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Abstract: For internationally producing companies, training and recruiting skilled workers is particu-
larly challenging. At various international locations, companies often encounter a “skills ecosystem”
that differs to a greater or lesser extent from that of the home country. This article considers this prob-
lem and examines German companies in Germany and China and, conversely, Chinese companies
in China and Germany. Specifically, it examines (1) how the training cultures of companies differ
between the home country and abroad, (2) which influencing factors determine the training cultures
realized in each case, and (3) what influence the respective nationally prevailing skills ecosystems
specifically exert. The findings from these four perspectives document that German companies in
Germany use the formal vocational training system of dual training, whereas German companies
in China are strongly influenced by the local training culture of in-company learning. Moreover,
Chinese companies in China also use this training, and only cooperate to a limited extent with the
formal school-based vocational education and training system. These findings show that Chinese
companies in Germany do not adopt the dual training system used in Germany. This article analyses
these results and discusses the reasons behind them, drawing of a distinction between institutional
logic and internal logic.

Keywords: training culture; skills ecosystem; vocational education; multinational companies;
Germany; China

1. Introduction

Globally operating companies need to employ skilled workers for their locations
both domestically and worldwide. This is especially true for companies that produce
complex and qualitatively demanding products [1]. These skilled workers require extensive
education, which is often categorized as “intermediate skill level” in the scientific literature
and is regularly placed below academic education [2]. For internationally producing
companies, the training and recruitment of skilled workers poses a special challenge. This
is because, at the various international locations, companies often encounter a “training
culture” [3] that differs to a greater or lesser extent from that of the home country.

By training culture, we mean the short- and long-term company strategy of recruit-
ment and training, which is not only shaped by internal needs [4] but also by the external
conditions and circumstances of the location. These external conditions include, for ex-
ample, the local vocational education and training (VET) system, the local labour market,
government regulations, local and regional cooperations and the culturally determined
appreciation of VET [5].

Despite the importance of this topic in the context of the increasing international
activity of multi-national companies in recent decades, this topic has only been marginally
studied in the academic literature so far. Gessler [1] identified successful transfer activities
in a study on the training behaviour of Mercedes-Benz in Alabama. However, due to
considerable deviations in implementation caused by the local context, this was more of a
transformation than a transfer.
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Aring [6] also noted a clear German influence in the training activities of North Ameri-
can subsidiaries of Volkswagen, BMW and Siemens as part of a case study investigation
by the International Labour Organization (ILO), although these were heavily adapted to
the local context. Korbel et al. [7] analysed the training of German skilled workers abroad
in six countries. They identified various strategies with different degrees of duality, thus
providing an overview of possible transfer variants. In addition, this group of authors
found that different transfer solutions can also emerge within a country. The studies by
Pilz and Li [8] (see also [9]) considered the qualification activities of German subsidiaries in
China, India, Japan and the USA against the background of the companies’ internation-
alisation strategies. The authors identified a clear orientation towards the local context.
The involvement of companies in formal vocational training is also a core element in other
studies [10] (p. 10).

Comprehensive findings were also provided by Rohrer et al. [11] in the context of
the tourism industry in Mexico, and by Wiemann and Pilz [5], who examined the training
behaviour of German multinational companies in Mexico, India and China. In the latter
study, it became apparent that the local institutional settings exerted a large influence on
the training culture of the companies. With regard to the specifics of the respective VET
system and labour market, this study revealed that local actor networks, special legal
regulations (e.g., on youth labour protection) and the cultural perception or value of VET
were important influencing factors. As a result, we use the term “skills ecosystem” for
these national context conditions, including the formal vocational training programs [12].

The research findings outlined here and in the existing literature reviews on the topic
of VET transfer [13-16] show that, so far, very few results are available on the comparison
between the training strategies of internationally active companies. Moreover, the influence
of local skills ecosystems on training cultures has received limited research attention.
Against the backdrop of this research desideratum, the following research questions will
be examined:

1. How do training cultures of companies differ between home countries and abroad?

2. What factors influence the training cultures implemented in each case?

3. What influence do the respective nationally prevailing skills ecosystems have on the
companies’ training cultures?

To address these research questions, companies from Germany and China were se-
lected as research objects. This selection was made against the background of very high
direct investments in each other’s countries (and thus a correspondingly high potential
number of cases) [17,18]. Additionally, a “most different design” [19] was pursued with
regard to the formal VET system in the home country.

Some essential information on the respective formal vocational training systems in
Germany and China is provided here as an introduction to support a later interpretation of
the findings. A direct comparison of the vocational training systems of the two countries is
not made here. Rather, the information serves as a basis for the comparison of the findings
on the four different perspectives.

In Germany, the training of the next generation of skilled workers at an intermediate
qualification level is traditionally associated with vocational training in the dual system [20].
Although there is also a full-time school system, it was not mentioned by the experts in
the interviews conducted. This system is regularly referred to as “dual” because the
training is carried out at two places of learning: in the company and at a vocational school.
Training usually lasts three years and is regulated by law for the whole of Germany in
the Vocational Training Act. The aim of training in the dual system is to impart broad-
based basic vocational training through a structured training course. It aims to ensure that
people receive the qualifications and competences necessary for carrying out a (qualified)
occupational activity in a changing world of work. Successful completion of the training
course qualifies the trainee to practise as a specialist in one of the 325 currently recognised
training occupations [21]. Full-time compulsory education in the general school system
must have been completed prior to the start of VET. However, there are no further formal
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entry requirements for access to training in the dual system; it is essentially open to all.
Training takes place on the basis of a private-law vocational training contract between the
training company and the trainee. The trainee is trained three to four days a week in the
company and up to two days a week in the vocational school. The company bears the costs
of the in-company training and pays the trainee an allowance that is contractually regulated
between the collective bargaining parties. The level of remuneration increases with each
year of training, and amounts, on average, to approximately one-third of the starting salary
for a trained skilled worker. For in-company training, the occupational competences to
be acquired are specified in training regulations, which are concretised by the training
company through an individual training plan. For each recognised training occupation, a
framework curriculum coordinated with the training regulations is established for teaching
at vocational schools. Training environments are offered in companies in the private and
public sectors in the practices of the liberal professions and, to a lesser extent, in private
households. The companies make a contractual commitment to providing the trainees
with the occupational competences specified in the training regulations for their respective
training occupations.

The training regulations are binding, which ensures a uniform national standard
independent of current company needs, and which corresponds to the requirements of
the respective occupation. Training may only take place in companies in which the qual-
ifications required by the regulations can be imparted by personnel with personal and
professional aptitude. The suitability of the training companies and in-company training
personnel is monitored by the competent self-governing body of the economy (chambers).
The chambers also monitor the training itself. The training company draws up an in-
company training plan for the trainees. This should correspond to the factual and temporal
structure of the training regulations but may deviate if necessary for practical reasons,
provided that the teaching of all training content is guaranteed. The vocational school is an
independent place of learning in the dual system. It has the task of imparting basic and
specialised vocational training and expanding the previously acquired general education.
The training is completed with an examination and certification by a competent body;,
which is usually a chamber.

The VET system in China differs from the German one in many aspects. Formal VET in
China is organised on a full-time basis and is located in lower and upper secondary schools
as well as in higher education. At the upper secondary level, which is relevant here, there
are three types of vocational schools, two of which have similar structures and profiles due
to the constant political reforms in Chinese VET. These two vocational school types are
the vocational high schools (zhi ye gao zhong) and the vocational specialised high schools
(zhong den zhuan ye xue xiao). The vocational specialised high school is the most common
type of vocational school. Its profile consists of full-time schooling with a small practical
component. Most of the practical lessons are held in a type of school workshop. Some
practical training also takes place in companies, but there are no formalised regulations
for training in the companies. Most of the time, the companies pay the interns an expense
allowance. However, there is no regulated payment as in the German dual system.

The entry requirements for vocational specialised high schools are based on completion
of the general education branch of secondary school and successfully passing an entrance
examination. The training lasts two to four years, depending on the level of previous
education and the chosen course of education. These schools can be divided into technical
and pedagogical specialisations, where the technical specialisations train specialists for
specialised fields such as industry or finance. Since 1986, graduates of vocational specialised
high schools have been able to continue their education in higher vocational education
at the tertiary level [22,23]. As mentioned above, the vocational high schools have a very
similar profile to vocational specialised high schools. Vocational high schools will merge to
vocational specialised high schools in the future. The vocational and vocational specialised
high schools operate under the Ministry of Education (MoE). The MoE has published
educational standards for the design of school subjects. General education subjects should
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not exceed one-third of the total teaching hours. The schools can determine their school
profile from 73 educational programmes.

Skilled workers school (ji gong xue xiao) are the third form of vocational school. This
type of school operates under the Ministry of Labour, the Ministry of Human Resource
and Social Security (MoHRSS) and is designed to very closely accommodate the needs of
industry. The training content can be flexibly adapted and differs regionally. There are often
cooperative activities between the schools for skilled workers and regional enterprises.
The duration of training is usually three years, and it trains skilled workers who require
good job-specific skills that can be quickly deployed in production. The entry requirement
for these schools is the completion of the general junior secondary school at the lower
secondary level. Skilled workers schools have the strongest practical orientation of all
forms of vocational education at the upper secondary level and specifically train personnel
for industrial production. In addition to the school certificate, at the end of their training,
graduates take part in the industry-recognised state vocational aptitude certification, which
certifies qualifications at the lower to intermediate level. This certification is a compulsory
part of the training at the skilled worker school [22].

The costs incurred for VET are mainly financed by the state. The basic state funding is
based on the number of students enrolled in the VET institutes [24]. Since autumn 2017, all
students of VET schools at secondary level Il have been exempt from school fees.

2. Methodological Approach

To answer the research questions, we conducted an analysis of the training behaviour
of German companies in Germany and Chinese companies in China. Therefore, the focus
was on surveying the companies’ training cultures in the respective home countries. In the
second step, the German companies in China and the Chinese companies in Germany were
examined. This made it possible to compare foreign and domestic training activities.

This four-perspective design made it possible to analyse not only the comparison
between the home country and the foreign country, but also to explore different or similar
training strategies employed by companies from Germany and China.

To operationalise the construct “(inhouse) training culture” [3], we utilized a multi-
level model of analysis by Pilz and Wiemann [25] (p. 98). This model does not automatically
equate the formal (and often state-funded) VET system with the way companies meet the
demand for skilled workers. Rather, this approach focuses on the company perspective
and excludes the formal VET (in our approach, we assign the formal VET system to
the skills ecosystem, see above). Specifically, this approach distinguishes between the
macro, meso and micro levels, although only the macro and meso levels are relevant for the
research focus here. At the macro-level, the institutional structures and economic, social and
political frameworks are relevant. Specifically, this includes the external influencing factors
for the companies training culture, such as the characteristics of the local labour market,
connections with the local (vocational) training system and respect for VET (socio-culturally
determined) [5]. At the meso level, organisational and regulatory design of VET plays a role.
Factors such as decision making and strategy development in multinational companies,
production-oriented training needs, recruitment and financing/costs are relevant here. At
the micro level, training procedures are of interest. Our conceptual approach broadens
the interpretation of the term “training culture” and concretizes it in terms of our research
interest [26] (pp. 58-59).

The comparative study presented here is based on five individual studies conducted
by us, which differ in terms of the number of cases and aspects of survey design, but all
address the research questions that are focused on in this study. In all studies, expert inter-
views were conducted with training managers and training directors, which were guided
by questionnaires based on the three levels outlined above. These interviews were elec-
tronically recorded and evaluated using qualitative content analysis methods [27], and the
findings were condensed. This procedure was partially supplemented by company visits,
observations of teaching-learning situations in the companies and analyses of documents
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such as training plans (further detailed information on the individual studies can be found
in the individual chapters). Through a renewed partial evaluation of the data material
based on identical criteria from the external factors influencing the training cultures in the
companies outlined above, a standardisation of the research design was achieved.

In detail, the design of the individual studies is as follows:

Two studies were conducted to investigate whether and why German companies train
their junior staff in the dual system. In the first study, those responsible for training in five
German companies in southern Germany were interviewed in the context of a German-—
British comparison using semi-structured interview questionnaires (see in detail [3]). The
interviews lasted one to two hours and were each documented by two researchers. A total
of 11 persons were interviewed in their function as managers, owners and training directors.
The data collected in 2007 were evaluated again in the context of the operationalisation of
the training cultures.

The second study is more recent [28]. For this study, 15 training managers at the
headquarters of 8 large German companies in various sectors in Germany were surveyed
in 2017 and 2018 using semi-structured interviews about training strategies. The interviews
lasted approximately one hour and were each documented by audio tapes.

Another study that investigated the training activities of Chinese companies in China,
conducted in 2018, is reported here [29]. A total of eleven Chinese companies were inter-
viewed about their training and recruitment activities. The companies surveyed were from
the manufacturing sectors of plastics, glass and metal processing, as well as small goods
production in the Shanghai metropolitan area. The focus here was on the investigation
of medium-sized companies to avoid distortions caused by lighthouse projects of some
large companies. The number of employees in the companies studied ranged from 200 to
450. The interview guidelines used were developed along the lines of the second study
on Germany (see above) but adapted extensively in advance to the Chinese context. Semi-
structured interview guides were used to be able to consider additional categories derived
from the findings. The interviews were conducted in Chinese language by two Chinese
researchers. The interviews were audiotaped and then analysed by the two researchers and
important aspects were translated into English.

The study on training cultures of German companies in China examined various
production sites of German companies in the Shanghai area [25,30]. Different sizes were
included in the selection of the companies. In addition to large transnational companies
(global players), smaller transnational companies were also included. The study focused
on mechanical and plant engineering sectors, the automotive industry and its suppliers,
as well as the electronics and chemicals sectors, as they are particularly relevant to Ger-
man direct investment in China. Due to the difficulty in accessing these companies, the
selection process was based on direct approach, personal contacts and networks. A total of
73 training experts in 30 companies were interviewed in 45 interviews. The interviews were
conducted in 2016 and 2017 by German researchers in German or English and recorded on
audio tape.

When considering the training cultures of Chinese companies in Germany, data from
an ongoing research project is referenced [31]. The project involves six virtually conducted
interviews recorded in 2020 to 2022 with seven business and personnel managers working
in branches of Chinese companies in Germany. Due to the difficulty in accessing these
companies, the selection of the companies was not done in a random manner, but rather by
means of personal contacts and networks. The interviews, each lasting approximately one
hour, were audio taped. The companies were from the metal, electrical and ICT sectors, the
majority of which have expanded into Germany in the last 4-15 years and currently have a
maximum of 250 employees in Germany.

To compare the results in relation to the four different perspectives, an explorative—
qualitative approach was used to capture detail and proceed in an interculturally
sensitive manner.
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3. Findings from Four Perspectives

The following is a presentation of the findings from the four perspectives:

3.1. Findings on the Training Behaviour of German Companies in Germany

Whether and why German companies train their junior staff in the dual system was
the basis of two studies.

In the first study, many interviewees directly or indirectly mentioned the social re-
sponsibility that companies bear towards trainees.

“Since the skilled crafts sector wants to bear social responsibility, secondary
school pupils are also hired.”—Owner, craft business in Germany

The organisation and structure of the German labour market was identified in this
study as another important reason for participating in the dual system. The German labour
market is regulated by various state laws (e.g., protection against dismissal), collective
bargaining laws and the need for certificates as access authorisations to certain occupational
activities. However, the willingness to train is ultimately oriented towards company
demand, which in turn depends heavily on the quantitative and qualitative situation on
the labour market:

“Since the external market for this profession is empty, we are forced to promote
training internally.”—Bank manager in Germany

In Germany, the poaching problem [32,33] is seen as less relevant because training
is provided by many companies. As a result, well-trained employees are available as
replacements via the labour market when their own trained employees leave the company.

“After training, many trainees go to companies that do not train themselves.
But that’s not a big problem because many other companies still train and new
qualified employees can be found via the labour market.”—Owner, craft business
in Germany

In addition, many sectors in the German labour market are characterised by relatively
long-term or permanent employment with low fluctuation. This was emphasised multiple
times by the interview partners in this study.

The final point to be made in this study is that private companies in Germany calculate
the costs and benefits of initial vocational education very precisely. The owner of the
German craft enterprise aptly summarized this by saying, “Overall, the training must
pay off for me.” The costs are considerable, with mentioned amounts ranging from EUR
20,000 to 30,000. However, these costs for external course fees, training allowance, in-house
trainers, working and learning materials, etc. are also offset by the revenue generated by
productive work. Because trainees are (in part) already involved in the regular production
of goods and services during the qualification phase, the costs are considerably reduced.

In addition to the returns, which can be calculated relatively precisely from a busi-
ness management point of view, the surveyed companies also mentioned other benefits.
However, the quantification of these benefits was only possible to a limited extent. First
and foremost was the transfer of competences, which was mentioned by all of the involved
companies. Only well-qualified employees can perform well. In addition to securing
a well-qualified workforce in the long term, the long-term loyalty of employees to the
company also plays a large role. This includes the fact that employees need to internalise
the company’s corporate culture, which can take place during training.

With regard to the influence of the education and training philosophy on training
activities, the survey generated very clear findings for the involved German companies.
The training was found to be comprehensive and necessarily broad-based, even from the
employers’ perspective, and thus company independent. General education also played a
certain role in this.

“With regard to general education, the political further education of the trainees,
environmental education and the development into a ‘responsible citizen” are to
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be mentioned as important tasks of our company.”—Training manager, industrial
company in Germany

In the second study on German companies in Germany reported here and recently
conducted by the authors [28], these earlier findings could be largely confirmed and partly
extended. In this study, the interview partners also mentioned long-term planning to meet
the needs of their companies. Thus, dual training appears to be the only suitable instrument
at the intermediate skill level. Providing their own training within the framework of their
own needs and possibilities was seen as a matter of course, and the quality of dual training
was emphasised.

The companies justified the decision to provide their own training with the trainees’
long-term commitment to the company:

“That is really purely German, that there is such a bond with the employer, that
is, with the company where one is employed. In other words, where you have
perhaps already done an apprenticeship. That’s quite possible in the skilled
worker sector.”—Training manager, chemical company in Germany

This long-term approach was desired by the companies, and was also reflected in the
trainees’ opportunities to pursue careers after the training:

“I know a bunch of examples from the plant alone of people who have had
a fantastic career with vocational training without having studied.”—Training
manager, automotive supplier in Germany

The practical relevance of the trainees’ teaching—learning processes also plays an im-
portant role, which in turn, is related to the need and willingness of the costs to be covered:

“Training in company practice and company value creation are in the foreground.
Producing for the rubbish bin is no longer in the foreground, but rather the
attempt is made to impart knowledge and competence by means of real as-
signments. That should also be visible there, that you have contact with the
specialist departments, that you take on orders or carry out work in the specialist
department, that’s what's at this point.”—Training manager, car manufacturer
in Germany

The external impact of the company is also important, and this underlines the social
embedding outlined above:

“with the topic as a socio-political contribution or also as a factor when it comes to
employer branding, it simply shows that it is because it is a very emotional topic.
We always notice that in Germany, too, especially when it leads to negotiations
with the social partners, that training is always an emotional topic and very often
becomes a subject of negotiation between the social partners. There are reasons
for that, because in the end it’s about the future of our children.”—Training
managet, electronics manufacturer in Germany

The findings of both studies clearly indicate that German companies see various
advantages to the dual VET system and therefore actively participate in this form of
training [34]. Our survey did not find other forms of initial training at the intermediate skill
level to a large extent. Consequently, from a company perspective, the German companies’
training culture was strongly linked to the system of formal training in the dual system.

3.2. Findings on the Training Behaviour of Chinese Companies in China

Since little can be derived from the literature with regard to the training activities
of Chinese companies in China, a study conducted in 2018 will be reported here [29].
The interviewed companies focused on work experience and less on formal vocational
training when hiring employees in production. Approximately 90% of them reported
hiring experienced employees for production activities who were already familiar with



Societies 2023, 13,116

8of 17

common production processes, and formal VET was often not a prerequisite. The company
representatives spoke about the simple tasks that were carried out on the assembly line:

“The employees all have experience in assembly line production before they come
to us. In the future, we would also like to cooperate with schools. Graduates from
the schools will be used in management and research.”—HR manager, metal
producer in China

One company reported that it had previously cooperated with vocational schools to
identify potential employees through work placements. However, these school graduates
had higher expectations in terms of remuneration, working conditions and activities, and
the turnover among this group was very high. For technicians, engineers and administrative
jobs, three companies cooperated with higher vocational colleges, and short internships
were sometimes offered. The companies also participated in school career fairs to attract
graduates. Two companies recruited individual production workers through a vocational
specialised high school to secure management trainees for production departments.

The recruitment behaviour of these companies resulted in no extended in-company
training—according to the German understanding of dual initial vocational training—in the
Chinese companies. In-company training was limited to the induction of new employees.
However, there was minimal differentiation present between experienced employees or
(vocational) school graduates.

This in-company training was divided into two parts in all the companies. In the
first weeks, there was formal training regarding general information about the company,
for example the company culture, products, rules and house rules, as well as general
safety instruction. The duration of this first part of the induction varied depending on the
company. In general, it lasted one to two weeks. This training was conducted centrally
for all new employees in company training rooms by staff from the human resources
department. For example, within a company, department heads or experienced employees
taught technical content on certain products. The training was accompanied by in-house
training materials including but not limited to manuals, house rules and product brochures.
In all companies, this training concluded with a written knowledge test. The second part
of the induction took place directly at the workplace in the respective department. New
employees were often trained by department heads or experienced employees. The process
began with new employees observing the job performance of experienced employees for a
certain period of time, usually one week. In the weeks that followed, the new employees
gradually became active themselves. The duration of this part of the induction depended
heavily on the progress of the new employees, and there may have been other specific
safety training courses in the individual departments.

“Our induction takes place according to the principle of ‘experienced people
supervise new ones’. At first, the new employee only observes, then he is grad-
ually allowed to operate the machine himself. Towards the middle of the year,
we organize another central training session for all employees who have been
hired this year. Each department head gives a presentation on his or her area of
responsibility so that the new employees get an overview of what the company
does.”—HR manager, producer of small plastic parts in China

Following induction, there was hardly any initial in-house training and, as such,
further training measures were highly relevant, although their intensity varied between
companies. The regular safety training courses prescribed by the state were the same.
In addition to these, further training took place mostly as needed within the production
departments, and only the department heads were trained. The department heads then
had the task of passing on the new knowledge and skills to their employees. There was
little standardisation in how this was accomplished by the interviewed companies.

“We focus more on the department heads in further training. They pass on
the new knowledge in their department. Weekly staff meetings are held in each
department. Important information is shared in these meetings. This is also where
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some training activities are implemented by the department heads.”—Human
Resources Manager, print technology in China

There were no exams, and certificates were only issued by external training staff,
if at all. Furthermore, machine training was often conducted by machine manufacturer
personnel. In all companies, the majority of training activities were organised and carried
out by employees from the human resources department or by specialised department
heads. With the exception of one company, these persons did not have any pedagogical
qualifications. According to the survey results, with the exception of one company, such
pedagogical qualifications were not considered necessary. Professional knowledge and
practical experience were seen as important by the companies.

“No, he [employee] is not a real trainer. He works in this department and is an
expert in this field, but he has no qualification as a trainer.”—Human resources
manager, producer of electrical parts in China

These findings clearly show that Chinese companies primarily recruit experienced
staff from the labour market and, instead of initial training, they practice a shorter induction
period followed by further specific further training, if necessary. As a result of the extensive
decoupling from formal VET, the companies’ training cultures in China were found to be
much more characterised by (lower level) in-company training activities.

3.3. The Training Behaviour of German Companies in China

In this section, we will examine the training cultures of German companies in China. To
this end, we refer to a study that examined various production sites of German companies
in the Shanghai area [25,30]. These findings indicate that the companies created different
solutions to accommodate a different skills ecosystem, including setting up their own
training centre and adapting to local practices.

More than the half of the German companies in the sample cooperated in different
ways with vocational schools, particularly vocational specialised high schools, and with
higher VET institutions. Depending on the size of the companies, the cooperation was
intensified through their own company-specific classes, and there was support in the form
of equipment or assistance in conducting the classes.

In addition, increased cross-company cooperation was observed. Particularly in the
greater Shanghai area, there was joint cooperation with higher vocational colleges, as well
as cooperation with inter-company training centres. Genuine cooperation with the local
VET system, in the sense of mutual coordination of content and teaching and learning
methods, was an exception.

From the companies’ perspective, the courses offered in the schools usually had only a
small practical component, and they felt that the individual responsibility of their students
was not sufficiently promoted. One expert reported on his experiences in cooperating with
a vocational school:

“From my point of view, the Chinese system is more theory-oriented, less practice.
That means that when they are finished after three years, we can’t really do much
with them. Then the real practical part begins.”—Training manager, German car
manufacturer in China

Therefore, formal school-based vocational training was often followed by in-company
training, as one interviewee explained:

“We are still too small. Or: We can’t afford it. Therefore, every now and then we
have trainees who we then bring in from a technical school, and we then train
them for ourselves.”—Manager, German chemical and mechanical engineering
company in China

Other companies also reported taking over the school part themselves. For example,
various prominent German companies in China offered training that was closely oriented
to the German dual model within their own training centres, at considerable expense of
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resources. However, very few companies tested and certified their inhouse training. One
interviewee provided the following statement on the certification of training in cooperation
with a vocational school:

“Well, that all goes through the school. They don’t get anything from us. And
we are not really interested in the certificates. They have to be able to do some-
thing and want to work and then it’s good.”—Manager, German mechanical
engineering company in China

A group of small companies did not offer training for junior staff themselves and did
not cooperate with vocational schools. They reported often recruiting experienced skilled
workers from other companies and trained them only briefly.

A special feature found in almost all companies was the distinction between low-
skilled and skilled workers. Although the former were often recruited from local vocational
schools and only received rudimentary training, this was not sufficient for more demanding
tasks. These included, for example, the control of automats, robots and plants, as well as
maintenance and repair. The companies reported making a greater commitment to training
these technical specialists.

Because the production processes were often less automated in China than in Ger-
many and also involved more manual and less complex job profiles, many of the compa-
nies surveyed also reported having no need for comprehensive training according to the
dual model:

“Otherwise, we have already defined and simplified our processes and also our
process instructions to such an extent that even a more or less unskilled person
can easily follow the process steps. And that’s one of the biggest challenges here,
to simply break it down to such an extent that you could basically take X ran-
dom person to do it.”—Manager, German chemical and mechanical engineering
company in China

In instances where comprehensive qualification was not absolutely necessary, many
companies refrained from cost-intensive and lengthy investments in large parts of the
workforce. In the metropolis of Shanghai, the labour market is characterised by a high
degree of flexibility, which is why all companies reported both a relatively high employee
turnover and a low level of employee loyalty. The low company loyalty was described by
one interviewee as follows:

“Otherwise, the loyalty, so if there is a better offer, then the chance is already there
that someone will leave. So, it’s not like in Germany that people tend to stay and
say ‘come on, now I've been there for five years, now I'm not changing either’,
but it happens faster.”—Training manager, German car manufacturer in China

Due to the strict entry restrictions of universities who chose this career path only
because they did not meet the university entry requirements. This leads to the assumption
of a rather low level of identification with the respective occupational profile and the com-
pany. Therefore, the willingness to change companies and occupations is also increasing.
In our study, five companies explicitly tended to plan for the short term. According to the
respondents, this planning pattern was often due to the short-term awarding of contracts
and the strongly fluctuating order volumes of projects for which they acted as suppliers. As
a result, newly hired workers needed to be deployable without much lead time. In China,
for example, migrant workers are often recruited for low-skilled jobs, which are aimed at a
short-term working relationships from the outset. As one interviewee described:

“Where we still have a fluctuation, of course, is with temporary workers that we
need to cover the peaks. When we have a lot of work, we practically take them
off the street and let them do simple jobs, then when we don’t need them any-
more, we just let them go again.”—Manager, German chemical and engineering
company in China
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This perspective is contrary to a long-term qualification strategy such as a three-year
dual training program based on the German model. Overall, the findings of this study
indicate that a clear connection to the local skills ecosystem was evident, especially for
simple activities. However, the influence of the German model was only detected to
varying degrees for technical specialists. For this relatively small group of employees, the
connectivity to the formal VET systems proved to be an important influencing factor in
China, as the vocational schools provided German companies with an institutional link.
Overall, German companies in China tended to have an internal training culture that was
shaped by the conditions of the labour market.

3.4. The Training Behaviour of Chinese Companies in Germany

When considering the training cultures of Chinese companies in Germany, reference is
made to data from an ongoing research project [31]. This survey revealed that none of the
companies interviewed were actively participating in dual training activities in Germany
at the time of the interview. In principle, the cost/benefit ratio was found to play a decisive
role in deciding whether to offer dual training activities at the branches of the Chinese
companies in Germany. In this context, the interviewed business and personnel managers
placed particular emphasis on the organisational and time expenditure of such activities,
while purely monetary cost considerations were 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 interviewees attributed the reasons
for these situations to the dependent role of the branch office in the international corporate
organisation, as well as the young age of most of the branch offices considered.

This aspect was described by a person responsible for human resources in a 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.”—Human resources manager, Chinese machining
company in Germany

The interviewees who were socialised within the German labour market and training
system showed a positive openness and familiarity with German dual training practices.
Some of them had also undergone dual vocational training themselves. This underlines
the previously described observation that non-participation in dual systems is presumably
rooted in the current situations of the branches under consideration and not in a funda-
mental rejection of the system. Approximately 90% of the HR managers interviewed also
described their HR colleagues in a similar way.

For example, the HR manager from the branch of the Chinese company, who was
quoted earlier, described her open-mindedness and familiarity with the 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,] in the warehouse. So that one simply says: “We could also train someone
ourselves as a warehouse 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 licence, so to speak. And we could more or less start tomorrow.”—Human
resources manager, Chinese machining company in Germany

Similarly, plans to start dual training activities were described in five of the Chinese
company branches in Germany that were also considered.
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The following quotation also underlines this combination of organisational and time
expenditure for the company branch and positive openness and familiarity on the part
of the HR managers. It comes from a conversation with a person responsible for human
resources in the management of a branch of a Chinese electronics company, which has
expanded rapidly in recent years:

“generally already open to it [training]. It's more a question of resources. I
think we really need someone here soon to support us in the human resources
department, and then you can also look after something like that very well. But in
itself, I would also trust myself to do it. I know how it works with the vocational
school. I know what you have to pay attention to and how the trainees can be
employed here or the dual students. So... I've also thought about maybe looking
into whether this could start next year or the year after.”—Human resources
manager, Chinese electronic company in Germany

In the context of these positive views of the German dual training system, the decision-
making competences of these persons in the international corporate context were a decisive
factor. Four of the seven interviewed persons reported seeing a relatively high degree
of independence in terms of personnel strategy within the international company for
the German branches. Because of this configuration, the previously described system
socialisation and the positive, open-mindedness and familiarity of the HR managers within
the branches with the system can be assigned even greater importance.

The person working in the management of the branch of a Chinese electronics company
quoted above described this as follows:

“I would have said that [about training activities] is decided together with the
managing director. Yes. And I don’t think that we will see restrictions, that
the mother in China says: No. You shouldn’t do that. Or so. I can’t imagine
that, because we know the German market here and we know the training
system. From there...”—Human resources manager, Chinese electronics company
in Germany

A person in charge of human resources from a branch of a Chinese mechanical engi-
neering company described the decision-making competences, with a clear performance
restriction, in many personnel matters as follows:

“we [are] very free. So, we can do a lot on our own. Otherwise, they don’t have
any guidelines. As long as it works, everything is good!”—HR Manager, Chinese
construction machinery manufacturer in Germany

Five of the interviewees mentioned a difficult German labour market for the subsidiary
in connection with the recruitment of skilled workers as a reason for considering the
establishment 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 a branch of a Chinese electronics company quoted
above described 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.”—HR Manager, Chinese electronic company in Germany

If these considerations are viewed in the context of German labour 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. Poaching
activities to recruit skilled workers were described as a strategy by two interview partners,
but this was primarily for filling management positions.

Overall, the interview partners seldom mentioned societal and traditional roles of re-
sponsibility related to dual training opportunities as important motivations. However, two
interviewees from the branch office of a company explicitly emphasized the responsibilities
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of future trainees in connection with dual training activities that had not yet begun but
were being considered:

“We said that we first wanted to have a proper status, that we really wanted to
bring continuity here, that we really wanted to say that the trainee could really
learn something from everyone, rather than just doing filing in the commercial
area.”—HR Manager, Chinese construction machinery manufacturer in Germany

Our findings do not indicate that the Chinese management level was pushing partici-
pation in the German dual training system. However, given the relevance of understanding
the German labour market, as emphasised several times by the interview partners, the
findings suggest that less importance is attached to training. This is further supported by
the fact that no company has offered dual training to date.

4. Discussion of the Overall Findings

The four different perspectives presented here can be compared to answer the research
questions. The findings we collected clearly show that the training practices of companies
differed between the home country and abroad. However, this applied more to German
companies, which use the dual system intensively at home but only to a limited extent in
China. Complex training was also provided in some German companies in China, especially
in cooperation, especially in cooperation with the local vocational schools. However, in
many cases, this only applied to trainees who would later be employed in jobs with higher
levels of requirements. The large amount of simple work, on the other hand, was done by
unqualified or semi-skilled workers.

The Chinese companies in our study, on the other hand, operated identically in
Germany as they did in China. They did not provide initial training themselves, but instead
fulfilled their needs by recruiting external skilled workers.

Concerning the impact of the national skills ecosystems, various and complex factors
could be identified as influencing the respective inhouse training cultures. In addition,
the various factors are interdependent. For example, a flexible labour market with high
employee turnover leads companies to pay particular attention to training costs, as the
return on investment is hardly given if internally well-trained specialists leave quickly [35].
Table 1 maps the findings in a structured, condensed form.

Table 1. Elements of company training culture by country of origin.

Corporate Strategies
Regarding Training
Activities in Relation to
External Factors

German Companies in
Germany

Chinese Companies in China

German Companies in China

Chinese Companies in
Germany

Labour market

reeulation/structure/dynamics Little poaching, shortage of High demand for skilled High employee turnover rate High demand for skilled
ingthe country where t%e skilled workers in various workers, which is met are partially perceived as a workers, which is met
business is log ated areas through poaching problem through poaching
Decision-making authority over Local Local Local Locally and through parent

training activities

company

Recruitment

Recruitment of school leavers
and training by the dual
apprenticeship system

External recruitment

Recruitment via vocational
schools only for some higher
positions, recruitment of
unskilled labour for simple
tasks

External recruitment

Social responsibility

Exerts significant influence

Not pronounced

Not pronounced

Not pronounced

Costs for the company

Relevant, but cost-benefit
ratio is considered, including
a practically and suitably
trained, long-term
perspective

Costs not relevant, as
externalised to state actor
(vocational school) or other
companies

Costs relevant, but training
economically sensible for
specialist positions

Costs relevant

Production-oriented training
needs

Comprehensive and broad
training of as many
employees as possible

Strong Taylorisation of work
processes and thus low
demand for skilled workers

Strong Taylorisation of work
processes and thus low
demand for skilled workers

Need for skilled workers in
production, but no need for
training due to external
recruitment
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Based on the findings presented so far, it is now possible to discussed the influence
of the respective nationally prevailing skills ecosystem on the training culture of the
companies. In all four perspectives, it is evident that the respective skills ecosystem exerts
a significant influence on the training culture.

The German training system is defined by a highly regulated and standardised frame-
work (see above), which includes the involvement of many different actors, including trade
unions. This alone achieves a high level of consensus and acceptance across society. The
linking of dual training with the collective bargaining system and the connection to other
parts of the education system (e.g., the further training option to become a craft master)
also promotes the reputation and standing of VET. This perspective is supported by the
social responsibility towards trainees and a certain traditionally shaped motivation to train.
However, our findings show that the Chinese companies in Germany were less influenced
by these “soft” elements of the German skills ecosystem. Although the statements of the
German-born training managers demonstrated their understanding of this culture, they
were counteracted by requirements from the parent company. Conversely, it is surprising
that the “state dominance” regarding the state vocational school system in China [36]
ultimately exerted less influence on training strategies in both the Chinese and German
companies. Despite the strong regulation of the full-time vocational schools that is common
in China (see above), in-company training behaviour was largely decoupled from or inde-
pendent of this. Consequently, in contrast to Germany, the company’s training culture in
China was largely shaped by the respective activity of the individual company. This activity
was often limited to the training of externally recruited workers. One reason for this could
also be the lack of practical relevance of full-time school-based training, which can be found
in many full-time school-based vocational training systems worldwide [37]. Consequently,
the points of contact between company-organised VET activities and school-based offerings
are limited [38]. Ultimately, the Chinese inhouse training culture is therefore more geared
towards the short-term strategy of poaching, primarily due to high turnover and the risk
of poaching by other companies. Since not only Chinese, but also German companies are
affected by this, companies of both countries of origin behave similarly in China and shy
away from the costs of comprehensive training. Consequently, German companies in China
are more likely to adapt to the training culture of Chinese companies than to export the
German training culture. Table 2 provides an overview of these findings.

Table 2. Companies’ training cultures in relation to the national VET system by country of origin.

German Companies in Germany Chinese Companies in China German Companies in China Chinese Companies in Germany
. . . s Weak link between companies’ Weak link between companies’
Clqsg link between companies Wgalf link between companies training cultures and the national VET  training cultures and the national VET
training cultures and the national VET  training cultures and the national VET " t of the local skill " t of the local skill
system (as part of the local skills system (as part of the local skills system (as part of the oca sKils system (as part of the ocars s
ecosystem) ecosystem) ecosystem), except for higher skill ecosystem), but changes in the future
Yy Y level job positions are possible

Against the background of the theory-based approaches outlined in the introduction,
it can be stated that the design of training and recruitment in companies can yield fruitful
results by analysing the connection between the “training culture” and “skills ecosystem”.
However, the interpretation of the findings thus realised tends to remain at a medium level
of abstraction. However, if more comprehensive and abstract approaches are to be used,
other theoretical approaches must be consulted.

To reflect on these findings in a more theoretical manner, it is useful to turn to theories
of “institutional logic”, which Zoellner [39] has recently applied the field of VET research.
The author shows that the country-specific institutional design of the labour market and
VET exert dominant influences on the strategies of companies and training providers,
and therefore the transfer of training cultures between countries is difficult (see [4] for
similar empirically validated findings). This argumentation is largely consistent with our
conception of the importance of training cultures and our empirical findings. However,
why this situation is different for Chinese companies in Germany can be explained by
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extending the institutional logic approach. To do this, we refer to Raffe [40], who contrasts
the institutional logic with an “internal logic”. From the perspective of the individual
enterprise, this internal logic can, in some cases, override the external logic. In our case,
this seemed to happen with Chinese companies in Germany where, contrary to the German
training culture, internal needs for skilled labour were met through external recruitment.
This procedure was presented as cost-saving and being in the interest of the Chinese parent
companies. However, these internal logics were also partially evident in German companies
in China, where the need for urgently available and well-trained specialists was often met
through training in cooperation with state vocational schools as in the German system or
as a follow-up to vocational school training. was often met through training in cooperation
with state vocational schools or as a follow-up to vocational school training, as in the
German system.

5. Conclusions

The study of the reciprocal training activities of companies in the home and host
countries at the two-country level has so far been neglected in research. Here, we have
shown that companies neither automatically export the training culture of the home country
nor always imitate the training culture of the host country. Beyond the company-internal,
and thus very specific, logics for the chosen form of training, our findings indicate that the
German skills ecosystem (including the training philosophy) has a larger effect on German
companies abroad than, the German skills ecosystem has on foreign companies in Germany.
This is an unusual finding, as other studies often refer to an “institutional density” that
exerts great influence on the behaviour of local companies [41]. However, it should be
noted that the results presented here were based on only one country (China) in the German
context. Although similar findings have been reported for Indian companies [42], initial
findings on companies active in Germany from other countries (e.g., Japan, the USA and
the UK) also point to divergent logics of action [31]. Furthermore, this study was limited
by the assessment of a small number of companies, all of which had not been active in
Germany for very long. Another limitation is that the companies surveyed belonged to
different sectors. This is because other results indicate that the industry, for example in
security-relevant areas, can have an influence on the training strategy [43]. Moreover, a
generalisation of our findings is also problematic, given that we have only studied two
countries [44]. In addition to increasing the number of cases studied, expansion to include
other countries with different training cultures would be necessary in future research.

Nevertheless, our findings provide initial insights into an area of international VET
that has previously received little research attention, and thus promotes scientific knowl-
edge. Moreover, our results can be applied in practice. For example, experts from business
development or employment service can provide advice on this topic when foreign MNEs
relocate. This is especially true for Germany, where integration into the local skills ecosys-
tem through participation in the dual system offers companies various advantages that go
beyond mere social responsibility. Particularly at the intermediate skill level, training can
help cover the long-term skilled labour needs of individual companies in Germany, which
is becoming increasingly important in times of demographic change.

For foreign companies, mediation between the domestic training culture and that of
the host country is often indispensable to cover the necessary demand for skilled workers
in the case of a major new settlement.
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