
den. They are your new recruits. For many
expanding European companies this often means the
prototypical Euromanager, dynamic, well-educated,
at ease socially and linguistically in several cultures.
This is what nearly everyone writing on the topic
says but is it true?

Hiring the right person is important for firms and
many would rather remain understaffed than employ
just anyone walking through the door!. Among many
European companies, this means there is a consider-
able shortfall in most areas of graduate recruitment.
A recent study found a 9.1 per cent average shortfall
across six recruitment areas. (Table 1) One way indi-
vidual firms can improve their access to high quality
employees is to recruit internationally. Have firms
adopted the advice of management writers, univer-
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Table1 Percentage of Companies with Shortfalls
in Graduate Recruitment

Scientific/technical/engineering 211
Management 10.9
IT/Computing 10.2
Accountancy 6.0
Marketing/sales 4.5
Legal 1.9

Source: Association of Graduate Recruiters (1999)

sity placement officers, and recruitment specialists to
hire multi-nationally? Are European firms searching
for the same characteristics in their job candidates?
These are important questions for the competi-
tiveness of Europe’s companies. Without high quality
employees properly distributed among Europe’s
firms, competing against the North American and
Asian companies will be more difficult.

The European Managerial Decision-Making Project
(EMDM) was organised to examine organisational
issues that create barriers to effective cross-border
integration of European companies. It is funded by
the Fondation HEC with assistance from the European
Financial Marketing Association, the Community of
European Schools of Management, and the EU-
ASEAN Management Centre.? It sampled nearly 300
managers, working in 25 financial institutions across
England, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain. It con-
centrated on isolating managers and organisations
that have traditionally been the most protected from
international competition in an effort to capture the
essence of European organisational values.

The EMDM project asked managers to read a one-
page scenario describing the following recruiting
situation.

You have decided to hire someone who can work with new
foreign customers. Your company is getting more foreig-
ners asking for products and services. Even some small
foreign firms have inquired about your products. You have
a list of candidates and their dossiers prepared by the Per-
sonnel Department. All of the final candidates have the
necessary training and experience for the post. Plus, they
all speak English well. The firm is under a lot of time press-
ure so you must choose someone who can start right away.
Who would you hire?

The scenario further offered four distinct choices and
a dialogue among the four fictional managers dis-
cussing their own preferences. The choices and justi-
fications of the European managers responding to the
Survey provide ample reason to doubt that European
corporate integration will be easy. We outline below
the job candidate profiles offered to the respondents,
their choices, their justifications, and an analysis of
these justifications. The differences among the
nationalities represented will be uncovered and illus-
trated with examples. An explanation of why these
differences might exist and what advantages they
might confer is offered.
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Recruitment: Local or Foreign,
Generalist or Specialist, Elite or
Otherwise?

The basic situation underlying the employee recruit-
ment scenario is based on the results of a previous
exploratory study that interviewed nearly 100 Euro-
pean managers about the cultural problems Euro-
pean integration created for their companies.®> The
principal purpose of this earlier study was to limit, as
much as possible, the personal biases of the EMDM
project’s principle designers. Roberts (1970), in her
influential article on culture and management studies
notes that one of the main limitations of the state of
research at that time was that the kinds of questions
covered and the methodological strategies employed
were largely determined by the author’s biases.*
Little has changed over the past three decades. It is
fair to note that most studies of organisational or
managerial problems have been primarily ethnocen-
tric and often North American in their conception
and execution.> Other European researchers® have
examined common organisational problems from a
theoretical perspective in one context or another. But
few have collected empirical data about managerial
values directly from a large sample of European
managers about day-to-day managerial situations.
During these exploratory interviews, high-ranking
managers were asked to recount business problems
they attributed to the differences among Europe’s
many national and regional cultures. These stories
were recorded and analysed. They are the basis for
a series of scenarios’.

One of the common problems included hiring job
candidates that fit both the culture of European busi-
ness in general and the culture of the individual firm.
The common situation found during the initial inter-
views often had these elements. A young, multi-ling-
ual, foreigner from an elite business school is hired
but within several months has problems with his co-
workers. These co-workers, often less educated, less
international in perspective, and maybe less mot-
ivated, find working with a foreigner difficult.
Although the competition from a strong colleague
may be one factor, another is certainly his foreign-
ness. Foreigners often do not understand the rules of
a national culture therefore adding strain to relation-
ships with local colleagues. Another situation was the
conflict between line managers and the human
resource management department or firm’s owner
about whether to hire generalists or specialists. This
problem can occur in both large and small-sized
firms. Line managers often want recruits with specific
job skills who can be productive very quickly. The
HR department or owners sometimes want recruits
with potential to grow with the post or firm. For
them skills can be taught but potential is either there
or not. These and other stories were matched with
some well-known ideas about recruitment and
staffing including Perlmutter and Heeman’s inter-
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national staffing policy framework® (i.e. ethnocentric,
regiocentric, polycentric, and geocentric), generalist
vs. specialist recruiting strategy, elite vs. non-elite
recruitment (Barsoux and Lawrence (1997) and lang-
uage fluency.’

The problem setting is the creation of a new position
to manage a growing market of international clients
with both personal and small business products and
services. The four options include a mix of gen-
eralists, specialist, local, and foreign candidates with
varying foreign language abilities. Information about
each candidate includes age, graduation rank, school
reputation, in-house managerial assessment test
score, previous positions, and typical personal details
recorded during the initial job interview. The focus
and status of the schools also varied. They included
elite and non-elite business schools as well as high
status university programmes. For example, the geo-
centric choice was a foreign national from a markedly
different culture and had the highest assessment test
score. He speaks several languages but is not absol-
utely fluent in the local language although he suc-
cessfully graduated with high honours from one of
the country’s best schools. A glance at Table 2 indi-
cates why the managers interviewed about the cul-
tural problems of European integration identified
recruitment as a problem — the respondents of this
study do not agree about who should be hired.

Different Countries — Different
Choices

While there is a large variation within and across
counties concerning who should be offered the post,
it is clear that the Italian, English, and French respon-
dents more often choose foreign, multi-lingual,
employees with a generalist educational background.
The Germans and Spanish follow the opposite strat-
egy by hiring local managers with more technical
training. Spanish respondents particularly focus on
finding recruits with strong skills and avoid gradu-
ates of elite business schools. In fact across Europe
the least preferred candidates tend to come from the
‘old boy network’ since graduates of the elite busi-
ness schools are not chosen as often as job applicants
from other schools for the new post. This is also evi-

Table 2 Recruitment Choices

dent in the countries typically known for their eli-
tism, such as the UK and France. This is a clear differ-
ence in preference and needs to be examined more
deeply. How do the managers justify their choices?

The Obvious Reasons for Selecting Job
Candidates

The choices of the respondents indicate that Euro-
pean managers do not always agree about who
should be hired for a post dealing with international
clients. Although the choices are different, perhaps
the reasons for them are suited to the local markets.
Therefore the responses are examined to determine
whether the respondents use the same underlying
criteria to make their decisions. Table 3 presents the
top ten reasons offered to justify their recruitment
choice. These reasons were taken directly from the
respondent’s written justifications.'® At first sight the
list appears to support those qualities often cited as
necessary for Euromanagers. Linguistic ability tops the
list and is followed by a combination of scholastic
achievement and work experience. The candidate’s
culture[nationality ranks at the bottom of the top ten
reasons. This last item is open for interpretation. Per-
haps it is evidence of a double-edged sword since it
can be used as a reason to hire or not to hire a candi-
date. This duality of meaning will be examined later
in this report. On the whole, this table suggests that
the policy of hiring Euromanager-type graduates is

Table 3 Overall Ranking of the Top Characteristics
Used to Justify Recruitment Choices

Training in foreign languages 1
Assessment test score 2
Qualities to handle small or
middle size firms
Graduation rank 4
Technical or specialist skills
References or
recommendations

Age

International work experience
Academic background
Culture or nationality 10

w

ol

© 0o ~NO

Row % Ethnocentric generalist;  Ethnocentric specialist ~ Regiocentric generalist ~ Geocentric generalist
elite education good education elite education elite education

England 105 36.8 28.9 23.7

France 10.9 29.7 3.1 56.3
Germany 16.7 44.4 16.7 22.2

Italy 12.2 26.7 14.4 46.7

Spain 222 70.4 7.4 0.0

Europe 13.3 36.1 13.3 37.3
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widespread. But it does not help clear up the mystery
of why the country choices vary.

To dig more deeply into the data, the cross-national
differences of the reasons given for the recruitment
choices are presented in Table 4. Two criteria seem
to be commonly accepted as important in the hiring
decision, training in foreign languages and in-house
management assessment test scores. These two reasons
rank either first or second in all the countries of the
sample. But after these two reasons unanimity
declines sharply.

Notice for example that in France a candidate’s gradu-
ation rank is of little importance. It does not even rank
among the top ten criteria used to justify the recruit-
ment decision. Similarly, technical or specialist skills do
not appear to be a major consideration for the
English, Italians, or Spanish. Furthermore the general
preference of German and Spanish respondents for
hiring someone from their own counties is confusing
given the unimportance of the culture/nationality cri-
terion. To better understand the interaction among
these variables requires more information about the
respondents’ justifications.

Since the top ten lists of the individual countries
appear to vary considerably it is useful to disaggre-
gate these lists by looking at the agreements and dis-
agreements among the five countries. Figure 1 lists
the amount of agreement among managers from the
five countries. This figure provides a new perspective
that shows that collectively the five countries have
nineteen principle reasons for selecting a candidate
for the position proposed by the scenario. Examining
this figure shows that certain functional criteria
(training in foreign languages. assessment test score, qual-
ities to handle small/middle size firms, references
[recommendations, and age) are accepted by every
country as relevant to the recruitment decision. Other
criteria closely associated with international recruit-
ment (international work experience, culture [nationality,
international profile, skill to attract/find foreign clients,
knowledge of foreign markets, and nationality matching
market needs) are less often cited by all countries.

The Hidden Factor — the Importance of
the Reasons

The EMDM coding team found that some respon-
dents listed a large number of criteria that they or
their firms typically considered but indicated that
certain were more important. Therefore, during the
coding process, the research team recorded these dif-
ferences in importance. Each criterion cited by a
respondent was coded as unimportant, important, or
necessary according to the respondents’ written
remarks. Tabulating this data provides an even
clearer picture of the values driving recruitment
decisions among the respondents. Two tables are
provided below. Table 5 lists the top ten criteria for
the entire sample based on their importance. These
criteria importance scores match very well the initial
raking displayed in Table 3. The only real differences
are slight displacements in the bottom half of the

group.

In Table 6 importance of these criteria is compared
across the sample of countries. Here one can discern
quite a lot of difference concerning the importance of
international recruitment as well as the criteria that
appears to be influential across all the countries. Note
that fraining in foreign languages is much less
important to French respondents than for the
English, German, or Spanish. A similar pattern
appears concerning assessment test score, which is less
important to French than to English, Italian, CDT
Spanish respondents. The Spanish respondents indi-
cate that having the qualities to handle small and middle
size firms is important. Indeed they tie it for second
place in the importance ranking, Somewhat surpris-
ing given the extensive literature concerning the
importance of intellectual skills among French man-
agers is the unimportance of a job candidate’s gradu-
ation rank to the French respondents.!’ This may be
explained by the practice of some of the top French
business schools of not officially ranking graduates.
The English, French, and Italian place higher impor-
tance on the job candidate’s cultural/national origin
than the Germans and Spanish respondents. Simi-
larly international work experience is more important

Table 4 Ranking of the Top Characteristics Used to Justify Recruitment Choices

European England France Germany Italy Spain
+ Training in foreign languages 1 1 1 2 1
+ Assessment test score 2 3 2 1 2
+ Qualities to handle small/middle size firms 7 2 5 6 3
+ Graduation rank 3 19 3 5 6
+ References/recommendations 4 12 6 7 9
+ International work experience 11 5 10 4 7
+ General academic background 5 4 14 11 5
+ Technical/specialist skills 20 6 4 19 13
+ Age 17 10 8 9 4
+ General culture/nationality 8 7 18 3 22
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age
assessment score

qualities to handle small / middle size firms
references or recommendations

training in foreign languages

academic background
graduation rank

international work experience
professional experience

culture or nationality

personal network or contacts
technical or specialist skills
university reputation

experience analyzing credit risks
skill to attract or find foreign clients
immediately able to be operational
international profile

knows the foreign market
nationality matches market needs

Criteria Used for Applicant Selection

2 3 4 5

Number of Countries

Figure 1 Agreement among Respondents of Top Ten Reasons to Select the Recruit

Table 5 Importance Score for Job Candidate

Characteristics in Hiring Decision

+ Training in foreign languages 12.5
+ Assessment test score 10.3
+ Qualities to handle small/middle size firms 8.2
+ Graduation rank 5.6
+ Technical/specialist skills 51
+ International work experience 4.7
+ References/recommendations 4.4
+ Academic background 4.0
+ Age 3.9
+ Culture/nationality 3.5

to the French and Italian managers than to the other
nationalities represented in the data. English and Ital-
ian managers rank technical and specialist skills as the
least important of the top ten. With regard to the
English, this finding is in line with recent surveys of
British top managers which found a steady decline
in technical backgrounds among top managers since
the early 1980s.'? Finally it is interesting to note that
some criterion such as academic background and age
which are always in the top ten lists of criteria con-

sidered are in fact of very little importance to the
actual decision to recruit a particular applicant except
in Spain where they are moderately important.

Before leaving Table 6 consider again the comment
made earlier that the culture/nationality criterion
could be a double-edged sword since it has both
negative and positive connotations depending on the
decision-maker. To gain further insight about how
this criterion is interpreted two cross tabulations
were computed. The first was between the criteria
given and the respondents’ estimation of whether the
criteria were beneficial or not. This created a new
variable which indicated whether a criterion has a
positive influence or negative influence on the
decision to select a job candidate (hence the plus
signs before the criteria labels in Tables 5 and 6). This
variable was then cross-tabulated with the job candi-
dates actually selected for each country. For sim-
plicity, the two ethnocentric choices were collapsed
into one category, as were the two foreign choices.
Examining Table 7 provides evidence that nationality
is a double-edged sword in Europe. Remember that
the German and Spanish respondents choose foreig-
ners much less than the other nationalities in the sur-

Table 6 Importance Score Compared Across Europe

England France Germany Italy Spain
+ Training in foreign languages 14.6 6.9 12.7 10.4 16.8
+ Assessment test score 11.9 5.6 9.1 13.0 12.3
+ Qualities to handle small/middle size firms 5.7 6.4 7.0 8.9 12.3
+ Graduation rank 6.3 1.6 8.2 6.6 6.1
+ Technical/specialist skills 1.4 4.7 7.7 1.8 3.0
+ International work experience 2.6 6.2 3.0 10.7 4.2
+ References/recommendations 6.1 3.1 4.9 6.7 3.0
+ Academic background 6.2 4.2 2.3 2.2 7.1
+ Age 1.7 2.6 3.7 3.3 7.1
+ Culture/nationality 4.1 4.4 1.6 0.9
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Table 7 Balancing the Double Edged Sword of
Nationality

Foreigner (3%)

Negative

Foreigner (15%)

German Respondents Positive
Spaniard (.5 %)

Spaniard (3.5%
Negative d ( 6)

Positive

Spanish Respondents

vey. Germans use a candidate’s foreign nationality as
both a reason for and a reason against recruitment.
For the 15 per cent of Germans who select a foreign
recruit, their national origin is considered beneficial.
For a small percentage (3 per cent) it is a negative
factor. The Spanish respondents show the duality of
this criterion. A candidate’s Spanish origin is
occasionally (3.5 per cent) a beneficial factor though
a very small percentage (0.5 per cent) of respondents
believe it is a negative point.

From Confusion to Order, of a Sort

Finding order in apparent chaos is always a chal-
lenge. One needs a starting point and this can often
be found in the work of other commentators and
researchers studying the same general issue. Hun-
dreds of studies have been written about employee
selection over the years. Generally, they have found
little agreement about what factors are the most
important for a successful recruitment. Since most of
these studies are coming from the American experi-
ence one can assume that if American managers are
not clear about what is important, European man-
agers with their many different cultures, are not
likely to exhibit more coherence. Therefore a better
point of departure for understanding cultural differ-
ences in employee selection is examining the goal of
recruitment and the means of achieving this goal. The
goal of recruitment should, in some manner, reflect
a firm’s market needs. Therefore, the goal should be
related to maintaining or improving market perform-
ance since this is a universal need of ‘for profit’ com-
panies. Recruitment is usually described as a rela-
tively rational process reflecting the manager’s
perception about the needs of the firm. The means
should be efficient and effective at selecting job can-
didates whose attitudes, skills, and experience match
the firm’s perceived market needs.

Other researchers have tried to dislodge or soften this

expectation of rationality of goals and means.'* Many
observe that international firms are sometimes
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incapable of developing and maintaining a unique
goal or means of recruitment. This is particularly rel-
evant where local business units may: have ‘culture
bound’ organisations,'* be subject to shared national
values and belief system,'® recruit from different edu-
cational systems'® or be subject to different legal and
industrial organisation frameworks."”

Furthermore there is considerable discussion about
the need to recruit people who can fit into the domi-
nant organisational culture rather than people who
have only the technical competence and experience
to do the job.'® Finally, in race- and gender-conscious
America, the desire to reduce the prejudicial effects
of belonging to a disadvantaged subgroup has been
translated into the need to have culturally diverse
employees. Several benefits have been suggested,
including better client relations. The insight and cul-
tural sensitivity that company employees with roots
in other countries bring to marketing efforts might
improve these efforts in important ways."

So it appears that several reasons can be used singu-
larly or in combination to help explain the wide
diversity of choices and justifications found among
participants of this study. To narrow the search
further perhaps it would be helpful to remember the
roots of this study, the problems associated with the
cross-border integration of European firms. This
leads back to the initial interviews used to develop
the scenarios and to the written explanations of the
respondents. One idea occasionally surfacing in these
data hints at an interesting dilemma faced by the
recruitment problem posed by the scenario. Who
would international clients prefer to work with in a
foreign location? During one of the initial interviews
a manager recounted a problem about an exchange
programme of young, high potential managers
organised by a large European bank. The goal of the
programme was to develop a group of Euromanagers
chosen from within its own ranks. All of the candi-
dates in this programme were recent recruits with
high potential for advancement. They were to be
assigned to foreign locations for two years before
returning to their own countries. They would occupy
functional positions fitting the needs of the local units
and the candidate’s own competencies. Because of
their short-term job assignments it became clear that
additional benefits, primarily housing supplements,
would have to be offered to reduce the financial bur-
den on the candidates. Importantly this increased the
costs of these candidates vis-a-vis a local hire. In a
sense what developed was a classic recruiting situ-
ation since the local units had to assume the salary
and other costs in their own budgets, which were
already under considerable strain. At this point, the
real costs of this programme to the local units became
apparent. How did they respond?

The responses broke down into differing perceptions

about goal determination and goal attainment. First,
some managers accepted the stated goal that the pro-
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gramme was designed to foster the long-term devel-
opment of corporate unity among the European
units. Local benefits would accrue from sending local
candidates into the programme who would return
with added value and from receiving foreign talent
not available in their own markets. This was clearly
a long-term orientation with benefits spread widely
over space and time. Other managers however,
downplayed this goal in favour of concentrating
more specifically on local needs and local costs.
Theirs was a short-term orientation where local needs
and resource costs were more important. It is here
that goal attainment differences became most evi-
dent. One local manager explained that his foreign
clients wanted to deal with a local employee, whom
presumably would know the local market better. This
manager’s counterpart from a different country
believed exactly the opposite. She wanted a foreigner
since her foreign customers would appreciate the
international orientation of the company symbolised
by a foreign employee. Similar commentaries were
heard from other managers across the European net-
work of the company. The recruitment dilemma was
essentially based on the best way to attract foreign
customers. One set of managers wanted a foreigner
(who knew the local market and culture) in the job to
show the internationalism of the company. Another
group of managers wanted a local (who was sensitive
to foreign cultures) to show the internationalism of
the company.

This example points to the importance of symbolism
in the recruitment decision. Apparently some man-
agers believe that who is hired is a bit like corporate
advertising. Having foreign faces representing the
company de facto sends the message that the com-
pany is international. In Europe where the establish-
ment of the European Single Market contributes to
the rapid expansion of companies across borders, this
message is important. French people have little inter-
est in moving their banking account to a German or
Dutch bank. They may however find it attractive to
move from a local bank to an international bank. Fur-
thermore with the population movements occurring
between countries, for example 200,000 French citi-
zens currently live in the UK significant market
segments are being established. This can only add to
the pressure of providing culturally sensitive services
to these foreign clients.

Symbolic recruitment can also help explain why the
apparent agreement of reasons found in Tables 3-6.
Much of the unanimity results from necessary but not
sufficient criteria for recruitment. In Europe foreign
language training and good academic ability are
necessary personal characteristics. Without them, job
candidates do not make the shortlist leading to
further consideration. After these conditions are met,
the real differentiation begins. At this point the
nuances in importance of each criteria and ultimately
the nature of the goal and process attainment become
the critical variables to consider. They also hold the
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key for distinguishing different values that may come
from national culture.

Separating the Necessary from the
Discretionary

Returning to Figure 1, one sees that five seasons (age,
assessment test scores, qualities to handle small and
medium size firms, references and recommendations, and
training in foreign languages) are always among the
top ten reasons®' justifying the recruitment of the
candidate selected by the respondents. These are
therefore the essential requirements to be included in
a shortlist of applications. Similarly four other
reasons (academic background, graduation rank, inter-
national work experience, and professional experience) are
always mentioned by respondents from four coun-
tries. Deleting these nine nearly universal justifi-
cations leaves between one and six justifications that
are either unique to a single country or shared across
a smaller subset of countries (Table 8). Table 8 can
help reveal the justifications that may be derived
from the respective national differences rather than
from simple commonalties in the recruitment pro-
cess.

Interestingly, the French respondents are the most
diverse in justifying their choices. Furthermore, they
are the most interested in the cultural characteristics
of job candidates. They cite the candidate’s national-
ity as very important (4.4 on a scale of 6.9) and are
the only respondents to cite the candidate’s skill to
attract foreign clients and their international profile
as important factors in their employment decisions.
The French respondents share with the German
respondents concerns for the candidate’s technical
skills and personal network or contacts. But the Ger-
mans do not return the favour by having a large
interest in the candidate’s nationality or other inter-
national characteristics. The Italians are also very
concerned by cultural factors. A candidate’s national-
ity is very important to them (10.8 on a scale of 13)
and knowledge of foreign markets is cited within the
top ten Italian reasons. The English, although con-
cerned about the candidate’s nationality, do not
value it as highly as a recruit's alma mater
(respectively 4.1 and 4.4 on a scale of 14.6). Finally,
the Spanish respondents have no important dis-
tinguishing rationale except a concern that a candi-
date’s nationality reflects the firm’s market needs.
However as indicated in Table 8 this concern often
leads them to select a Spaniard rather than a foreign-
er.

Symbolic Vs. Functional Recruitment

It is clear that some countries rely more heavily on
symbolic factors than others, but by how much? To

European Management Journal Vol 19 No 1 February 2001
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Table 8 Differentiating Factors in Recruitment

France (6.9)2 Italy (13)

England (14.6)

Germany (12.7) Spain (16.6)

Culture/nationality 4.4 Culture/nationality 11

Technical/specialist skills 4.7

University reputation 3.1
Personal network or
contacts 3
Immediately able to be
operational 6.7
Knows the foreign
market 3.6

Culture/nationality 4.1

Technical/specialist skills
7.7

University reputation 4.4

Personal network or
contacts 4.2
Nationality matches
market needs 3.8

Experience analysing
credit 3.1

Has skill to attract or find
foreign clients 2.9
International profile 2.4

aThese scores are the maximum importance scores for the country. They are based on the frequency of individual reasons multiplied
by a factor weight based on the importance given to the reason. Higher numbers therefore represent a combination of more
occurrences and more importance. The absolute value should not be compared across countries

Symbolic Recruitment Score
w

Italy France

England

Germany Spain

Figure 2 Symbolic vs. Functional Recruitment

answer this question a symbolism score was tabu-
lated* and is presented in Figure 2. Among the
respondents it is the Italian and French managers
who rely on symbolic rationale more often than their
English, German and Spanish counterparts. Does this
difference reflect simply a difference in the belief
about which type of recruitment is likely to produce
the best results or does it uncover some hidden
values having an origin in the national cultures? Of
course this is difficult to assert with any degree of
reliability. But it is tantalising to imagine a while and
look for anecdotal evidence. One author recalls a
meeting with an English academic about his univer-
sity’s decision not to host a large international confer-
ence. The explanation given for the decision went
something like this. “You know we discussed hosting
the international conference among our faculty But
then we discovered it would cost us about £45,000.
For that price we could hire a new faculty member so
of course we said no to the conference.” The French

European Management Journal Vol 19 No 1 February 2001

colleague upon hearing this replied that his univer-
sity would have said, ‘Yes, of course we will host
the international conference.” The emphasis on the of
course is not accidental. It implies the nearly auto-
matic conclusion or decision made by the respective
colleagues. For the English academic the functional
value is spending money on a new faculty member,
perhaps an international hire. For the French school
the symbolic value of hosting an international confer-
ence outweighed the functional value of spending the
money some other way. Such automatic conclusions
open a window on the cultural landscape that influ-
ences the decisions of managers.

Each culture has its own ‘of course’ decisions. These
nearly automatic reactions channel the options and
criteria embedded in managerial decisions. They also
make it difficult for managers from different coun-
tries who do not know each other well to communi-
cate effectively. In a multi-country study of mana-
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gerial behaviour, French researchers found that
managers from different countries have varying con-
ceptions of their rights and duties.?® These rights and
duties are deeply embedded in the education and
training of a manager and are virtually hidden. Since
managers no longer think consciously about them
they do not question whether a foreign manager sit-
ting across from them in a meeting has the same
reflexive values or not. When they discover that
indeed such differences exist, it is usually after a mis-
take has been made. An excellent, and very costly,
example of this problem was the recent loss by
NASA of a satellite approaching Mars. One of the
two teams co-ordinating the arrival of the space craft
transmitted instructions using the metric system
while the other sent complimentary instructions
using the English system of inches and feet. Both
teams used the same numbers but the numbers did
not mean the same thing. The result was the loss of
a multi-billion dollar project.

The rationalism discussed during the introduction
still nags and one might be tempted to search again
for other explanations for the differences observed
between the symbolic Italians and French and the
functional English, Germans, and Spanish. The aca-
demic literature provides many examples of the
importance of symbols within organisations®. This
supports the assumption that symbolic recruitment
could easily exist and play an important role. Per-
haps the French and Italian respondents believe that
recruiting foreigners sends strong signals to their
‘culture bound” organisations. If certain French and
Italian companies are more closed to foreign cultures
top managers might try to remedy this by deliber-
ately hiring a foreigner and thus sending a signal to
clients and to their own subordinate managers. If this
were true one could construe the apparent strategy
of the Italian and French respondents as rational with
respect to certain organisational needs. Testing this

proposition requires some measure of international
openness.

Using the EMDM demographic data two scores of
international openness were constructed and are dis-
played in Figure 3. The first is percentage of respon-
dents speaking two or more foreign languages. The
second is a score measuring the degree of inter-
national perspective (DIPS) based on some of the
demographic variables collected by the EMDM
research project related to international career
aspects. These included additional items of having
worked in a foreign location, for a foreign employer,
or having two mother tongues. The premise behind
the DIPS score is that exposure to foreign companies,
environments, or cultures enhances ones openness to
foreign ideas and practices. The two measures track
each other very well except for the German respon-
dents. However examining the actual data indicates
that a small subset of young German respondents
have significantly greater experience in foreign posts
and speak more languages. (Which incidentally
reflects the predominate choice of the German man-
agers sampled for recruitment.) The older German
respondents have much less foreign experience and
have less linguistic ability. Therefore the German
international experience score is overstated due to
these few young recruits. Comparing Figure 1 with
Figure 2 one can see that respondents from countries
with high symbolism scores also have high levels of
linguistic ability and international experience. So the
supposition of a rational strategy to make an organis-
ation more open to internationalisation by hiring
foreigners is not supported by these data. What other
explanations could be forwarded?

The EMDM project also examined promotion policies
and found that France, Italy, and Spain are more
likely to adopt internal promotion policies. A closed
internal career system limits job competition to®
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existing organisational members*. The popular Eur-
omanager profile always includes the capacity of
communicating in two or more languages. Could it
be possible that hiring foreigners with superior skills
that are likely to be in high demand over the next
ten or more years creates too much competition for
lower-skilled employees? The Italians and French
may have little to fear given their own Euromanager
profiles. The English respondents may have little
choice given their low level of international open-
ness. It is the German and Spanish respondents who
would have the most to fear. Their linguistic abilities,
although superior to those of the English respon-
dents, are lower than the Italian or French respon-
dents. This is also true for their international experi-
ence excepting the young Germans. Therefore since
they may be at competitive disadvantage regarding
future promotions it is reasonable to assume that
German and Spanish respondents with lower linguis-
tic abilities would be more likely to select a local can-
didate with similar language abilities than a foreigner
with superior abilities. The influence of German and
Spanish respondent’s linguistic ability on their
recruitment choices is displayed in Figure 4. Notice
that respondents speaking fewer languages more
often select local candidates. Respondents speaking
more languages select foreign recruits much more
often than their less capable compatriots.

These findings suggest that no single reason explains
the choice of a new recruit under similar conditions
across the five countries. The Italian and French cul-
tures appear to be influenced by a strategy of sym-
bolism where characteristics other than mere com-
petence are often decisive factors in the recruitment
decision. The respondents from these two countries
were most at ease with foreigners. The English man-
agers appear to have basically a functional recruit-
ment policy. They are searching for specific skills and
when a Euromanager profile is needed they do not
hesitate to recruit a foreigner. Their choice does not
reflect a symbolic statement as much as a real need
given the lower level of linguistic and international
openness of the English respondents. For instance, a

recruit’s alma mater is more important to the English
respondents than his nationality. The German and
Spanish respondents appear to follow a functional
recruitment policy also but for different reasons.
Important factors for the German managers included
a candidate’s technical skills and local network of
contacts. International characteristics are not very
important for them. Their preferences are for local
candidates with linguistic skills. For the Spanish
managers, nationality — if the candidate is Spanish
is almost always a favourable attribute. Foreign can-
didates are at distinct disadvantage during the
recruitment process.

Conclusions

While the hiring of a single employee is not likely to
have such a spectacular and visible effect as the loss
of a spacecraft or the failure of an international mana-
gerial training programme, the collective hiring of
hundreds or thousands of employees across a multi-
national company is not negligible. Employees are
one of the most valuable resources companies have
to remain competitive. They can also be one of the
most expensive liabilities a company has if they do
not match market and internal needs. Many Euro-
pean companies would like to standardise their
managerial recruitment policies across their foreign
units. Standardisation can help ensure that the Eur-
ope-wide corporate strategies can be successfully
implemented or that the right mix of managerial
skills is available within the company over the future
years. Failure to standardise can lead to higher levels
of managerial turnover as middle to high level man-
agers find their careers threatened by local business
unit values which place them at a disadvantage.
Finally, mixing managers accustomed to success indi-
cators under symbolic recruitment policies, with
managers who succeed under a functional recruit
system may create conflict. One set may be more con-
cerned with the appearance of success than more
objective measures. The other set may prefer objec-
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tive but less salient measures of success. It may be
difficult to achieve both the appearance and subst-
ance of success.

This article proposes and illustrates five important
issues that European companies should address
when considering standardising recruitment or trans-
fer policies across their country units. First, never
equate the enunciation of a recruitment policy with
a well-defined and respected strategy. Second, expect
that even for identical positions, local country man-
agers are likely to recruit different types of candi-
dates. Third, the reasons used to justify recruitment
have two dimensions, one necessary and the other
decisive. It is the latter dimension that carries the
most risk of inadvertently creating divergent recruit-
ment policies. Fourth, there appear to be underlying
reasons related either to national culture, organis-
ational culture, or local conditions that influence the
automatic decisions which most managers learn to
make. When a firm wants to clarify or create new
policies, it must break these decision-making habits.
Making them visible is one step toward this process
but probably not sufficient. Finally, top managers
should never underestimate the influence of self-
interest. New recruitment policies are essentially stra-
tegic plans indicating what employee characteristics
will be considered important for career advancement.
Leaving managers who will be disadvantaged by
these policies in charge of implementing them is like
asking the foxes to guard the chickens.
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