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Abstract:

Cultural differences influence operational interactions in international tourism partnerships.
This study explores how cultural shocks and synergies arise in service practices. Using a
qualitative case study applied on a large tourism company in Asia, the research analyzes
internal documents, professional correspondence, and operational cases involving European,
Middle Eastern, and Asian partners. The findings indicate that cultural expectations shape
communication styles and negotiation approaches. European partners generally rely on
formal communication, whereas Middle Eastern partners emphasize relational interaction,
flexibility, and rapid responses. The study shows that adaptive practices such as channel-
appropriate communication, hybrid documentation, and culturally intelligent staff can
reduce resolution times and transform potential cultural conflicts into operational synergies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

International joint ventures and cross-border partnerships in tourism increasingly
require firms to manage not only commercial and regulatory differences but also complex
cultural interactions that shape everyday service operations (bookings, cancellations,
complaint handling). Cultural distance and culture-driven practices can generate cultural
shocks misunderstandings, communication breakdowns, and operational frictions but they
can also be a source of cultural synergy when partners develop adaptive routines and
cultural bridging capabilities (Konara & Mohr, 2023; Aib, 2024).

In  tourism, where frontline service encounters and partner-to-partner
communications determine customer satisfaction and retention, small procedural differences
(e.g., preferred communication channels, informal negotiation norms, flexibility on
cancellations) produce measurable effects on conflict frequency and resolution speed.
Recent studies highlight that cultural adaptation and cultural intelligence among staff
mediate the relationship between cultural distance and operational performance in
international collaborations (Li, 2022; Wan, 2020).

This paper examines how a large travel agency operationalizes culturally
differentiated service protocols with overseas partner companies (Europe, Middle East,
Asia), focusing on bookings, cancellations, and complaint management. Using a qualitative
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case-study approach based on documentary analysis, partner correspondences, and real
operational cases, the study aims to show how targeted adaptive practices convert potential
cultural shocks into synergies that improve service outcomes and partner relations.

2. BACKGROUND OF RESEARCH

The cultural distance often increases transaction costs, raises uncertainty, and produces
coordination problems (Hofstede, 2001). However, recent empirical and theoretical work
reframes cultural distance as a contingent factor: when organizations deploy cultural
bridging and adaptive governance, cultural differences can enhance innovation and market
access rather than simply cause failure (Konara & Mohr, 2023). Li (2022)’s cultural-friction
perspective further specifies the mechanisms by which culture becomes salient at particular
contact points (e.g., negotiation, customer-facing processes), and how mitigating
mechanisms (standardization + local adaptation) reduce the negative effects of friction.

Furthermore, The ability to read and adapt to different cultures, known as cultural
intelligence, is a key predictor of success when providing service to a diverse clientele
(Frias-Jamilena, Del Barrio-Garcia, & Lopez-Moreno, 2020). In tourism and hospitality,
cultural intelligence supports frontline employees and managers in customizing
communication, resolving complaints, and negotiating exceptions in ways that are culturally
intelligible to partners and clients (Sigala, 2020). Furthermore, the recent bibliometric work
emphasizes the rapid growth of cultural intelligence studies in tourism (Presbitero, 2020;
Earley & Ang, 2003).

Operationally, culture affects routine processes. Empirical studies on online complaint
responses and language use show that communication choices (wording, channel, tone)
meaningfully influence customer perceptions and recovery outcomes across cultural groups
(Wan, 2020). Similarly, hospitality research demonstrates that user-generated content and
service evaluations vary by cultural background, signaling differing expectations for
cancellation flexibility, refund timelines, and complaint escalation procedures. The tourism
sector is particularly sensitive to cultural differences because it involves frequent
interactions between service providers, intermediaries, and customers from diverse cultural
backgrounds. Cultural norms shape expectations regarding communication, negotiation, and
service recovery processes (Reisinger, 2009).

Recent research in tourism management highlights the importance of service recovery
strategies in multicultural environments (Gretzel, Sigala, Xiang, & Koo, 2020). Effective
complaint management requires cultural sensitivity, appropriate communication channels,
and adaptive service responses to maintain customer satisfaction and trust (Chen &
Rahman, 2018; Kim & Kim, 2022). When tourism organizations successfully adapt their
service practices to cultural expectations, they can transform potential conflicts into
opportunities for strengthening long-term partnerships.
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3. GAP OF RESEARCH

While macro-level international join companies research and cultural intelligence
studies exist, fewer studies integrate those streams with fine-grained operational analyses
(bookings, cancellations, complaint cases) in tourism firms that act as intermediaries
between overseas partners and end-clients. Moreover, recent international join companies
work calls for more micro-level case studies that identify contact-point mechanisms and
organizational practices that produce cultural bridging (Li, 2022; Konara & Mohr, 2023).

To address these gaps, the present study adopts a qualitative case study approach
focusing on a large travel agency that collaborates with overseas tourism partners. By
analyzing internal documents, professional correspondences, and real operational cases
related to bookings, cancellations, and complaints, this research aims to provide a deeper
understanding of how cultural shocks emerge in international tourism partnerships and how
adaptive service practices can transform these challenges into operational synergies.

4. METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative case study approach to explore how cultural
differences influence operational practices in international tourism partnerships (Patton,
2015). Case study research is particularly appropriate when the objective is to obtain an in-
depth understanding of complex organizational phenomena within their real-life context
(Yin, 2018). In the field of international business and tourism management, case studies are
frequently used to analyze managerial practices, cross-cultural interactions, and service
management processes that cannot be easily captured through quantitative methods
(Eisenhardt K. M., 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).

The present research focuses on a single large travel agency engaged in international
tourism operations and collaboration with overseas partner companies. The agency was
selected because of its extensive experience in handling international bookings, managing
multicultural client interactions, and cooperating with travel agencies from different regions,
including Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Although the study relies on a single
organizational case, the research design incorporates an embedded comparative logic (Yin,
2018). The selected company collaborates with partner organizations from three culturally
distinct regions (Europe, the Middle East, and Asia), allowing for systematic internal
comparisons across different cultural contexts while maintaining a consistent organizational
environment. This design reduces organizational-level variation and enables the analysis to
focus specifically on the effects of cultural differences on operational practices.

4.1 Data collection

Data for this study were collected from multiple qualitative sources to ensure data
triangulation, which enhances the credibility and reliability of qualitative research findings
(Denzin, 2017). Three main sources of data were used:
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v Internal organizational documents: Internal operational documents were examined
to understand the procedures followed in managing international tourism services.
These documents included booking records, cancellation policies, service procedures,
and operational guidelines used by the agency when dealing with international
partners.

v Professional correspondences: A large number of professional correspondences
between the travel agency and its overseas partner companies were analyzed. These
correspondences included email exchanges, booking confirmations, modification
requests, and complaint-related communication. Such documents provide valuable
insights into the communication styles, negotiation patterns, and cultural expectations
of international partners.

v Real operational cases: The research also examined several real operational cases
related to bookings, cancellations, and customer complaints involving clients from
different cultural backgrounds. These cases allowed the researchers to observe how
cultural differences influenced decision-making processes and service responses in
practice.

4.2 Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis, a widely used
method for interpreting textual data and identifying recurring themes and patterns
(Krippendorff, 2018). The analysis process involved several stages. First, all documents and
correspondences were carefully reviewed to identify key operational situations where
cultural differences influenced service interactions. Second, relevant data segments were
coded according to emerging thematic categories such as communication style, negotiation
practices, service expectations, and complaint management.

Finally, the identified themes were interpreted in relation to existing theoretical
frameworks on cultural intelligence, cross-cultural management, and international tourism
partnerships. This analytical approach allowed the study to identify patterns of cultural
shocks as well as adaptive practices that contribute to cultural synergies in tourism service
operations. These methodological practices strengthen the robustness of qualitative research
and contribute to producing credible and meaningful insights into the role of culture in
international tourism partnerships (Yin, 2018) (Creswell & Creswell, 2018)

5. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

The empirical dataset comprises internal operational documents, partner
correspondences, and 361 coded operational cases handled by the travel agency during
limited period. The analyzed operational records, professional correspondences, and service
cases were collected over a 6 months period. Cases were coded into three primary issue-
types Bookings (n =260 ), Cancellations (n =56), and Complaints (n = 45) and by partner
region: Europe, Middle East, and Asia. Time-stamp analysis of correspondences was used
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to compute average resolution times (days). The figures below summarize counts and mean
resolution times by region and issue.

Fig 01: Cases Counts by Issue and Region

Cases Counts by Issue and Region

160
140
120
100
80
60

40

i B ]

o — B e
Bookings Cancellations Complaints

B C D

2 m3 m4

Source: Statistic from company
Fig.2. Average Resolution Time (days) by Region and Issue
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5.1 Case 01: Booking Negotiation Differences

Booking activity differs significantly by partner region. European partners accounted
for the largest number of booking cases (150 cases), followed by Asian partners (70 cases)
and Middle Eastern partners (40 cases). European partners generally relied on formal
procedures, submitting detailed requests through email and requiring written confirmations
with supporting documentation such as contracts or invoices. This formal approach often
involved structured communication and multiple document exchanges. In contrast, Middle
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Eastern partners more frequently initiated or modified bookings through instant messaging
applications (particularly WhatsApp) or direct phone communication, emphasizing faster
interaction and relationship-oriented negotiation. Asian partners tended to adopt a mixed
approach, using both platform-based systems and email communication.

These differences correspond with findings in cross-cultural business communication
research indicating that communication channel preferences often reflect broader cultural
norms and influence operational processes (Wan, 2020) (Frias-Jamilena, Del Barrio-Garcia,
& Lopez-Moreno, 2020). In response, AOS adapted its operational communication strategy
by matching communication channels with partner expectations. Average booking
resolution times confirm the effectiveness of this approach:

o Europe: = 1.2 days
« Middle East: = 0.8 days
o Asia:=1 day

The shorter resolution time for Middle Eastern partners reflects the efficiency of
instant-response channels combined with relationship-based coordination. To maintain
governance standards, AOS continued to document European exchanges through formal
email correspondence. For Middle Eastern partners, WhatsApp negotiations were later
summarized in follow-up emails to ensure traceability and administrative documentation,
creating a hybrid communication system balancing efficiency and accountability.

5.2 Case 2: Cancellation Policy Conflict

Cancellation cases were distributed unevenly across regions. European partners
recorded the highest number of cancellations (32 cases), followed by Asian partners (13
cases) and Middle Eastern partners (11 cases). European cancellation requests generally
adhered closely to formal contractual procedures and referenced previously agreed
cancellation clauses. By contrast, Middle Eastern partners occasionally sought greater
flexibility in cancellation terms, especially in situations involving group travel or family
bookings. These discussions often relied on negotiation and prior business relationships
rather than strict contractual interpretation. Average resolution times for cancellation cases
were as follows:

» Europe: = 1.8 days
« Middle East: =1.2 days
o Asia: = 1.7 days

The relatively shorter resolution time in Middle Eastern cases suggests that rapid
bilateral negotiation through informal channels can accelerate decision-making, particularly
when supported by established professional relationships. These findings illustrate the
interaction between contractual formalism and relational negotiation, a phenomenon widely
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discussed in cross-cultural management literature (Stahl & Tung, 2015). AOS addresses this
tension by maintaining standardized policies while allowing limited managerial discretion in
specific relational contexts.

5.3 Case 03: Complaint Management Situation

Complaint cases also show regional variation. European partners generated the highest
number of complaints (22 cases), followed by Middle Eastern partners (13 cases) and Asian
partners (10 cases). The complaints primarily related to service performance issues such as
transportation delays, accommodation quality, or service expectation gaps.

Communication styles differed across regions. European complaints were typically
submitted through formal channels and required detailed explanations and documented
responses. Middle Eastern partners often reported issues through immediate communication
channels and expected quick corrective action. Asian partners showed a mixed pattern,
combining digital platforms with formal written communication. Average complaint
resolution times differed significantly across regions:

o Europe: =2.2 days
o Middle East: = 0.7 days
o Asia: = 3.1 days

The faster resolution of Middle Eastern complaints reflects AOS’s operational strategy
of implementing immediate corrective measures, such as service substitution or on-site
adjustments. These patterns align with service recovery research suggesting that culturally
appropriate recovery strategies particularly response speed and remedy type strongly
influence perceived fairness and partner satisfaction (Kim & Kim, 2022). By empowering
frontline staff to implement rapid solutions, AOS effectively reduces escalation and
strengthens long-term partner relationships.

5.4 Cultural Bridging and Operational Performance in International Tourism
Partnerships

The cross-case analysis highlights how cultural differences shape operational
interactions in international tourism partnerships and identifies a set of mechanisms through
which organizations can transform these differences into operational advantages. Rather
than acting solely as sources of friction, cultural variations in communication styles,
negotiation practices, and service expectations can be effectively managed through adaptive
organizational practices. The findings indicate that three interrelated mechanisms
communication-channel congruence, bounded relational flexibility, and frontline cultural
intelligence play a central role in improving operational performance.
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First, the accordance of communication-channel reduces transaction costs and
accelerates issue resolution. Aligning communication media with the cultural preferences of
international partners facilitates faster information exchange, reduces misunderstandings,
and lowers the likelihood of escalation. For example, institution-oriented partners often
prefer formal channels such as email or platform-based communication, while relationship-
oriented markets rely more heavily on rapid interaction through instant messaging or phone
communication. Adapting communication practices to these preferences improves
coordination efficiency and supports smoother partnership management.

Second, bounded relational flexibility allows organizations to balance contractual
governance with adaptive decision-making. While standardized operational policies provide
stability and legal protection, limited managerial discretion enables firms to respond
effectively to situational demands and relationship-based expectations. This balance
between rule-based procedures and relational negotiation reflects key insights from cross-
cultural management research.

Third, frontline cultural intelligence strengthens service responsiveness and conflict
resolution. Employees equipped with cross-cultural awareness and appropriate decision
authority are better able to interpret partner expectations, adapt communication styles, and
implement timely service recovery measures. This capability enables organizations to
convert cultural diversity into service synergies and partnership resilience.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that relatively low-cost organizational adaptations
such as channel matching, selective managerial discretion, and culturally intelligent
frontline practices can produce measurable improvements in operational efficiency and
partnership stability. By translating cultural awareness into concrete service protocols, this
framework provides both a practical managerial roadmap and a theoretical basis for
understanding cultural bridging in international tourism operations.

6. CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that cultural intelligence is a vital operational capability that
transforms potential cultural shocks into synergies within international tourism partnerships.
By analyzing internal correspondence and case data from a large Asian Destination
Management Company, we find that cultural expectations fundamentally shape
communication and service recovery. While European partners prioritize formal, structured
contractual procedures, Middle Eastern partners emphasize relational interaction and rapid,
flexible responses. Our evidence shows that adopting “channel-appropriate” communication
and hybrid documentation protocols pairing informal rapid action with formal follow-up can
substantially reduce resolution times and improve operational responsiveness across
culturally diverse partnerships. Ultimately, aligning communication media with partner
cultural orientations reduces transaction costs and enhances operational fluidity across
diverse service settings.

488



Economic Sciences, Management and Commercial Volume: 19/ N°: 01/N.S : 37 (2026)
Sciences Review - University of M'sila p 481-490

This study is subject to several limitations. First, the findings are derived from a
single Asian Destination Management Company and therefore cannot be generalized
statistically to all tourism organizations. Although the embedded comparison between
European, Middle Eastern, and Asian partners strengthens analytical generalization,
organizational characteristics specific to the focal company may influence the observed
patterns. Future studies should employ multiple-case designs involving tourism firms from
different geographical regions to enhance external validity and comparative robustness.

To build upon this pragmatic framework, future research should adopt randomized
or quasi-experimental designs to establish a rigorous causal link between channel-matching
and efficiency gains. Additionally, scholars should investigate the legal boundaries of
"bounded discretion™ regarding frontline remedial authority to ensure that relational
flexibility does not compromise contractual accountability. Finally, exploring intra-regional
cultural heterogeneity within the Middle Eastern and Asian markets is essential to clarify the
generalizability of these adaptive protocols across diverse sub-cultures.
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