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ABSTRACT: Over the past few decades India has grown multi-fold in setting up of subsidiaries from foreign MNCs.
These MNCs bring with them their national culture which influences the organisational culture of host country. The
organisational policies from the MNCs are communicated to subsidiaries in varied forms. There is paucity of data as to
how the organisational workforce communicates within the subsidiaries and with the headquarters. The current research
paper throws light on the influence of culture on communication channels used in MNC subsidiaries with special
reference to cultural dimensions proposed by Edward Hall, namely, high context/low context. The data was collected
through questionnaire method from 11 MNCs operating as subsidiaries from Europe and the USA from 270 respondents.
It was concluded through this research that corporate culture in MNCs depicts low context culture, explicit messages
being prevalent amongst the corporate executives. Written communication over oral is chosen by the executives for
communication purposes.
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INTRODUCTION
In the post-Independent India, for several historical cultural reasons, MNCs from the United States of America
(USA) and Europe have made an entry – rather in a big way. In fact, their presence on the commercial –
industrial horizon of India has been expanding steadily. Most MNCs have their unique company philosophy
which provides a sense of common direction for all their employees. These philosophies have a pulpable
impact on the employee’s behaviour and are reflected in the organisational culture. Communication plays a
pivotal role in transferring this philosophy to its executive employees.

Communication is the exchange of information through various channels including oral, written and electronic
media. Communication serves a multitude of functions in the management of the MNCs including control
mechanism especially when we are dealing with subsidiaries. The effectiveness of communication in the
international context often is determined by how closely the sender and receiver are on the same cultural page.

One way of examining the ways in which individuals convey and interpret information is by looking at their
communication styles. As has been noted by Hall (2000), context plays a key-role in explaining many
communication differences. Context is the information that surrounds an event; it is inextricably bound up
with the meaning of that event. The elements that combine to produce a given meaning -events and context-
are in different proportions depending on the culture. Therefore culture of the world can be compared on a
scale from high to low context.
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It may be added that a high context (HC) communication or message is one in which most of the information
already in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message. A low context
(LC) communication is just the opposite; i.e. the mass of information is vested in the explicit code. People
often meet in LC cultures only to accomplish objectives. Since they do not know each other very well, they
tend to be direct and focused in their communication. Consequently, each time they interact with others they
need detailed background information (Hall, 2000).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The objective of this research paper is to find out the impact of high context/low context culture on corporate
communication taking place in the organisations at different levels and also communication between
headquarters and their subsidiary.

India's growing stature in the information age enabled it to form close ties with both the USA and the
European Union. It might be added that MNCs proffer several analytical and business advantages, prominent
among which are: Some of the MNCs are the largest economies in the world (OECD, 2017); Second, they
constitute the leading economies which dominate world markets; Third, free-market economic conditions
render transfer of management practices in Indian subsidiaries relatively difficult; Fourth, according to Smith
and Meiksins (1995), the USA and European companies are frequently referred to as role model. Given this it
would be appropriate and relevant to take a closer look on the MNCs from European countries and the USA.

The National Capital Region (NCR) comprising Delhi, Faridabad, Gurgaon, Ghaziabad, Noida and Greater
NOIDA has been selected for the study. It goes without saying that NCR including Delhi is an important
commercial centre. According to NASSCOM, the service industry contributes a major chunk of Gross
Domestic Product (GDP). It is also a prominent component in the service industry. The NCR has a sprawling
consumer-market and easy availability of skilled labour that has year after year attracted foreign investments
in the IT-sector. In so far IT- sector is concerned Gurgaon, NOIDA and Greater NOIDA have a concentration
of MNCs.

The present study focuses on the IT-sector. The growth in the service sector in India has been led by the IT–
ITES sector, contributing substantially to GDP, employment, and exports. Among top seven urban centres
which contribute to 90% of these sectors exports, include Delhi NCR as well. Export dominate the IT–ITES
industry, and constitute about 77% of the total industry revenue. This sector has also led to employment-
generation. Direct employment in the IT services and BPOs/ITES segment is over two million and it is
growing at a rapid rate.

The survey administration was facilitated by the HR department within each of the eleven participating
organisations. Most of the questions or items were closed ended and required just a tick mark for response
recording. Some dichotomous questions were used intermittently in the questionnaire as well. Typically,
MNCs have middle and top level executives consisting of President, Vice President (VP), Programme
Manager and the Project manager (PM), team leaders (TL) and other executive level HR personnel and
departmental employees. From among VP down to HR department employees a convenient sample was
drawn. There were 270 respondents in the present study.

For further data analysis, independent and dependent variables have been identified in the light of study
objectives. Main independent variables taken up in the data analysis in the present paper are year of
establishment and size of the company. Cross tables have been prepared using these independent variables
with other variables, more precisely, communication channels used at the MNC subsidiaries. Withholding
tables only statistics of chi square, contingency coefficient and probability values have been obtained to find
out significant relationship between two variables.

CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION AT DIFFERENT LEVELS OF MNC SUBSIDIARIES
Let us find out the status of communication in our study which is an integral part of corporate culture. The
study focuses on communication within the organisation between the supervisors/ managers/super-ordinates
and their subordinates along with communication between the subsidiary and its parent company. As is
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pointed out earlier, in the present context, indigenous culture in India stands for HC while the parent
companies coming from North America or Europe represent LC. Let us also explore whether the employees
follow LC or HC culture in these subsidiaries.

Taking communication as a tool for disseminating information, the study focuses on how the information is
passed on from the manager to subordinates. The primary purpose of the manager-initiated communication
flow to lower echelons is to convey information and orders. Executives use downward communication to let
their subordinates know what is to be done and how it is to be done. It facilitates the flow of information to
those who need it for operational purposes.

What is the situation of channels of communication employed by managers in our study? There can be various
channels for communicating information or seeking feedback (video conferencing, tele-conferencing, e-
mailing, notices, team- briefings etc). Let us see how the executives have ranked various methods of
communication followed in the MNC in order to pass information from manager to subordinates. For analysis
purposes, we have taken into consideration Rank One given by executives to various channels of
communication. Table 1 show how frequently different channels of communication are ‘being’ used by the
executives.

As is evident from the data, the communication between senior manager and his/her junior is mostly done
using emails (61.1 percent), followed by memos/circulars/notices (39.6 percent), and by telephone
conferencing (37.2 percent). While tele-conferencing is an oral means of communication, emailing and
notices/circulars/memos are written which can be documented for future use.  Use of written form of
communication over oral implies that low context (LC) is prevalent in the MNCs in downward
communication where information is detailed out explicitly.

Table 1. Communication between executives and their subordinates.

Channels of
communication

Frequency Percent

E-mails 102 61.1

Notices/circulars/memos 82 39.6

Telephonic conferences 51 37.2

Video conferencing 10 32.3

Team briefings 25 18.7

Others 1 1.0

Let us take a look at the status of horizontal communication, say, between executives and their counterparts.
We have analysed Rank One response given by the executives. The peers or counterparts of the executives in
the organisation communicate using emails (78.9 percent) more often than video conferencing (42.6 percent)
and telephonic conferences (14.5 percent) or any other means of communication.

Table 2. Communication between executives and their peers.

Channels of
communication

Frequency Percent

E-mails 202 78.9

Video conferencing 23 42.6

Telephonic conferences 33 14.5

Team briefings 9 5.1

Notices/circulars/memos 1 1.9

Others 1 5.9

Usually in IT/ITeS sector the projects are either software development based or software maintenance based
and therefore diverse teams come together to complete these projects. Since e-mail is a written means of
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communication and can be used as a documented record it becomes easier for the executives to communicate
their work related issues using them especially with their peers. Also, data shows that video-conferencing is
chosen as second next to email due to the reason that teams are often located in different geographical regions,
and, in order to discuss project related issues the executives often use latest means of technology like skype,
whatsapp, line etc. to communicate with each other (Table 2).

Next attention has been paid to upward communication i.e. transfer of information from subordinate to super-
ordinate. The primary purpose of this subordinate-initiated upward communication is to provide feedback,
seek clarifications, or obtain assistance from higher-level management. In recent years, there have been a call
for and concentrated effort to promote more upward communication in the Japan, Singapore, and USA.
Managers in these countries have extensively used suggestions systems and quality circles to get employees
inputs and always are available to listen to their executives concerns.  The present study throws light on
communication between executives and their super-ordinates/supervisors (Table 3).

Table 3. Communication between executives and super-ordinates.

Channels of
communication

Frequency Percentage

E-mails 179 69.1

Video conferencing 57 31.0

Team-briefings 10 10.9

Telephonic conferences 19 8.7

Notices/circulars/memos 2 6.7

Others 1 20

As it is seen, it is e-mail (69.1 percent) which is most common method of communication used by the
executives in order to communicate with their superiors. Perhaps, the channel is not only faster and reliable
means of communication but also acts as a record to brief the managers about the progress of work and other
issues. Video conferencing is ranked as second most commonly used method of communication as it makes it
easier for the executives to have a face-to-face conversation with the manager located at a different
geographical location. Also, it is a means which helps in getting immediate feedback and is the fastest means
of communication.

Whether the channels of communication used by executives with sub-ordinates or super-ordinates is in the
form of written recorded method or oral is an important question. The data reveal that 61.5 percent of
executives state that mostly recorded messages like emails are used for communicating with the juniors rather
than oral communication. 60.4 percent executives state that even for downward communication from seniors
to their subordinates it is email which is most widely used. People from LC cultures rely more on written
communication, where schedules are more important than relations, rely on facts and evidences for decisions
and believe in direct simple and clear messages. The corporate culture of executives point out to low context
culture in the MNCs which is prevalent since executives rely mostly on written mode of communication.

CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION AT HQ-SUBSIDIARY LEVEL
Whether the communication between the headquarters (HQ) and subsidiary regarding company HR policies is
an important ingredient in corporate culture or not? The various channels used for communicating between
HQ and subsidiaries are web-conferencing through skype or other online sources, emails via intranet or
internet and telephonic which could be through telephone conferencing also. Let us see the status of channels
of communication in our study for HQ-subsidiary communication. The data reveal that 48.1 percent of the
executives state that it is the emails, followed by web-conferencing (34.4 percent) and telephone (17.4
percent) through which most of the communication takes place regarding the company policies and
procedures to carry out the operations in subsidiaries. As is well-known e-mails are more explicit written
documents which can be referred to in future and have a thread of conversation attached with them. To a great
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extent, these indicate low-context communication between subsidiary and its parent HQ in order to pass the
company’s HR policies to its executives.
It can hardly be gainsaid that business corporations are essentially collectively defined by the size of their
workforce. While small business corporations are mostly person centre or ownership companies, larger
corporations have wide spread shareholding. In smaller companies procedures as well as decision making is
person centered, often adhoc, in larger corporations rules and procedures are generally standardised. The
dimension of number of employees has been categorized to facilitate further analysis. The numbers of
employees have been grouped as very small (>1200), small (1200-1800), medium (1800-2100), large (2100-
3500), very large (3500+).

Do various channels of communication employed by HQ to communicate HR policies vary with the size of
the company? There is clearly seen a relationship between communication channels used for communication
between HQ and subsidiaries and size of the company (C = 0.295; χ 2 = 23.887; df = 8; p < 0.002). It is
observed from the data that in very small companies (40.4 percent) and small companies (46.7 percent) web-
conferencing is preferred most as a means of communication. Whereas in medium (46.2 percent), large (66.7
percent) and very large (61.8 percent) companies it is emailing this is more widely used (Fig.1).  It is inferred
that large-sized companies prefer email or written mode of communication while smaller companies opt for
web-conferencing which is a form of face-to-face communication. Apparently, smaller companies are more
dependent for their policies, procedures, strategies on the HQ. Web-conferencing allows clearing issues
related to work processes on immediate basis and helps in reporting about the operations in a speedy way. It is
more like a face-to-face communication wherein immediate feedback on issues and problems related to work
can be catered to.

Figure 1 Communication channels used by HQ and size of the MNC.

According to Budhwar and others (2006) the Indian IT industry’s initial focus was on creating a strong and
reliable platform, using technology as a selling point, thus building on the success of the Indian software
industry of the late 1990s. This was a period when most of the foreign subsidiaries were set up in India.  Later,
the focus moved to the level of infrastructure development where technology is increasingly used as a
differentiator and for bettering the quality of service delivery.For analysis purposes, period of existence for
MNCs Gurgaon and Noida has been grouped into four, namely, stable (10-15 years), steady (16-20 years),
established (21-25 years), very established (26+ years).

Let us now examine the relationship between communication channels used by HQ for communicating HR
policies and existence of the subsidiaries (C =; χ 2 = 37.636; df = 6; p < 0.0001). There is a close link between
the existence of subsidiaries and channels of communication used for imparting HR policies from HQ. As the
data reveal that most of the stable companies or new companies (44.4 percent) and steady (51.9 percent)
companies rely more on web-conferencing for communication with the HQ. When we look at the established
or older companies, it is found that 69 percent executives have opted for emails and in the case of very
established companies the usage of emails and web-conferencing both is similar i.e. 39.0 percent. Therefore, it
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can be inferred that older companies have higher reliance on emails than any other channel of communication
for transfer of HR policies from HQ to subsidiaries and in order to implement the HR policies newer
companies rely more on web-conferencing than older establishments (Table 4).

Table 4. Communication channels used by HQ and company existence.

Communication
channel

Company existence

Stable Steady Estd. V. estd.

(N = 45) (N = 81) (N = 84) (N = 41)

Telephonic 24.4 11.1 19.0 22.0

Web-conferencing 44.4 51.9 11.9 39.0

Emails 31.1 37.0 69.0 39.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Walsh asserts that communication, which may be less frequent between the parent and the subsidiary, is an
indication of way of informal parent control (Walsh, 2001). More frequent the communication; the more
likely that the subsidiary’s executives will be influenced by parent practices (see also, Rosenzweig & Nohria,
1994).

Submission of reports to HQ from subsidiary is an integral part of written and formal communication in any
successful organisation. It acts as a source of written record and helps keep a check on organisational
activities. What is the status of report submission from subsidiary to HQ regarding its performance in the
present study? The reports regarding the operation carried out in the MNC subsidiaries may be recorded for
submission to the HQ. In the current study it was ascertained that most of the reports submitted to the
company HQ were on weekly basis (42.5 percent) followed by quarterly reports submission (24.5) and
monthly submission (19.2 percent). This compliance of report submission shows that MNC subsidiaries are
regularly in touch with their HQ but daily submission of reports is minimum in these companies. Possibly the
reason may be that these subsidiaries are given autonomy to take care of their operations independently
locally rather than relying on HQ for day-to-day operations.

CONCLUSION
The present research paper has dealt with pertinent aspects of high context and low context culture. It has
taken an incisive look into the corporate communication within the organisations horizontally and vertically in
upward and lower directions between the corporate executives. Furthermore, the communication between
headquarters to subsidiaries and vice versa has also been studied and special attention has been focused on the
dichotomy of high context culture and low context culture.

Use of written form of communication in the form of e-mails over oral implies that low context is prevalent in
the MNCs in downward communication as well as upward form of between the executives. Since e-mail is a
written means of communication and can be used as a documented record it becomes easier for the executives
to communicate their work related issues using them especially with their peers as well. Perhaps, the channel
is not only faster and reliable means of communication but also acts as a record to brief the managers about
the progress of work and other issues.

Furthermore, data reveal that video-conferencing is chosen as second next to email due to the reason that
teams are often located in different geographical regions in MNCs, and, in order to discuss project related
issues the executives often use latest means of technology like skype, whatsapp, line etc. to communicate with
each other. Also, it is a means which helps in getting immediate feedback and is the fastest means of
communication.

It is inferred that large-sized companies prefer email or written mode of communication while smaller
companies opt for web-conferencing which is a form of face-to-face communication. Apparently, smaller
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companies are more dependent for their policies, procedures, strategies on the HQ. Web-conferencing allows
clearing issues related to work processes on immediate basis and helps in reporting about the operations in a
speedy way. Moreover, the research borne out that older MNCs have higher reliance on emails than any other
channel of communication for transfer of HR policies from HQ to subsidiaries and in order to implement the
HR policies newer companies rely more on web-conferencing than older establishments.
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