Easy as PIE: Presenting in English. Presentations-1а

Background To Business in China 

The pursuit of profit is no longer 'counter-revolutionary' and business people have long since ceased being viewed as enemies of the people

At the begining of the 21st century, the People's Republic of China finds itself in the midst of social, economic and cultural transition (some might even say turmoil). The old certainties, which epitomised the iron-tight grip of the Communist Party during the reign of Mao Zedong, have been replaced by the more liberal but unclear policies instituted by Mao's great reforming successor, Deng Xiaoping and continued by the present regime.

The pursuit of profit is no longer 'counter-revolutionary' and business people have long since ceased being viewed as enemies of the people. Yet the Communist Party is still in power and shows little appetite for any of the political reform so much clamoured for by the West. Deng himself best described this seemingly paradoxical situation (rampant capitalism in the midst of a communist country) in two oft-quoted maxims:

'It doesn't matter whether a cat is black or white so long as it catches mice.'
and
'To get rich is glorious.'

Thus in the new order of the PRC, what business rules apply? How do you re-invent a business culture in a country where commerce was outlawed for over thirty years? Where does a country find the rules by which to play? The answer is, of course, to fall back on traditional cultural drivers and in China, that means a return to Confucian values (see below.) This does not imply that modern business systems and approaches are ignored - more that they are given a Confucian twist to enable them to lie happily alongside the mainstream Chinese world view. 

Chinese Business Structures 

Probably the biggest benefit from the joint venture approach is that it helps the overseas entity to establish relations

Under the Communist regime the most important structure to which an individual was linked was his or her work group or dan wei. In the past, the dan wei guaranteed workers security throughout their lives in a 'cradle to grave' arrangement and the dan wei mentality still lingers on in large measure. It can be extremely risky for a worker to leave the security of the dan wei as this means the automatic forfeit of the rights and privileges associated with membership - and these could mean such basics as food, accommodation and medical assistance. In order to maintain the security blanket afforded by the dan wei and at the same time take advantage of the new opportunities arising in the 'new order', many people take on two jobs until the new opportunities are viable enough to risk losing the traditional support mechanisms.

Most overseas companies who set up operations in the PRC do so in the form of a joint-venture with a Chinese organisation and there certainly seem to be manifold benefits to be accrued from doing so. Probably the biggest benefit from the joint-venture approach is that it helps the overseas entity to establish relations - via the Chinese part of the venture - into a complex network of Chinese relationships. Guanxi, or personal connections, are the all-important weapon in all business situations in the PRC. As has often been said, 'In China, if you don't have Guanxi, you don't have anything.' Forming a joint-venture company would seem to be the quickest and most effective way of developing good quality relationships in a country such as China.

As would be expected in a Confucian society, operational structures, chains of command, management style etc. tend to be hierarchical and the introduction of more matrix-oriented approaches are bound to lead to conflict with local expectations. 

Chinese Management Style 

Management style tends towards the directive, with the senior manager giving instructions to their direct reports

In Confucian philosophy, all relationships are deemed to be unequal. Ethical behaviour demands that these inequalities are respected. Thus, the older person should automatically receive respect from the younger, the senior from the subordinate. This Confucian approach should be seen as the cornerstone of all management thinking and issues such as empowerment and open access to all information are viewed by the Chinese as, at best, bizarre Western notions.

(It should be borne in mind that many people in China - as well as in many other Asian countries - see the lack of observance of hierarchical values as the root cause of the 'problems of the West.' These problems include the twin Western diseases of moral degeneration and the anarchic idea that an individual is more important than the group to which they belong.)

Thus, in China, management style tends towards the directive, with the senior manager giving instructions to their direct reports who in turn pass on the instructions down the line. It is not expected that subordinates will question the decisions of superiors - that would be to show disrespect and be the direct cause of loss of face (mianzi) for all concerned.

The manager should be seen as a type of father figure who expects and receives loyalty and obedience from colleagues. In return, the manager is expected to take an holistic interest in the well-being of those colleagues. It is a mutually beneficial two-way relationship.

Senior managers will often have close relations to the Communist Party and many business decisions are likely to be scrutinised by the party which is often the unseen force behind many situations 

