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Abstract
Biculturals are increasingly viewed as a resource in global business. They are
effective in multicultural teams, they are great boundary spanners between
corporate headquarters and their subsidiaries, and their abilities are acknowledged in cross-cultural leadership. This article aims to generate typologies that
will help global businesses gain a clearer understanding of the competences
that biculturals can offer them. This study explores biculturalism in two settings: business education and global corporations. What unique skills and
abilities allow biculturals to take advantage of knowledge from two or more
cultures? Do they perceive their skills as resources? And how does corporate
experience harness bicultural competences? Surprisingly, this study showed
that the bicultural students were not aware of their strengths and advantages.
In contrast, the corporate study provided ample evidence of how bicultural
abilities were acknowledged and leveraged in international business, once
bilculturals were established in the workplace. This article presents a theoretical matrix of bicultural competences, based on the concepts of frame switching and meta-cognition. The matrix categories are: 1) bicultural dissonance,
2) bicultural thinking, 3) bicultural action and 4) bicultural competence.
Keywords: biculturalism, business, competence, frame switching, meta-cognition

Introduction
This article investigates perceptions of biculturalism as a resource
in educational and corporate collaboration settings.1 Biculturals are
individuals who have internalised two or more cultures. Due to their
particular skillsets and acuity gained from exposure and upbringing
in two or more cultures they are increasingly found to be resourceful
in global business (Brannen and Thomas 2010, Brannen et al. 2009,
Brannen 2009).2 They are effective in multicultural teams (Hong 2010).
They are great boundary spanners between corporate headquarters and
their subsidiaries (Furuzawa and Brewster, 2015) and their abilities are
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acknowledged in cross-cultural leadership (Lakshman 2013). However,
the resources of bicultural employees still remain to be fully tapped in
global business (Fitzsimmons et al 2011). Towards this goal, it will be
useful to produce more typologies through which to understand the
competences of biculturals (Brannen and Thomas 2010).
The focus of this article is biculturalism in business education and
global corporations. What unique skills and abilities allow biculturals
to take advantage of knowledge from two or more cultures? Do they
perceive their skills as a resource? And how does corporate work experience harness bicultural competences? Using qualitative research
methods, we seek to demonstrate how intercultural competences are
perceived by 1) students of international business whose upbringing
was directly inﬂuenced by several cultures (the education study), and
2) employees with considerable working experience in a global business
environment (the corporate study).
Our research revealed that the bicultural students in the education
study were not aware of their strengths and unique skills, whereas
the corporate study showed how bicultural abilities were positively
acknowledged and viewed as leverage in international business. Our
study presents a theoretical matrix of bicultural competences and resources, which is later used in the two studies.
The article is structured as follows: ﬁrst, we review the literature on
biculturalism as a cross-cultural competency. Second, we introduce
our matrix of bicultural competences, based on frame switching and
meta-cognition. Third, we describe the context of the two case studies
(education and corporate) and the method of data collection. Fourth,
we present the analysis of the case studies, based on the matrix of bicultural resources, including a) coping with bicultural dissonance b)
bicultural thinking, c) bicultural action, and d) bicultural competence.
Finally, we discuss the categories of bicultural competences observed
in multinational corporations and assess the theoretical and practical
implications of our ﬁndings.

Biculturalism as a Cross-cultural Competence
Global managers inevitably co-operate across national and professional
borders. The challenge is to embrace the insecurity, turbulence and
change that globalization brings about in leadership and management.
This involves moving beyond their comfort zones to conquer new markets and apply new management styles (Bartlett and Goshal 2007).
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Biculturals may provide a solution to the business management
challenges created by globalization (Gillespie et al. 2010). A number
of multinational corporations have discovered the potential of bi- and
multicultural people. Sony Ericsson, for example, employed a bicultural, Hata Hitori, as a CEO to manage its transnational operations.
He combined language abilities and cultural insights drawn from both
Japan and the USA.
Biculturalism may be deﬁned as the internalization of two or more
cultures (Brannen and Thomas 2010) and the multifaceted resources
gained through either birth and upbringing or education and experience. Biculturals often have cross-cultural competences and are therefore useful players in global business. Cross-cultural competence is 'the
ability to function effectively in another culture' (Gertsen 1990: 346).
Cultural competence, more generally, requires management of oneself
and of relationships with others. The notion of a 'global mindset' is
increasingly advocated in global business, and managers are expected
to work towards adaptation and integration across diverse cultures,
languages, departments, management styles, markets and consumer
preferences at both individual and organizational levels (Gupta and
Govindarajan 2002).
Crucially, the most effective managers take time to reﬂect (Lyndon and
Thøgersen 2006). Global executives may distinguish themselves from local
leaders precisely because they have the courage to seize new opportunities and experiences. They are better able to overcome 'culture shock' as
they are prepared for the potential disorientation in new contexts (Adler
1975, Rhinesmith 1985). One competence relating to the ability to deal with
uneasiness in new cultural contexts is the ability to balance paradox, such
as dealing with competing or even contradictory cultural values (McCall
and Hollenbeck 2002). The ability to limit cultural 'bias' and the propensity
to move beyond the familiar ways of one's own (or primary) culture were
found to be key components in the development of 'cultural sensitivity'
(Shapiro et al. 2008). The highest levels of cultural sensitivity involve a form
of reﬂexivity in which individuals forge transcultural understandings and
critically apply these understandings to their own cultural norms (Shapiro
et al. 2008:83). In short, cultural intelligence combined with cross-cultural
competence enables people to function in different cultural contexts in an
appropriate manner (Earley and Ang 2003, Thomas 2006, Thomas et al. 2008).
Biculturals often display both these traits. The following section elaborates
on the general characteristics of biculturalism, and discusses when and how
these may be drawn upon in speciﬁc social interactions.
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Bicultural Competences: A Theoretical Framework
This study is based on certain theoretical assumptions. In The Art of
War, the Chinese philosopher Sun Tzu notes that 'one cannot enter into
alliances without knowing the design of one's neighbor' (Tzu 2012). In
the light of this statement, biculturals are by nature resourceful because,
within a single individual, they embody the design of the neighbour
within the design of the self.
The competences of bicultural individuals are further affected by their
cultural identity. Identity is the sense of self, formed by beliefs, values,
attitudes, traditions and ways of life drawn from group membership;
identity is subject to change over time and through negotiation in relation to others through life experiences (Jameson 2007). The constant
negotiation of two sets of cultural inﬂuences in turn contributes to their
unique set of competences. Biculturals, as mentioned above, are deﬁned
as individuals who have internalized two or more cultures (among
others Brannen and Thomas 2010, Hong 2010, Briley et al. 2005). They
are individuals who think and act within two or more distinct cultural
frames of reference.
Previous research has sometimes emphasised the psychological toll
and more negative consequences of existing within two or more cultural contexts (Hong et al. 2000). However, in more recent studies it has
become more widely accepted that being exposed to several cultures
will elicit negative as well as positive effects on the individual's mental
state and ability to interact with others (Hong et al. 2000). There has
been a tendency to focus on the long-term effects of biculturalism, i.e.
'the challenges and outcomes associated with long-term adaptation
to a foreign culture' (Molinsky 2007: 622). We adhere to the notion
that cross-cultural interaction can be considered 'the micro building
blocks of long term adjustment to a foreign setting' (Molinsky 2007:
622). While it is important to understand the psychological impact
of long-term expatriation, for example, it is also important to explore
the micro-processes that help prepare individuals to cope with facing
new cultures. Rather than believing that biculturalism is rooted in an
essence or a core of competences within an individual, various factors
may inﬂuence a given interaction. Thus, taking this social constructivist position that biculturalism is constructed through interaction, we
are able to understand how different situations may instigate different
reactions and emotions. This approach implies a respect for the nature
of processes, acknowledging that individuals never exist in a vacuum.
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Experiences are co-produced in continuous interaction and communication with other individuals, who are likely to have equally unique
knowledge structures, perceptions and motivations for engaging in the
interaction (Stacey 2007).
Brannen and Thomas (2010) propose that internalisation of more
than one culture can be attained through either origin or experience.
Our position differs slightly; although biological heritage may be the
direct cause of biculturalism, biculturalism is always attained through
experience. It is through the exposure to and participation in a culture
that the cultural frames are enacted. Thus, culture is viewed as a social
construction, incessantly produced and reproduced through the individuals who participate in the interaction (Stacey 2007). Knowledge
of the values, norms and expected behaviours of a given culture, also
termed culture-speciﬁc knowledge, is therefore best achieved through
interaction within that culture. Linguistic excellence has long been promoted in the international business literature as an advantage and asset
in cross-cultural management (Harzing and Feely 2008, Peltokorpi and
Clausen 2011, Brannen 2015). We adhere to the position that bicultural
competences are often (although not always) linked to ﬂuency in two
languages (Ringberg et al. 2010).

Cultural Frame Switching

The notion of cultural frame is central to our analysis and deﬁnition of
biculturalism. Cultural frames are the 'rules' that are associated with
a particular cultural setting. A considerable amount of research on
individuals in bicultural settings has been carried out within the ﬁeld
of psychology (Molinsky 2007, Briley et al. 2005, Hong et al. 2000). A
signiﬁcant portion of this literature focuses on how bicultural individuals cope with and are inﬂuenced by what can be termed cultural
frame switching (see LaFromboise et al. 1993 for a review; Molinsky
2007, Briley et al. 2005, Hong et al. 2000).
Frame switching allows bicultural individuals to interpret their
surroundings and take appropriate actions as they move between
contexts that are primarily associated with one culture or another
(Briley et al. 2005: 351). Biculturals have internalised a number of
cultural frames.
When biculturals switch frames, they are assessing the context in
which they ﬁnd themselves and, based on the cues, they adjust their
thought processes accordingly (Hong et al. 2000). Frame switching has
been scrutinised in terms of the psychological impact on the individual
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performing the switch, but it has also been investigated in terms of how
the switch is prompted. There are basically two opposing positions,
namely that frame switching is the cause of experienced triggers of
cultural knowledge in the given context, i.e. an automatic response
(Hong et al. 2000), or that it is a motivated choice that directs thought
and behaviour, i.e. a conscious response (Briley et al. 2005). Both are
ways of explaining how it is possible for an individual to change their
cultural viewpoint. Hong el al. (2000) presents frame switching as the
process of activating accessible domain-speciﬁc knowledge structures,
an unconscious reaction to stimuli. In that study, the researchers exposed the bicultural subjects to images of distinct cultural artefacts.
For instance, when primed with images of Chinese versus American
culture (i.e. the Great Wall versus the US Capitol), bicultural individuals from Hong Kong switched their attribution pattern in the direction
that was normative in the culture that was activated by these images.
The results thus showed that the subjects would change cultural frame
accordingly (2000). This dynamic constructivist approach offers an
explanation of how it is possible to internalise more than one culture,
enabling the subject to bring forth knowledge based on cues in the
social setting and context. In other words, culture is not a commanding
predisposition in terms of 'an overall mentality, worldview, or value
orientation' (Hong et al. 2000: 710). Rather, culture exists latently in
a person as 'a loose network of domain[context]-speciﬁc knowledge
structures; such as categories and implicit theories,' enabling a person
to access more or less conscious experience-based knowledge to help
them respond appropriately in a given situation (Hong et al. 2000).
The alternative position, which posits that frame switching is a conscious reaction to circumstances, proposes that the action of switching
frames is directed by an individual's motivation to conform to internal
or external expectations (Briley et al. 2005). This indicates operability,
which can be thought of as a tool or resource. For the purpose of this
article, this latter position is preferable, although we do not subscribe
to the notion that frame switching is always a deliberate action. Rather,
we believe that frame switching can be both reactive and deliberate.
We argue that it is when the switch is performed from an informed
position that it becomes resourceful. An 'informed position' assumes
reﬂexivity and awareness or 'mindfulness' (Thomas 2006) of the situations an individual ﬁnds themselves in, as will be discussed below.

_________________________________________________________________________ 63

Lisbeth Clausen and Maria Hvass Keita________________________________________

Reﬂection - Metacognition

Cultural metacognition, like mindfulness, refers to the ability to reﬂect
on personal thought processes and behaviours (Thomas 2006). Crosscultural management studies increasingly utilises the concept of 'cultural
intelligence', which is deﬁned as 'the ability to generate appropriate
behavior in an unfamiliar cultural setting'; cultural intelligence doesn't
only serve to promote adaptation or assimilation, but also shapes 'the
cross-cultural interaction context' (Thomas 2006: 80). However, in our
study we view cultural intelligence not as something an individual has,
but rather we apply the concept to a process of (intercultural) interaction (Plum et al. 2008) in which a number of contextual issues inﬂuence
the outcome of the situation (Clausen 2007, Clausen and Worm 2010).
The elements of cultural intelligence include knowledge, emotion and
behaviour (Early and Ang 2003). In other words, individuals apply the
three elements of cultural intelligence, mind, heart and action during
their intercultural encounters (Plum et al. 2008). Mindfulness refers to
an understanding of one's own cognitive behaviour and is therefore a
linking process between knowledge and action. Mindfulness is a state
of awareness between one's internal state and external stimuli. A person
can also be mindful of thoughts, motives and emotions. Mindfulness
is 'a speciﬁc meta-cognitive strategy that regulates cognition' (Thomas
2006: 86).
The concept of mindfulness can help to explain how behaviour is
adjusted in a cross-cultural context, as well as how frame switching can
be moderated. Ideally, if an individual is able to exert meta-cognitive
reﬂection at all times, he or she will always be able to regulate thought
and behaviour, and the notion that frame switching is an automatic
response will be eliminated. It is unlikely that an individual would be
able to remain in control of his or her thoughts, feelings and behaviour
at all times, but we will nonetheless argue that the ability to apply
metacognition is the primary value of bicultural competence. Understanding the meta-cognitive process of a bicultural individual who
navigates culturally complex situations will teach us more about the
connections being made between familiar and unfamiliar knowledge
structures and may help the individual to successfully exert bicultural
resourcefulness. The theories of frame switching and metacognition enable the explanatory framework presented in the matrix model shown
in Figure 1, opposite.
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Bicultural Resource Matrix

The explanatory theoretical framework presented above allows for four
categorizations, as displayed in this matrix.
Figure 1: Model of bicultural resourcefulness in context.
Reflection

Bicultural
Thinking

Bicultural
Dissonance

Bicultural
Competence

Bicultural
Action

Frame
switching

This model of bicultural resourcefulness illustrates the interplay between thought (reﬂection) on the vertical axis and action (frame switching) on the horizontal axis. The axes can be considered continuums on
which an individual ﬁnds themselves in a given situation; it also shows
how they might behave resourcefully in such a situation. In short, the
model represents how a person acts (frame switches) and thinks (reﬂects)
in a speciﬁc situation, as opposed to how the individual 'always' is. The
individual thereby shifts in and out of the various squares, depending on
how they relate to the speciﬁc situation. It is possible to move in either
direction on the axes not only as a part of individual human development, but also from situation to situation. The horizontal axis represents
the level of reﬂection an individual comfortably exerts from low to
high. The vertical axis reﬂects how effortlessly a bicultural switches in
and out of their cultural frames from low to high. A number of factors
are likely to inﬂuence this, as exempliﬁed in the following. The ﬂow of
explanation of the matrix is from the lower left hand quadrant: bicul_________________________________________________________________________ 65
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tural dissonance and the lower right-hand quadrant: bicultural action,
to the upper left quadrant: bicultural reﬂection and to the upper right
quadrant: bicultural resourcefulness.

Bicultural Dissonance

When operating from the lower left-hand quadrant, the individual
experiences dissonance in relation to how they relate to their culture(s)
in the situation at hand. Dissonance can occur, for instance, in a situation that causes psychological stress (Molinsky 2007) or where conﬂict
between the cultures is experienced, as shown in the construct of bicultural identity integration (Benet-Martinez and Haritatos 2005). In
such cases, the individual experiences difﬁculty in negotiating their
culture(s) which, in the given context, generates a sense of either/or;
the bicultural is prompted to make a distinct choice. Operating with
low frame switching and low reﬂection is a situation where the bicultural may act from a single cultural perspective as they are not able to
create consistency between cultural values and the burden of creating
psychological consistency between value and action is too great. People
hold different views (cognitions) about the world. When attitudes and
values clash, the discrepancy results in a state of tension or sense of
'cognitive dissonance' (Festinger 1957) because there is a discrepancy
between self-concept and cognition about behaviour. As the experience
of dissonance is unpleasant, people are motivated to reduce this sensation through inward explanation or outward action towards agreement
(consonance). A psychological toll is often (but not always) connected
to the learning of biculturals (Hong 2010).

Bicultural Acting

When an individual operates within the lower right-hand quadrant,
they perform frame switching (drawing upon knowledge and experience from two or more cultures). We argue that when operating with
a high level of frame switching but with a low level of reﬂection (i.e.
performing frame switches without metacognition), the complexity in
the accessible knowledge structures are triggered and activated but
without awareness. As mentioned above, this switch can also be caused
by an experienced discomfort in a prior, similar situation, or when it
is difﬁcult to ﬁnd harmony between the cultures. Operating with high
frame switching but low reﬂection can be described as a situation where
the individual switches frames automatically, based on immediate subtracted cues about how to behave in the setting (Hong et al. 2000).
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Bicultural Thinking

An individual operating within the upper left-hand quadrant performs
few, if any, frame switches. This may be because they have not yet had
the requisite experiences to be able to perform the switch, or because the
bicultural is not used to relating to more than one of their cultures (e.g.
it may have been many years since they were in touch with the second
culture, or they prefer not to relate to the second culture based on previous experience). In this case, reﬂection on the given situation enables
the individual to consciously draw on their knowledge structures in
two cultures to create new ways of approaching a situation. However,
for various reasons, they don't frame switch, but act primarily within
the knowledge structure of a single culture.

The Bicultural Competence

The value of functioning within the upper right-hand square is that
the bicultural individual can combine their high level of frame switching with a high level of reﬂection. This facilitates a situation where the
individual is drawing on cultural knowledge as well as an awareness
of how they respond to the situation. This means that they can tailor
responses to a situation purposefully with an intended outcome. At the
same time, combining metacognition and frame switching provides the
bicultural individual with a cognitively complex way of thinking that
allows them to consider the situation from a more intricate viewpoint,
based on informed and deliberate choices.

The Design of the Study
This study comprises ﬁndings from two collaborative research projects:
one conducted in an educational setting and one in corporations in East
Asian countries.
The education study investigated the nature of biculturalism to understand how it was conceptualised by a group of students and to discover
whether they found biculturalism to be a useful resource (Keita 2010).
The interviews were conducted in March and April 2010 in the Asian
Studies programme at Copenhagen Business School in an Intercultural
Communication and Organizations class. The interviewees were a group
of 10 students, all of whom self-identiﬁed as biculturals. Five of the 10
students were biological biculturals, i.e. they grew up with parents from
two different cultures, two students were children of immigrant parents,
and three students had acquired bicultural competences via long-term
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stays in two or more foreign cultures. The interviewees represented a
wide variety of biculturals, which contributed to the scope of understanding provided by the study.
The corporate study investigated cultural collaboration and competence in the subsidiaries of two Danish multinationals in Japan in
October 2009 and China in October 2010. The fact that one of the multinational corporations had recently hired a bicultural Danish/Chinese
general manager for its Chinese operations provided further evidence
that biculturalism is viewed as a resource in corporations. Expatriates
and locals were interviewed as part of the project on cultural intelligence
as a strategic resource in multicultural teams.3 A number of expatriate managers were identiﬁed as bicultural (either by birth or through
education/experience). They were ﬂuent in two languages: Danish and
Chinese or Japanese. Four of their accounts were selected as 'exemplary
cases' to demonstrate the four quadrants in the bicultural competence
model (see Figure 1, above).
Both studies were explorative and used grounded theory (Glaser and
Strauss 1967; Holton 2010), which enabled the empirical ﬁndings to be
instrumental to theoretical understanding. One major ﬁnding was that
there was a strong connection between cultural identity i.e. the sense
of self in relation to cultural exposure (Jameson 2007), perception of
biculturalism, i.e. primarily understood as the ability to switch cultural
frames, to a large extent including language (Brannen and Thomas
2010, Ringberg et al. 2010), and bicultural resources (Hong 2010). This
construct is similar to the triangulation between knowledge, emotion
and action/behaviour in work on cultural intelligence (see Plum et al.
2008 and section 2, above).
Both studies explored the subjects' relationship with biculturalism,
perceived strengths and weaknesses, ability to turn biculturalism into a
resource and thoughts about being bicultural. In both studies, the semistructured interviews lasted, on average, one hour (Kvale 1996)
The questions included:
• What does it mean to you to be bicultural?
• Are there particular skills associated with being bicultural?
• Can you give examples of positive/negative experiences of being
bicultural?
• Describe how you approach/what your role is in a crisis situation?
• To what extent have you capitalised on your biculturalism in your
career?
68 ____________________ The Copenhagen Journal of Asian Studies 34(1)•2016

____________________________ Bicultural Resourcefulness in Global Management

The educational study served as a preliminary to the corporate study.
The names in the accounts are ﬁctional to maintain the anonymity of
the interviewees.

Study One: Education
The interviews with students were based on the hypothesis that these
individuals would provide knowledge about their perceptions of biculturalism prior to gaining experience through organisational exposure
(corporate work). Surprisingly (and contrary to ﬁndings in the corporate
interviews) few students felt that biculturalism was a resource in social
interaction. The study yielded four major observations as follows:
Figure 2. Study 1: Education. Showing the background of students their
awareness of biculturalism as a resource. The 'switch over' and the
'stranger' are the respondents own words.
STUDY 1
Students
Background

Exempliﬁes
General

EDUCATION
Joanna
Danish
Expatriate child
in Norway and
Malaysia

Fanny
South African/ German

Ted
Taiwanese/
Swedish

Sophie
Philippine/
Danish

Empathy and
reﬂexivity
Bridge building 'Switch over'
'stranger' in
two cultures
NO AWARENESS OF BICULTURALISM AS A RESOURCE
Bilingual/cultural ﬂuency

Bridge Building

When asked directly to describe a situation where being a bicultural
had proven to be a resource, the students' immediate response was
that the notion was unthinkable. The interviewees were not intuitively
aware of a resourcefulness originating in their biculturalism. However,
some students with expatriate backgrounds came to the conclusion
that they were able to contribute in particular situations on the basis of
their bridge building abilities (Brannen 2009), but rarely in conscious
action. For instance, Joanna (age 24), who lived with her parents as an
expatriate in Norway and Malaysia during most of her childhood and
youth, explained how she would mediate communication between her
Norwegian and Danish classmates, particularly when the Danes did
not understand certain Norwegian words: 'When she [the Norwegian
classmate] spoke I could see on my Danish friends' faces that they weren't
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getting it, now, automatically, I wouldn't think about it, I would just
automatically translate' (Interview, Joanna, 13 March 2010).

'Switch over'

The students commonly noted that the quality that set them apart from
monoculturals was their 'ability to switch over' (Interview, Fanny, 8
April 2010). Fanny explained how she sensed her peers' bafﬂement
when she performed actions that belonged speciﬁcally in her South African cultural context while being in her German context. For instance,
her family's table manners drew attention from German friends who
came home with her for dinner when her family customs had not been
explained in advance. This self-awareness is interesting in light of the
ﬁrst ﬁnding: that the bicultural students did not perceive themselves as
having any special resources because of their biculturalism. It appears
that the (automatic, non-reﬂexive) frame switch was sometimes experienced as an obstacle by the interviewees, i.e. biculturals experience that
outsiders or strangers perceive them as 'diffuse individuals' when they
change behaviour without explaining why.

Cultural Fluency

It also became evident that an individual's bicultural origins, i.e. being
the child of intercultural marriage or of immigrants, did not generate
a strong awareness of bicultural resourcefulness. As expressed in the
words of Ted, a Taiwanese-Swedish 21 year old born and raised in
Sweden:
Well, I feel that I am mostly Swedish but I have some culture from my
mother's side. But I understand it a bit more easily when I am in situations
involving Chinese and Taiwanese people and I can understand what they
say and talk about and what they write about. Otherwise I don't really use,
or have such big use for the culture from my mother's side. (Interview, Ted,
9 March 2010)

Ted's statement expresses how biculturalism is conceived as a static
condition that somehow provides the individual with a knowledge
framework to draw upon, e.g. like knowing maths or being able to
drive. This suggests that bicultural awareness is rooted in experience.
Ted, for instance, had only visited his mother's home country once.
Although she had taught him Taiwanese traditions and how to speak
and read Chinese, Ted did not reﬂect on his biculturalism as something
explicitly resourceful.
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Empathy and Reﬂexivity: A Stranger in Two Cultures
Sophie has a Filipino mother and a Danish father, i.e. she is biologically
bicultural and has spent numerous holidays in the Philippines. She
described how she experiences her mother's culture while primarily
growing up in her father's in terms of being perceived as a stranger in
both cultures (cf. Canetti 1996). She demonstrated knowledge of what
it is like to visit a new culture, while at the same time sensing that she
ought to feel at home in this culture. This sense of obligation was based
on an emotional attachment to her maternal heritage. She shared a story
about how she invited a Korean exchange student over to her house to
bake. Her motivation was twofold: she wanted to satisfy her personal
curiosity about Korean culture and she also wanted to accommodate the
exchange student, whom she imagined, probably felt like 'a stranger' far
from home. Her account illustrates how she acted consciously, on the
basis of her past experiences. She reﬂected on the emotions of others,
recalling familiar feelings of insecurity, thereby displaying high levels
of reﬂectiveness (metacognition) (Interview, Sophie, 23 March 2010).

Education Interviews Summarised
In the educational study we inquired into the awareness of what it means
and what particular skills are associated with being bicultural. There was
a prevailing sense that the students did not think of their biculturalism
as a resource. Only a few of the students were able to conceptualise their
experiences in terms of bicultural resources. Biculturalism was conceived
as an ability to switch over or build bridges, identiﬁed in some but not
all cases with bilingualism (cf. Brannen and Thomas 2010, Ringberg et
al. 2010). It was also perceived as an action: performing a cultural frame
switch, from one set of cultural rules to another (cf. Molinsky 2007,
Briley et al. 2005). The extent to which the students experienced their
biculturalism as a resource was not determined primarily by the origin
of their biculturalism (biological or through experience), but rather by
how they related to their biculturalism and their previous experiences
and perceptions of who they were in relation to their cultural identity,
i.e. their level of reﬂectiveness. Some were able to reﬂect on their biculturalism and bicultural qualities, such as cultural frame switching and
bilingualism, but these were not perceived as singular abilities identiﬁed as resources. When asked to what extent they had capitalised on
their biculturalism in their career, they were not aware that these abili_________________________________________________________________________ 71
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ties would be viewed as resources. In relation to the model, the four
students voiced a range of personal coping strategies: from dissonance
to action and from reﬂection to initiative to take action using bilingual
competence. However they did not consider these skills to be a special
bicultural resource.
Importantly, the categories in the model exemplify modes as experienced in situational social encounters rather than a progressive development from dissonance to competence. The model can also be applied in
to the corporate situation.

Study Two: Corporate
The following interviews were conducted with three biculturals in two
Danish multinational corporations (MNC) in China and one bicultural
in a MNC in Japan4. The data was also applied to the bicultural resource
model used in the education study.

Cognitive Dissonance

Ulrick has a Master's degree in Chinese language and culture. We class
him as Danish/Chinese by education. He has native knowledge of Chinese language and culture and spent a year at a Chinese university to
reﬁne his language skills. He initially ventured to China to seek out opportunities; he was hired by a company in China to take care of logistics,
including IT projects and planning of production processes and managing Chinese workers. He was hired locally, which makes his contract less
lucrative and less connected with headquarters than those held by other
expatriates. Nevertheless, the job has provided an opportunity to gain
work experience in China. In his view, the main resources he brings to
the team are his Chinese language ability, his thirst for knowledge and
his ability to learn things quickly. He ﬁnds the Chinese to be extremely
effective in their work. Their willingness is impressive. What he ﬁnds
frustrating and tiring is: a) the communication between headquarters
located in Denmark and his unit in China is poor and urgent matters are
not always treated accordingly; and b) logistics and production are not
always aligned. As a middle manager he feels stuck between different
agendas, priorities and management styles.
The company policy is to try to make workers feel at home and part of
the corporation. This is implemented through 'conversation as friends',
with workers at all levels. He ﬁnds this practice to be awkward due to
his observation of its incongruence with Chinese management styles.
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In factories in the neighbouring area the management style is strict and
impersonal. The Danish corporate idea is to treat people well, (this includes maintaining high safety standards, which he agrees with), and
to treat employees as part of the family. His in-between position and
learned knowledge about Chinese practices make him 'incapable of chitchatting about people's personal lives' (Interview, Ulrick, October 2010).
He makes an effort because he is asked to, but he ﬁnds it difﬁcult. We
position him in the category of 'bicultural dissonance' as his knowledge
and reﬂection about values in both cultures become a double bind − a
catch 22 − which he, in this situation, is not able to resolve through either
external action or internal change of values (cf. Festinger 1957). He is
exhausting himself emotionally as he cannot maintain equilibrium and
peace of mind regarding this matter.

Bicultural Action

Dan is a production manager in charge of a new production line. He is
a trainer and also involved with lean processes. He belongs to a new
generation of young managers within the company who collaborate
across borders on different projects. He has worked on a lean production
project with international colleagues from England, Germany, Denmark,
Indonesia, India, Thailand and now China. He is ﬂuent in Chinese and
when you observe him in action on the assembly lines in the factory,
he switches between English, Danish and Chinese effortlessly. This ﬂuency was noted by people in the lean education team and the human
resources team visiting from headquarters. They said that they would
naturally seek him out as a partner in projects due to his direct access to
the Chinese workers through his language abilities. His rapid promotion through management and the company's trust in his ability as a
mediator between management and Chinese workers on the ﬂoor are
very apparent. He did not, however, reﬂect on his bicultural abilities in
the interview. We place him in the category of 'bicultural action' which
implies tacit knowledge and agile action in both cultures, but without
expressing elaborate reﬂections about learning.

Bicultural Reﬂection

Lars is Danish. He is ﬂuent in Japanese, learned as a student in the Asian
Studies Programme discussed above, where he obtained a Master's in
business administration. He previously worked for an international
company in Japan and was 'headhunted' to work in Tokyo for a Danish
MNC specialising in industrial goods. He belongs to several networks
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within the organisation's sites in Japan and across the region. At the time
of the interview, he was working closely with people who were setting
up a business service centre in China. He is close to his line function
managers in Denmark and has become both a formal and informal node
of communication. A number of people in the Japanese organisation
do not speak English and he often mediates and veriﬁes information
before and after meetings. A number of Japanese employees use him
to understand the agenda for meetings. In meetings, he has also taken
on the role as the spokesperson for people who do not speak out. The
executive management, who were at that time dealing with restructuring in Japan (and who do not speak Japanese), used him to understand
what was happening within the organisation.
The agenda from headquarters aimed to standardise products and
services for efﬁciency purposes, while the Japanese enjoyed close connections with customers and wished to cater for individual solutions.
The dilemma is that these complex views are polarised. Lars' linguistic
competence positions him as a mediator in conﬂicts. Meanwhile, his
personal views on work-life balance have become problematic. He
maintains his right to the Danish legal standards of a 40-hour working
week with 6 weeks of holiday a year. These standards have not been
installed in the Japanese organisation. His insistence on maintaining
his Danish rights can lead to heated discussions about the contrast between expatriate Danish and local working conditions. His cultural and
language abilities are an asset in a number of many ways but to some
extent his position isn't easy in relation to orders of command and power
relations. We place him in the 'bicultural reﬂection' category due to his
vast knowledge but less advanced ability to act in resourceful ways to
the advantage of himself or the company.

Bicultural Competence

Zen is a bicultural from Denmark and South Africa. He was hired by
the company straight from the Danish Technical University and holds
a management position in the production section of one of the factories
in China. He is also engaged in the implementation of a lean production
system inspired by the Japanese Toyota system. The production plant
aims to optimise efﬁciency and ﬁnd new ways of limiting waste; this
requires in depth study of people and systems.
He has previous experience of setting up production systems in Indonesia. His working motto is that 'I need my staff to work with their
hearts'; he also notes that 'it is important that you do not generalize and
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that each person has to be treated differently' (Interview, Zen, October
2010). As such, he is careful to engage and reward workers in different
ways. For example, he observes that most Chinese are keen on making
money. They expect that each step up in their performance or each additional qualiﬁcation will bring them more money in their paycheque;
he attempts to comply with this expectation.
His main resources as a bicultural are: a) being open to difference, not
narrow-minded or judgmental; b) his ability to handle culture shock;
he sees how colleagues who are dispatched from headquarters seem
to suffer in the new culture but he has not himself encountered these
down periods; and c) his ability to let go and trust that people can handle their responsibilities. He does not feel that he has to be present to
control the processes but leaves his people in the production line to do
their job even when he is out of sight (this is in contrast to colleagues
who continuously survey the process). He believes this inculcates a
sense of responsibility over time, even if the process is challenging:
'You need to spend time, time and time again to explain procedures
and production steps; it can be frustrating' (Interview). The culture at
this factory is open and dynamic; communication between employees
is valued. According to Zen, learning and acquiring new skills 'is all
about exposure' (Interview). Brought up in South Africa and Denmark,
he also has work experience in India. The exposure and lived experience
creates openness to different national and professional cultures, as well
as quick adaptation to new working procedures and management styles.
He has learned to apply different management techniques in different
contexts. Finally, he is quick to detect when things aren't working. This
saves time. He is 'honest' and straightforward with his employees. His
weak point is that he is easily irritated, but he is aware of this and is
working to improve it. The main resource of a bicultural, in his view,
is the ability to 'play the cords on different instruments' (Interview);
he uses frame switching consciously. We place him in the 'bicultural
competence' category. He displays a high level of reﬂection and high
level of conscious (resourceful) action.

Corporate Interviews Summarised

The corporate examples demonstrated that biculturalism involved
cultural frame switching. The level of reﬂection about frame switching
varied in the four modes of biculturalism. The ﬁrst example, the Danish/Chinese (by education) Ulrick, displayed knowledge of the practices
of two cultures but felt uneasy as he had no sense of being at home in
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either setting. This is described as cultural dissonance. In certain situations, the knowledge of two cultures was actually a liability. Rather
than leading to action through knowledge about appropriate behaviour
in two settings, this led to confusion and in some instances remained
unexploited and action was stiﬂed. In short, conversion was not possible. Dan, the Danish/Chinese (by education) was able to translate
his experiences into practice (cultural action) in different settings, but
he was not able to verbalise his processes. Lars, the Danish/Japanese
(by education) was aware and capable of explaining practices (cultural
reﬂection), but he was not able to turn his knowledge into meaningful
action. Zen, the South African/Dane (by birth and upbringing) displayed
conscious reﬂectiveness. Further, his bicultural competence from both
cultural exposure and experience was transferred to generic knowledge,
which was a) applicable in China b) and made explicit (reﬂected upon)
in the interview. He not only perceived himself as bicultural, he was also
considered a resourceful bicultural by his colleagues and employers.

Conclusion
Our study provides insights into bicultural theories of frame switching (Hong 2010) and metacognitive reﬂection (Thomas 2008). These
concepts served as our analytical framework and inspired a dynamic
matrix model that presented four modes of bicultural resourcefulness
in context: bicultural dissonance, bicultural reﬂection, bicultural action
and bicultural competence.
The most important observation in the self-assessment of the bicultural students was that the majority were not aware of the resources
they had acquired through their bicultural upbringing or education.
However, the observations of bicultural employees in MNCs showed
how these abilities become resources when brought into play at the individual, team or corporate level. While the students in the educational
programme did not consider their bicultural background to be a merit,
the managers in the corporations in China and Japan displayed awareness of their competences.

Implications for Theory

Our study has shown that in terms of bicultural resources, the major
inﬂuencer was not the origin of biculturalism, i.e. whether biological
or through experience, but rather how the individual related to their
biculturalism and their previous experiences and how they perceived
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their own cultural identity (cf. Jameson 2007). The ability to reﬂect on
thoughts and behaviour determined whether or not biculturalism was
perceived and experienced as a resource. Thus, bicultural qualities, such
as cultural frame switching and bilingualism, were not seen as singular
abilities identiﬁed as resources.
Further, our data indicated that time is a deﬁning factor in self-perception and awareness of cultural competence (LaFromboise et al. 1993).
The interviewees in the corporations in Asia were comparatively older/
further into their professional lives than the students in the educational
programme. Experience has signiﬁcant role in cultural learning processes (Blasco et al 2012). The students did not have the organisational
membership and professional contributions referred to in the accounts
of their corporate counterparts. Experience resulted in greater awareness
of bicultural competences and viewing these as resourceful. Testing their
skills in practice enabled the corporate interviewees to acknowledge
their bicultural contributions in light of what their peers were able to
do in similar hands-on situations.
It also became evident that bicultural resourcefulness involves both
culture-speciﬁc knowledge (Hong 2010) and culture-general adaptability
of this knowledge (Thomas 2006, Thomas et al, 2008). Our study showed
that the most resourceful biculturals were able to reﬂect elaborately,
employing metacognitive skills (Thomas, 2008).

Implications for Practice

These observations lead us to conclude that more focus on bicultural
competences in education systems may be fruitful in tapping into this
valuable resource. The surrounding society in the present study is
Danish and Denmark does not promote the beneﬁts of a multicultural
society. This may be a direct cause of the lack of awareness among the
students in assessing their abilities.
Textbook information about a host culture is rarely sufﬁcient to make
the best possible transition from working in a familiar (family) setting to
being thrust into unfamiliar living and working environments abroad.
Study programmes designed to educate individuals to embrace global
professionalism are important in terms of introducing students to literature from a wide range of cultural viewpoints, but greater emphasis
on the value of biculturalism (multiculturalism) is needed. It may also
be useful to involve current or former expatriates in preparing future
expatriates for life beyond the classroom. Greater emphasis could also be
placed on teaching the processes of intercultural interaction, i.e. training
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reﬂection (metacognitive) ability in the classroom.
In global corporations, awareness of the beneﬁts of bicultural competences in collaboration and knowledge-sharing may lead to a situation
where businesses ask that educational institutions ﬁnd new ways of
training global leaders (Nng 2010) and nurturing mixed-cultural sensibilities (Brannen 2009).
Reﬂecting once more on Sun Tzu, biculturals have a rare receptiveness and special sensitivity towards their neighbour's position (through
scrutiny of self) and this may be their most valuable trait. Awareness
of bicultural practices can be incorporated into best practice, thereby
enabling productive collaboration across cultural borders.
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NOTES

1 We would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their excellent comments, and
particularly for pointing out that we should focus more sharply on the fact that the
biculturals in the education study did not view their biculturalism as a resource.
2 We choose to use the term 'bicultural', as multiculturalism is commonly used to
describe the presence of people from different cultural backgrounds in a group,
and may therefore be confused with cultural diversity within a single individual
(Brannen and Thomas 2010). This choice of terminology is in line with the common
usage within the ﬁeld of studies of biculturalism (Brannen and Thomas 2010).
3 The interviews in the corporate study were conducted by Verner Worm and Lisbeth
Clausen in China and Lisbeth Clausen in Japan, as part of the Cultural Intelligence as
a Strategic Resource in Multicultural Teams project, funded by the Danish National
Strategic Research Council (2008-2011). The participants were Lisbeth Clausen, Martine Cardel Gertsen, Michael Jacobsen, Liv Egholm Feldt, Anne Marie Søderberg,
Verner Worm and Mette Zølner.
4 The interviews were conducted by Lisbeth Clausen in Japan and Verner Worm and
Lisbeth Clausen in China as part of the Cultural Intelligence as a Strategic Resource
in Multicultural Teams project.
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