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Abstract 
This study explored organizational assimilation in Chinese organizations. To reflect the 
Chinese context more accurately, the present study compared employees working in three 
different kinds of organizations: state-owned enterprises (SOEs), private-owned enterprises 
(POEs), and foreign-invested enterprises (FIEs). Data collected from 220 full-time employees 
were analyzed using multiple regression analysis. Regression analyses demonstrated 
employee’s level of organizational assimilation was significantly influenced by 
organizational type: employees in SOEs reported the highest level and employees in FIEs 
reported the lowest level of organizational assimilation.   
Keywords: Organizational assimilation, Organizational type, China  
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An Exploration of Organizational Assimilation among Stated-Owned, Private-Owned, 
and Foreign-Invested Enterprises in China 

Despite the official job training offered by an organization, newcomers often 
experience great uncertainty about formal and informal organizational norms and polices. 
The socialization process into an organization is often complex, yet crucial for both 
individuals and organizations because effective socialization helps newcomers be more 
proactive in getting involved in work groups and fostering positive social networks. Over the 
last three decades, substantial research has explored the conceptualization and measurement 
of organizational assimilation (Feldman, 1976; Gailliard, Myers, & Seibold, 2010; Jablin, 
1987; Myers & Oetzel, 2003; Van Maanen, 1975). However, there are two opportunities 
emerging from the current body of literature. First, our knowledge of organizational 
assimilation is derived primarily from Western contexts. This has become increasingly more 
problematic in today’s globalized economy as results from studies conducted in Western 
settings (primarily the United States) cannot be generalized to different cultural, political, and 
economic systems. There have been various calls for scholars to go beyond Western settings 
and test the universality of theories in other contexts (Shenkar & von Glinow, 1994; Xu, Van 
de Vliert, & Van der Vegt, 2005). Second, previous literature on organizational assimilation 
has predominantly focused on factors at the individual and relational levels, while influences 
on the organizational level have received less attention. Various researchers suggest context 
plays an essential role in newcomers’ socialization (Ashforth, Saks, & Lee, 1998; Bauer, 
Morrison, & Callister, 1998; Fisher, 1986).   

To address these opportunities, the current study takes place in China, which is a 
significant part of the world economy and also a representative country of the East with 
unique cultural, political, and socioeconomic schemes. More specifically, this study sheds 
light on the influence of organizational ownership type on organizational assimilation in 
China. Organizations in China can be classified into three categories based on their 
ownership types: State-owned enterprises (SOEs), Private-owned enterprises (POEs), and 
Foreign-invested enterprises (FIEs). China is experiencing a revolutionary economic 
transition with massive restructuring SOEs, rapid emergence of POEs, and a huge influx of 
foreign investment (Xu et al., 2005). On a macro level, these organizations are treated 
differently under the national economic plan in terms of tax regulations and loan terms from 
banks (Xia & Walker, 2015). In addition, organizations with different ownership types 
demonstrate substantial differences in structure, organizational culture and values, 
management practice, employee involvement and participation (Tsui, Hui, & Xin, 2006; Xin, 
Tsui, Wang, Zhang, & Chen, 2002). The current study aims to explore how differences 
among organizations impact organizational assimilation processes in China.  
Organization assimilation 

Organization assimilation refers to the dynamic process by which employees enter, 
socialize into, and retreat from an organization (Jablin, 2001). Jablin (1987, 2001) developed 
a linear model of organizational assimilation with three stages: anticipatory socialization, the 
encounter stage, and the metamorphosis stage. These three stages take place in a sequential 
order and individuals continue to integrate more into an organization throughout the process.  



3	
	

	 	

However, this model devotes little attention to the role an organization plays in the 
assimilation process. While focusing on the bi-directional nature of assimilation, Myers and 
Oetzel (2003) asserted organizational assimilation is essentially a process of an interactive 
mutual acceptance between newcomers and organizations. To measure the assimilation 
process, Myers and Oetzel (2003) developed the Organizational Assimilation Index (OAI), 
which involves six dimensions. Familiarity with others involves making friends and building 
relationships with supervisors. Acculturation is learning and accepting the organizational 
culture and rules. Recognition entails one’s work competence being recognized as valuable in 
the organization. Involvement indicates actively seeking to contribute to the organization, 
such as voluntarily taking on extra work. Job competency refers to knowing how to 
accomplish one’s work well. Role negotiation entails employees negotiating and 
compromising between their expectations and the expectations of the organization. In 
revalidating the OAI, Gailliard et al. (2010) recoded “familiarity with others” into 
“familiarity with supervisors” and added one additional dimension, “familiarity with 
coworkers.”  
Chinese organizational types 

Three basic forms of organizations emerged during the economic transition in China: 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs), private-owned enterprises (POEs), and foreign-invested 
enterprises (FIEs) (Zhang & Keh, 2010). China had a socialist economy with almost entirely 
SOEs before the open-door policy was adopted in 1978 (Li, Lin, & Selover, 2014). To improve 
the performance of SOEs and invite more competition into the economy, a large number of 
SOEs have been reformed through privatization, corporatization, and industrial restructuring 
(Liu, 2003). Due to the deep-rooted relationship with the Chinese government, SOEs continue 
to play a significant role in the Chinese economy and enjoy various advantages provided by the 
state: financial subsidizing, interest loans, grants of land, favorable resources, monopoly rights 
and so forth (Li et al., 2014). A wide range of ownership was introduced after the economic 
reform. Over the last three decades, POEs started to emerge rapidly in all industries and 
became the most significant contributor to Chinese economic growth. Consequently, POEs 
began to gain more weight in political and economic policy-making procedures (Tsui et al., 
2006). Similarly, after the Chinese Cultural Revolution, foreign investments were able to 
flow into China as a result of China’s new economic policy (Xia & Walker, 2015). With 
ever-increasing economic importance and potential, China has received the largest amount of 
foreign direct investment among all developing countries (Zhang & Keh, 2010). Under the 
Chinese market policy, most of the foreign investment is made into enterprises with complete 
foreign ownership, which contributes to almost one fifth of China’s GDP (Kettunen, 2014). 
Many of these FIEs with powerful multinational backgrounds have become strong 
competitors to domestic firms in China (Tsui et al., 2006). 

Organizations with different ownership structures also differ significantly in terms of 
productivity, firm growth, organizational culture, and employee attitudes (Tsui et al., 2006). 
SOEs, profoundly influenced by traditional Chinese cultural values and political ideologies, 
have a reputation for being particularly more hierarchical and bureaucratic (Liu 2003). As for 
POEs, China has 7.4 million private enterprises, and family business makes up 85.4% of 
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them (Cai, 2015). In these family-run firms, the managerial structure is largely based on the 
family and kinship status (Tsui, Bian, & Cheng, 2006). Many FIEs established in China, 
which are overseas ventures of MNEs, prefer to adopt Western management rules and 
organizational structures (Gamble, 2000). Consequently, these differences among three 
organization types may impact organizational member’s assimilation process. Therefore, the 
following research question was proposed:  

RQ: To what extent will organization type influence organizational assimilation in 
China? 

Method 
Sample 

A sample of 219 employees in China participated in this study. The participants were 
recruited through previously established social networks and with the assistance of 
universities/colleges who also contacted companies in China. The survey was collected in 
Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, cities with more liberal, complex markets that 
host a variety of organizational types (Holmes, 2017). Participants did not receive financial 
incentive for participation. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 57 (M = 29.28, SD = 8.47). 
Men made up 45.2% (n = 99) of the sample while women accounted for 54.8% (n = 120). 
The sample’s educational level was diverse: 39.3% (n = 86) high school, 34.7% (n = 76) 
two-years of college, 8.2% (n = 18) 4-year Bachelor degree or equivalent, 10.0% (n = 22) 
some graduate education, and 7.8% (n = 17) completed graduate degree. The participants’ 
organizational tenure varied extensively: 19.6% (n = 43) less than a year, 19.2% (n = 42) 1-2 
years, 28.3% (n = 62) 3-5 years, 16.0% (n = 35) 6-10 years, 8.2% (n = 18) 11-15 years, 6.8% 
(n = 15) 16-20 years, and 1.8% (n = 4) had more than 20 years. Employees organizational 
type broke down as follows: SOEs 21.9% (n = 48), POEs 35.6% (n = 78), and FIEs 42.5% (n 
= 93).  

 
Instrumentation 

Organizational assimilation scale. Myers and Oetzel’s (2003) 20-item 
Organizational Assimilation Index (OAI) was used to assess the extent to which individuals 
felt assimilated into an organization. All items are measured on a 5-point Likert scale that 
ranges from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. The survey was originally prepared 
in English and then translated into Chinese by native bilingual speakers and then 
independently translated back into English. The reliability of the translation was (κ = .82).   

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed on the measure to ensure that 
items retained meaning across culturs and languages. The initial fit statistics indicated 
inadequate fit: GFI = .49, RMSEA = .25, χ2(164, N = 219) = 2474.06, p < .001. As such, items 
that caused a high amount of residual error or had low factor loadings were removed from the 
measure. In the end, six items were retained: two in familiarity with others, two from 
recognition, and the original role negotiation items. Final fit statistics for this measure were: 
GFI = .99; RMSEA = .05; and χ2(6, N = 216) = 9.33, p = .17. The reliability scores for the 
retained dimensions were: familiarity with others α = .95, recognition α = .90, and role 
negotiation α = .68. 
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Analysis and Results 
To answer RQ, three multiple regression models were constructed, with two models 

generated. In model 1, organizational tenure was entered as a control variable. In model 2, 
SOEs and FIEs were added to the model. Dummy variables were created for organization 
types with POEs serving as the reference group. In all three models, the second models were 
significant improvements over the first models, thus model 2 was retained for final analysis. 
See the changes of R2 and F in Table 1. The results revealed SOEs (as opposed to POEs) had 
a positive effect on all three dimensions of organizational assimilation: (b = .38, p	<	.001) 
familiarity with supervisors, (b = .38, p	<	.001) recognition, and (b = .40, p	<	.001) role 
negotiation. Furthermore, FIEs (as opposed to POEs) had a negative effect on five 
dimensions of organizational assimilation: (b = -.18, p	<	.001) familiarity with supervisors, (b 
= -.23, p	<	.001) recognition, and (b = -.20, p	<	.001) role negotiation. VIFs in this study 
ranged from 1.08 to 1.36, which warrant a low concern for multicollinearity. Durbin-Watson 
values in the current study ranged from 1.00 to 1.26, which warrant a low concern for 
autocorrelation. The observed R2

adj in three multiple regression models are respectively.24, 
.26, and .28.  

Insert Table 1 here 
Discussion 

This aim of this study was to examine the influence of organization type on 
organizational assimilation in China. Regression analysis revealed, as opposed to those in 
POEs, employees in SOEs reported higher levels organizational assimilation. Under the 
socialist economic regime, SOEs were historically government intended instead of market 
oriented (Li et al., 2014). As a result, the personnel management in SOEs was to help 
implement the national recruitment plans and employment decisions were mostly made by 
the government instead of SOEs themselves (Zhu, 1998). Before the open door policy was 
adopted in China 1978, employees neither had the freedom to choose where to work nor to 
switch between organizations. On the other hand, SOEs did not have the authority to dismiss 
or demote employees either (Lu, 1989). Thus, possessing a position in SOEs was famously 
known as having the “iron-rice bowl”, which represents a job for life and steady income and 
benefits (Tsui et al., 2006). Following the government reforms, the employment contract 
system was widely introduced in SOEs to alleviate the overstaffed system and enhance 
productivities (Hassard, Morris, Sheehan, & Yuxin, 2006). Although evident improvement in 
human resource management in SOEs has been witnessed over the last two decades, these 
reforms have been criticized as being slow and lacking depth (Jefferson & Rawski, 1994; Li 
et al., 2014).  Under social and political pressures, many SOEs are often forced to keep 
surplus employees and thus continue to serve as social and economic safe havens for their 
employees (O’Connor, Deng, & Tan, 2011). It is common in modern China that workers still 
expect lifelong employment in the SOEs (Wang, 2004). Thus, it is more likely for newcomers 
in SOEs to have higher motivation to assimilate upon arrival as they may end up working in 
the same organization for the rest of their lives. On the other hand, POEs generally have 
shorter life spans compared to SOEs often due to tight budgets, changing policies, and 
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competitive markets (Perkins,	1994). In this sense, the uncertainty of employment is high in 
POEs and employees may hesitate to fully assimilate into a POE.  

As opposed to those in POEs, employees in FIEs reported lower levels of 
organizational assimilation. Chinese employees have traditionally demonstrated higher levels 
of organizational loyalty and commitment because organizations are often regarded as 
“families.” Managers in Chinese organizations tend to adopt a paternalistic leadership style 
by representing the father figure and exhibiting benevolence to employees in return for their 
loyalty (Sheer, 2013). This could be particularly true for POEs, which are mostly composed 
of family businesses. On the other hand, FIEs with direct connections to foreign companies 
often adopt non-Chinese management thoughts and practices (Wang, 2008). Thus, the idea 
that “organization is family” might be less promoted in FIEs, which ultimately contributes to 
the low organizational assimilation among employees in FIEs. Another possible explanation 
for low organizational assimilation in FIEs could be linked with their high turnover rates.  
Compared to SOEs and POEs, FIEs in China suffer from particularly high employee 
turnover, 14% (Fan, 2006; Wang, 2008). FIEs in China tend to focus on cultivating elite 
employees with competitive salary packages and promotion opportunities (Wang, 2004).  
However, rank-and-file employees without special education or skills are often seen as 
replaceable and receive little favorable resources. Annual turnover rates are commonly more 
than 30% among low-skilled workers (Beamish, 2006). It is hardly surprising non-elite 
employees, the majority of the workforce, are disheartened to accept the gap in employee 
treatment and genuinely want to assimilate into the organization. Moreover, due to the 
uncertainty associated with the high turnover rate in FIEs, employees are less likely to invest 
in establishing meaningful and long-term relationships with other organizational members.  
As interpersonal networks are seen as the primary organization-member engagement 
(Gamble & Huang, 2008), Chinese employees may be reluctant to become an integral part of 
the organization when they are less socially connected with others.  

One intention of this study was to test original version of OAI in a Chinese setting.  
As this scale has never been used in the Chines language, nor tested in the Chinese context, 
this study explored the 2003 version of the scale in China. Three dimensions of OAI retained 
in this study were: supervisor familiarity, recognition, and role negotiation and the excluded 
dimensions were acculturation, involvement, and job competence. Conceptually, the retained 
dimensions are more supervisor related, while the excluded dimensions are more 
organization related. China is known as a relationship-oriented society. It is highly possible 
that the process of organizational assimilation in China is more linked with developing 
subordinate-supervisor relationship than embracing the organizational culture. In a study 
exploring organizational commitment in China, Chen, Tsui, Farh (2002) reported personal 
loyalty to supervisor is more valued than institutional loyalty in Chinese organizations.  
Many Chinese leaders classify their subordinates into in-group or out-group members based on 
employee’s personal loyalty to the leaders (Cheng, 1995). Thus, organizational assimilation, 
the process of becoming an in-group member in the organization, could be more strongly 
associated with interpersonal relationships than the organization per se.   
Limitations and future directions 
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Although this study provided insights into how organizational constructs function in a 
different setting, limitations of this study are apparent. Most of the data was collected from 
major urban cites situated in the eastern coastal area of China. Therefore, to generalize the 
results of this study to other parts of China warrants caution. Another considerable limitation 
is the current study relied on self-report measures, which may create issues of social 
desirability that limit the reliability of the data (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). Three out of six 
dimensions of OAI were dropped in the current study. Organizational scales developed in a 
Western context might be limiting when used in Chinese organizations (Chen et al., 2002; 
Shenkar, & von Glinow, 1994).  This study supports this claim, and further encourages more 
cross-cultural validation studies to test the universality of the existing scales.     

Conclusion 
To build on the previous literature, predominantly conducted in the US, this study 

sheds light on organizational assimilation among Chinese organizations with different 
ownership types. As revealed in this study, Chinese organizational type has a significant 
influence on the process of organizational assimilation: employees in SOEs reported the 
highest level and employees in FIEs reported the lowest level of organizational assimilation.  
The perception of job security might be a direct factor contributing to the differences in 
organization assimilation. Employees are more likely to assimilate into SOEs that often offer 
long-term employment and unenthusiastic to socialize into FIEs which typically suffer from 
high turnover rates. An emphasis on retaining employees and increasing organizational 
loyalty could be a step for FIEs to become more competitive in the market.  
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Table 1 

Supervisor familiarity 

 Model 1 Model 2 

  p  p VIF Durbin-Watson 

Intercept 2.39  2.33    

Organizational Tenure .11 .10 .12* .05 1.06  

State   .38*** <.001 1.30  

Foreign   -.18** .01 1.33  

F 2.57 .10 24.31*** < .001   

∆F   34.65*** < .001   

R2 .01  .25    

R2
adj .01  .24    

      1.50 

Recognition 

 Model 1 Model 2 

  p  p VIF Durbin-Watson 

Intercept 2.06  2.04    

Organizational Tenure .04 .38 .08  .22 1.06  

State   .38*** < .001 1.30  

Foreign   -.23**  .01 1.33  

F .77 .38 26.92*** < .001   

∆F   39.85*** < .001   

R2 .00  .27    

R2
adj .00  .26    

      1.43 
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Role Negotiation 

 Model 1 Model 2 

  p  p VIF Durbin-Watson 

Intercept 2.32  2.28    

Organizational Tenure .12 .07 .13* .03 1.06  

State   .40***  < .001 1.30  

Foreign   -.20**  < .001 1.33  

F 3.22 .07 28.75*** < .001   

∆F   40.92*** < .001   

R2 .02  .29    

R2
adj .01  .28    

      1.53 


