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ABSTRACT

adaptation to the German environment.

companies

In the academic literature, the training strategies of the foreign branches of multinational companies have hardly been
considered so far. Consequently, it is unclear how these subsidiaries meet their demand for skilled workers. Since the
training cultures in the respective countries of origin are often different from those in the host country, research into this topic
is of interest. This article is therefore dedicated to the question of how foreign companies from China and Great Britain
behave when they come to Germany with the dual training system that dominates here. Based on 11 qualitative interviews,
the training and recruitment strategies of these companies are analyzed as well as the effect of the influences on the
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INTRODUCTION

In the course of internationalization, many multinational
companies (MNCs) invest in Germany. Branches are
being opened by foreign companies in Germany in a
wide range of industries, employing around 3.8 million
people.! This extensive investment means that the
foreign companies' branches in Germany need skilled
workers with medium-level qualifications. Therefore the
focus in this study lies on the intermediate skill level and
includes dual apprenticeships as well as dual study
courses, as they are of major importance within the
German system of vocational education and training
(VET) and higher VET.” Many studies single out
Germany for its dual training system in which the state
and companies share responsibility for vocational
training.”! Both stratification and standardization are
categorized as "high" in Germany, while learning
processes are geared to practice or actually form part of
practice.™” In the dual training system in Germany,

young people spend about two-thirds of their training
time, which in total usually encompasses 2.5 to 3.5 years,
in the company. This in-company training is curricular
interlinked with classes at vocational schools, where the
remaining third of the training takes place. In addition,
besides the state, also chambers, employers' organiz-
ations and trade unions take care of aspects like
financing, organization, certification, curricular design
and teaching staff.”* Dual study courses are also charac-
terized by the combination of theory and practice and
take place in cooperation between companies and
polytechnics (Fachhochschulen), vocational academies
(Berufsakademien) or universities at a bachelot's degree
level." The fact that this form of training is attractive for
companies but also for young people is shown by the
fact that approximately 1.3 million young people are
undergoing dual training.® In addition, another 108,000
or so people are enrolled in dual studies, in which part of
the training takes place in universities of applied sciences
ot vocational academies."! However, the training of
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these skilled workers in the dual training system
represents a special feature that is unusual in most other
countries.!"'!

While the export of German training by MNCs has
received attention in the academic literatutre the reverse
has hardly been explored.'*"” There is little evidence,
both in the academic literature and in statistical data, of
how foreign MNCs train in Germany.!"!

The research gap on how foreign MNCs meet their
demand for skilled personnel should therefore be invest-
igated more closely. Only countries whose MNCs make
substantial investments in Germany and have a
vocational training system that differs from Germany's
are relevant here.™ In addition, the focus was on
companies from two different home countries in order
to be able to take into account possible differences with
regard to the respective "training cultures" in the home
countries."” In the sense of a "Most Different Design",
the present study examined branches of companies from
China and Great Britain.!""

The ideal-typical classification of Chinese and British
VET based on a typology makes the differences between
the two countries clear, but also in relation to training in
Germany."!! China can be seen as a country with strong
state influence on VET.'"*I The clear separation of
VET from general education and the limited
opportunities for advancement within VET indicate a
high degree of stratification.”*! Standardization in VET
is "high", but training is not very practice-oriented.""***)
In contrast, Gait Britain is seen as having a liberal
approach with low state and company influence and
high individual influence.”* Both stratification and
standardization are described as "low"." At the micro
level, there is a strong practical link to learning by doing
in the workplace when the more general higher
education courses are excluded and the widespread
model of skills development in the workplace is the
focus.""*"* This paper therefore examines and
compares how companies from China and Great Britain
behave when they come to Germany with its dominant
dual training system: Do the companies adapt to the
German qualification strategy or do they bring practices
from their home country?

THEORETICAL APPROACH

As discussed above, branches of MNCs abroad do not
consistently behave in the same way as in their home
country with regard to their training practices.”’
Nevertheless, it is clear that MNCs are influenced by the
vocational training culture of their home country in the
design of training." Consequently, the companies find
themselves in a field of tension between the local
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environment and the environment in the home country.
This situation has the consequence that a training
strategy is chosen that is accepted locally and thus leads
to legitimacy in the environment.” The decision
whether and how to train skilled workers is therefore not
made by companies independently of this environment,
but is influenced by the values, norms and ideals of good
practice in their environment, which form the cultural
framework.”!! From a VET research perspective it
therefore makes sense to take a theoretical approach
here based on neo-institutionalism.”” Scott accordingly
notes: "The institutional environment is generally
defined to include both the rules and belief systems and
the systems of relationships that occur in the broader
social context." These institutions can be described as
social rules and are expressed in different ways. They
define the institutional environment and determine the
benefits, tasks and formal structures of organizations (e.g.
companies) in an environment.™

In summary, it can be said that the companies are caught
in the tension between the German environment on the
one hand and the environment in the home country on
the other. This is because the practices common in the
home country also influence the subsidiaries through the
influence of the parent company. The consideration of
the influences from these two social environments in
which organizations, in this case companies, are
embedded is described as a duality in the environment
and is dealt with below in the context of the research
focus outlined above.P’!

RESEARCH DESIGN

The investigation mainly refers to companies with a
genuine history of the establishment (greenfield
investments), as it can be assumed here that the German
education system was new to the companies when they
arrived. In the case of companies included in the study
that have already bought up existing German branches, a
deliberate retrospective look was taken at a possible
change and a focus was placed on the current decision-
making structures. Small, medium-sized and large
companies were included in the analysis, whereby the
branches predominantly employed more than 20 people
and had a maximum of 1500 employees. In addition,
both young and longer-established companies were
taken into account, as different levels of familiarity with
the German training system can be assumed here. In
addition, an open sectoral approach was chosen, but
sectors such as manufacturing were taken into account,
which basically have needs at a medium qualification
level (Table 1). Specifically, the companies were selected
using various approaches. An initial selection was made
using a database with data on direct investments (fDi
Markets). In addition, further companies were identified
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Table 1: Number of companies by country of origin, size and duration of business activity in Germany

Items From Great Britain From China Total

Size (Number of employees) Micro & small (0-49) 0 3 3
Medium (50-249) 1 2 3
Large (250 and more) 4 1 5
Total 5 6 11

Duration of business activity 0-5 years 0 0 0
6-14 years 1 5 6
15+ years 4 1 5
Total 5 6 11

via a web search. Both approaches were used to identify
unknown, smaller companies as well as important
foreign companies that act as large and well-known
employers in Germany. Unfortunately, the willingness to
participate was very low, probably also due to the
pandemic. Therefore, the data collected here cannot be
generalized (see below in detail).

In order to do justice to the still unexplored topic and
the companies as individual cases, semi-structured expert
interviews were conducted.” Experts responsible for
training and/or recruiting skilled workers were selected
as interview partners. Depending on the structure of the
companies, these were branch managers, personnel
managers, training managers or corresponding
employees. In order to remain deliberately open in the
approach and especially in order to gain access to
companies that do not provide training themselves, the
approach was generally focused on meeting the demand
for skilled workers at an intermediate level of
qualification. The key questions posed in the interview
were based on the theoretical approaches of neo-institu-
tionalism and existing findings on the training activities
of foreign companies in a global context (see above). All
key questions were optimized in advance with VET
research experts and tested in a pilot study.

Field access proved difficult and the interviews were
conducted as virtual interviews due to the Corona
pandemic. While most interviews were with one
interviewee, there were also individual interviews with
several interviewees. Only one interviewee was from the
respective home country (China). The remaining interview
partners were socialized in Germany. The interview guide
included questions on the needs for skilled workers, the
training of junior staff, recruitment measures of skilled
workers and the corresponding decisions and the
associated cooperation with the parent company.

Most of the interviews lasted about one hour. The fully
transcribed interviews were analyzed with the help of
qualitative content analysis according to Kuckartz.’ By
inductively forming categories from the material, the

different activities of the companies become clear. By
means of individual examples, however, the concrete
cases could also be taken into account. In addition, on
the basis of access »ia Scott, factors influencing the
decision were identified as initial explanatory approaches
for the training activity."

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

The data revealed three different practices that the
Chinese and Great Britain subsidiaries use in Germany
to meet their demand for skilled workers (Figure 1). The
companies can each be assigned to a practice that they
predominantly use.

Strategy: own dual training activities

The first solution is to offer dual training and, in some
cases, dual studies. In these cases, the demand at a
medium qualification level is mainly covered by the
company's own training and in some cases additionally
by a dual study programme.

One interviewee reported: "Well, we train for our needs.
Well, thanks to Corona that is of course quite nice, but
before Corona we also took on all of them. So, in some
cases we couldn't cover the entire demand with the
trainees, but it is also always a cost factor training."
(Great Britain 1). The companies pursue a medium-term
training strategy that also takes into account the need for
training due to fluctuation and the retirement of older
employees. A British company explains: "The decision is
made in England, but the proposals come from
Germany, because we are located there, and we say we
need so many training places. This means that we have
to provide apprenticeships on the basis of investment
alone, but also in line with demand, so that more
apprenticeships are provided on top" (Great Britain 1).

Depending on the type of establishment, the companies
provide training in industrial-technical and/or
commercial occupations. In the majority of British
companies that provide training themselves, training in
Germany has already existed for years. Nevertheless, in
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Demand for skilled workers at an intermediate level of qualification in the branch

— T

Practices to cover the needs

s

Dual training activity at the branch

The demand for skilled workers is mainly
covered by dual training and in some

. cases also by dual studies

Recruitment of already trained professionals

Recruitment is mainly of already trained persons

with dual training or a completed degree

N

Individual training

There is mainly an on-the-job training
outside the German system inside the

_ company

Figure 1. Overview of the different strategies of Chinese and British companies in Germany to meet their demand for skilled labor.

many cases annual planning is reported, which records
current as well as future needs. Based on this, the offer is
adapted again and again. In addition, the costs and
budgets for training also play a role. It is reported: "Yes,
let's put it that way—within the framework of the annual
budget planning, I always fight for a certain share that I
can then plan for our own employees in some way. There
is some human resources management software with
annual costs for some staff events that we want to hold
here. But these are all things that I have already fought for
to a large extent. In that respect, we actually have a very
comfortable situation there" (Great Britain 3).

Strategy: recruitment of trained professionals

Other companies follow a practice that does not provide
for their own initial training of skilled workers and the
needs are covered by recruiting different groups of
applicants. Consequently, the companies here do not offer
any training themselves as initial training, neither in the
dual system nor in any other form. Their needs for skilled
workers, which exist to varying degrees, are met through
external recruitment. Here, even for entry-level positions,
already trained persons with dual training or a completed
degree, often at a bachelot's level, are recruited. The
already trained professionals are then, with induction,
directly employed in positions for (junior) professionals.
While many companies deliberately use skilled workers
with completed training for the corresponding positions,
some companies specifically hire graduates for these
positions. This contrasts with other companies that show
no interest in hiring academics for the corresponding
tasks, but instead emphasize the good fit of the
qualification through dual training: "We are already very
satisfied with our colleagues here, because they have
already had a reasonable education and that is already
enough for our tasks. They don't need a univetsity
education...for service technicians it is more manual and
also this knowledge in mechatronics is important for the
tasks in the company" (China 4). In addition, individual

companies are open and explicitly include both degrees as
arequirement in their advertisements. They also make no
distinction in hiring and see both ways of prior
qualification as equivalent.

Strategy: on-the-job training in companies

In one individual case, another practice has emerged. In
one company extensive on-the-job training is planned in
the company. From the point of view of the company in
question, it is irrelevant what previous education the
applicants have, or it is even important for them that the
junior staff do not yet have extensive previous
knowledge or experience in other companies, as one
interviewee makes clear: "In the end, we just have to see
who fits best, even though they may not have all the
qualifications, but we know that we can train them"
(Great Britain 2). In the company, later entry without
recognized initial training is also pushed through internal
training: "It is not demanded that the curriculum vitae is
straight, because it is simply not our goal to have only
straight people" (Great Britain 2). The extensive training,
some of which lasts for years, takes place exclusively in
the company. It is not just a short introductory course,
which almost all companies offer, but a more compre-
hensive training in which the participants either learn a
specific area very intensively or deliberately get to know
different areas. It is in the interest of these companies to
keep those participants in the company and to offer
them long-term career perspectives. Thus, the company
also offers originally unskilled employees the
opportunity to get into positions for skilled workers
through internal training. In the case of vacant positions,
internal applicants are even given preference regardless
of their previous education and are qualified for the new
tasks as a matter of priority through.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

Based on the findings generated in this study, differences
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can be identified according to the country of origin. The
Chinese companies in our study do not provide training,
although two companies explicitly plan to implement
dual training in the near future. The British companies,
on the other hand, pursue other training strategies. Four
of the five companies surveyed provide training in the
dual system. An individual case that is not suitable for
generalization is a British company that does not offer
dual training and therefore trains its own junior staff
independently of formal training. In summary, the
companies surveyed in the study can each be ideally
assigned to a practice, despite certain differences in
detail in implementation (Figure 2).

Despite the non-participation of Chinese companies in
the dual training system in this study to date, a great
interest in this form of training can be indicated and
specific reasons can be named as to why training is
currently not yet being implemented. In principle, the
cost/benefit ratio plays a decisive role for the branches
of Chinese companies in Germany when deciding
whether to offer dual training activities. In this context,
the interviewed business and personnel managers place
particular emphasis on the organizational and time
expenditure of such activities, while purely monetary
cost considerations are not given priority. These
assessments should be seen in the context of the
dynamic growth or change processes in the branches
under consideration at the time of the interviews. The
reasons for these situations are seen by the interviewees,
on the one hand in the dependent role of the branch
office in the international corporate construct and, on
the other hand in particular in the age of most of the
branch offices considered, which is seen as quite young.

This aspect is described by a person responsible for
human resources in the branch of a Chinese company,
which has been located in Germany for more than 10
years: "After settling here, we first had to make sure that
we established ourselves, gained market share and made
ourselves known in general. And then that meant hard
work for each individual. And you didn't have the time,
or haven't had the time yet, to really train as a trainer or
to have the time. Because that means extra work, as you
can see. And you have to compensate or balance this
somehow in addition to the actual task you have in the
company. So, from that point of view, it hasn't come up
yet" (China 2).

The interviewees of both the Chinese and British
companies were almost all socialized within the German
labor market and training system and showed a positive
familiarity with German dual training practices. Some of
them had also undergone dual vocational training
themselves. For example, the human resource (HR)
manager from the branch of the Chinese company
described her open-mindedness and familiarity with the
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system and her dual training considerations as follows:
"What we have thought about and will certainly make
possible next, and have already taken the first steps
towards this, is an apprenticeship opportunity in the
watchouse. So that one simply says, 'we could also train
someone ourselves as a warchouse logistician'. And we
have already had the first talks with the Chamber of
Industry and Commerce. And we listened to what it
looks like, what is needed, what are the prerequisites.
And in the end, we already have the license, so to speak.
And we could more or less start tomorrow" (China 3).

The majority of companies from both countries
mentioned a difficult German labor market for the
subsidiary in connection with the recruitment of skilled
workers as a reason for considering the establishment or
already realized implementation of dual training
opportunities. Other reasons cited were a potential long-
term employment relationship and the possibility of
teaching company-specific content. The person from the
management of the branch of a Chinese electronics
company quoted above describes it as follows: "Of
course, it is also very good for us when we...have
trainees. They get to know the company from the
ground up. We can use them here later. So, in itself, I
think it's a good thing" (China 5).

If these considerations are viewed in the context of
German labor market regulations and dynamics, as well
as the overall situation of the subsidiaries described
above, an adaptation to national structures and dynamics
seems to be emerging over time.

Overall, the decision-making autonomy regarding
training activities is particularly high compared to other
areas in human resources. This extensive independence
from the corporate mothers regarding the training
strategy is also documented in the following quote. "The
HR department in Britain doesn't really have anything to
do with us. If they would say—'Do it the way we do it
we would say—"That doesn't work in Germany'. In
Germany, we have guidelines that we have to follow. We
have a well-developed education system that we have to
follow, and it wouldn't be good for us to adapt training
from Great Britain" (Great Britain 4).

This autonomy relates above all to the design within the
framework conditions. Within the framework of this
relatively free decision, the HR managers, who are
usually socialized in Germany, prefer dual training and
sometimes also dual studies as a suitable solution. Even
in those companies where there is more extensive
consultation with the parent company in the home
country, training and recruitment is ultimately carried
out according to the forms of training customary in
Germany. For example, a Chinese company that does
not yet offer any training itself, but consciously recruits
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Dual training and dual study

4 companies from Great Britain

6 companies from China

Recruitment of dual-trained skilled workers

(dual system or university graduates)

Own training

1 company from Great Britain

Figure 2. Allocation of Chinese and British companies to practices.

craftsmen/specialists trained in the dual system, reports
that close consultation about the candidate with the head
office in China takes place for every recruitment, "Of
course we have a very different perspective on
people...in China there is no one training system. In
China, there is no real training for an electrician, for
example, it is understood there as a bit of learning by
doing, and accordingly, training as an electrician alone is
a bit, that would probably not necessarily be enough to
impress my colleagues..." (China 1). In this case, the
German branch manager is responsible for explaining
these local circumstances in the discussions with his
direct colleague, the Chinese branch manager and the
head office, and for arguing why the education and
experience of the selected candidate fits the needs. For
even if there is no extensive import of practices from the
home country, the duality of the corporate branch
environment is perceptible in the exchange between the
contacts in Germany and the parent company in the
home country. This duality is evident in influences from
the parent company, but also from the German local
environment and institutions."

In summary, it can be seen that the influences on the
decision on the design of training practices are multi-
layered and that the companies are well aware of the
duality of their environment between home and host
country. The fact that, despite the influences from the
home country, dual forms of training or even already
professionally trained skilled workers are often resorted
to makes the local German influence clear. The
influence of the local German training system is also
particularly evident in the fact that the Chinese and
British companies in Germany, which differ greatly in
terms of training culture in their home countries, both
use this influence positively for their own training
strategy. This dominance of local influences on the
company training strategy was also found in other
countries that do not correspond to the German training

typology (see above).””!

CONCLUSION

The evaluation shows that companies from China and

Great Britain over time very often adapt their activities
to local conditions in Germany. It becomes clear that
when training activities are offered as initial training for
junior staff, they fall back on German dual training/dual
studies. In contrast to the studies on German companies
abroad, here no extensive training is imported from
abroad and only in individual cases is training offered
outside the system at all."™'¥ Other studies on training
and other practices in HR showed a stronger adaptation
of the strategy to the two environments in solutions that
partly also include hybrid solutions.” However, the fact
that such hybrid solutions do not show up in this study
does not mean that there are no influences from the
home country at all. A closer look at the influences on
this decision shows that despite the predominant use of
the dual system as a form of training, the branches still
do not act "like German" companies in their internal
decisions and the influences from the home country
partly become apparent in intensive negotiation
processes with the parent company. Thus, in the
agreements and exchanges with the parent company, the
different systems with the underlying rules, norms and
cultural aspects anchored in the institutional
environment become clear. The existence of this duality
has also been highlighted by Kostova and Roth.”
Differences in the expectations of junior staff in the
recruitment process were shown, for example, by
Zenner-Hoffkes ez al. for companies in Germany,
Australia and the USA.H!

The evaluation shows initial results on a small scale.
Through a more extensive sample and comparison with
German companies, more detailed statements about
differences in practices could be made in the future, if
necessary, and the influences from Germany and the
home country could be worked out in a more differen-
tiated way.

As a limitation, it must also be pointed out that the
perspective of international comparative vocational
training research was primarily taken here and that
theories and approaches from corporate strategy
research as well as pure cross-cultural research were
largely ignored. However, such a broadening would have
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led to a level of complexity that could hardly be handled
scientifically and may have resulted in findings that were
not very focused. The typology approach that is
recognized internationally in VET research should also
be understood in this sense. Although this enables a
clear focus, this abstraction always also includes the
consideration of deviating phenomena.!*'!

An in-depth analysis and a general discussion of
different training cultures based on this cannot be
provided here, nor can a detailed individual case analysis,
which could differentiate the respective corporate
strategies more clearly. These scientific activities are
therefore reserved for further studies in the future.
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