cultural concepts for the
expatriate manager in china

The growing Chinese market and its increased importance to the global economy has
enticed many multinational corporations and
law firms to establish
operations in China.
by john p. mark,
These global corporamaricar c. tinio
tions include various
and mark r. williams corporate functions,
such as legal services,
in their China operations. Legal services organizations may be
located in several cities across the region, with
their lawyers reporting to the country manager
and/or into the headquarters of the legal services organization. As a result, managing such
an organization and hiring the best lawyers to
work in these departments can be extremely
challenging. The complexity of this task is multiplied when a regional general counsel or law
firm managing partner must manage a legal
services organization located in a country other
than her home country, and includes individuals from many cultures.
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Based on the authors’ extensive legal and
management experience both in the United
States and in the Asia-Pacific region, particularly China and Hong Kong, this article
offers expatriate lawyers and hiring managers
some practical considerations for the effective
hiring and management of a legal services
organization in China. Before the expatriate
(including one who is ethnically Chinese) takes
a position in China, he or she should learn as
much as possible about China and its culture,
and continue to do this after beginning work
there. Obviously, Chinese culture has many
differences from Western culture, and this
article cannot possibly describe all of those
differences. It will discuss, however, some of
the most relevant cultural differences. Law
practice managers and lawyers in both law
firms and corporations situated in China must
understand that management and leadership
techniques that work in the United States and
Europe may be ineffective in China; it is necessary to consider differences between Chinese
and Western culture.
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In China, three extremely important
important roles both in leading a team
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cultural concepts pervade all business and
is senior counsel for the
and securing followers, and also in the
Linde Group, a gases and
social interactions. The expatriate manager
attitudes and behaviors of subordinates
engineering company.
He has advised on Asia
must be familiar with:
towards their leaders. Their presence imPacific transactions since 1987. Mark
• “Guanxi” or “personal relationships,”
pacts all the expatriate manager’s business
was formerly the vice president, legal
services Asia Pacific, for WR Grace,
• “Xinyong” or “personal trust,” and
and social relations in China.
and regional counsel Asia Pacific and
• “Mianzi” or “face.”
“Mianzi,” or “face,” meaning a combiLatin America for Sealed Air. He has
also lived in Hong Kong. Mark can be
Understanding these concepts will
nation of one’s dignity, honor, prestige,
contacted at john.mark@linde.com.
facilitate the success of any foreign leader
status, respect and propriety, is another
Maricar C. Tinio is
in China.
critical concept in Chinese culture. Face
principal and CEO of
Persephone Group, LLC,
More specifically, Guanxi reflects a
is one’s respectability and sense of worth,
a boutique legal and
person’s network of contacts that can
and it can be lost, maintained or enfinancial services recruiting
firm.
She
places
law
firm
partners
and
be called upon when the person needs a
hanced. Chinese social and professional
associates, lawyers in corporate legal
favor or to accomplish a task that requires
discourse is heavily regulated by concepts
departments, and financial services
professionals and compliance people in
the help of others. Xinyong, or personal
of face, and cooperation and conflict in
international law firms, corporations and
trust, means the depth and strength of
China is heavily influenced by mutual vulfinancial institutions. Her in-house legal
placements consist mostly of placing
Guanxi between any two individuals.
nerability to it. For example, when seeking
attorneys in highly regulated industries
The concepts of Guanxi and Xinyong are
including financial services and the pharto resolve a conflict or disagreement, one
maceutical industry. She may be contacted
integrally related, critically affect rapport
should allow the other side to “save face.”
at mtinio@persephonegroup.com.
between the expatriate manager and his or
Hence, finding “win-win” solutions in
Mark R. Williams is a
her subordinates, and are a key element of
China, or at least solutions that have the
partner in the Corporate
and Securities group
effective management in China. Guanxi,
appearance of “win-win,” is desirable.
of DLA Piper. Williams
if strong enough in depth of feeling, can
While Westerners may interpret this conhas been involved in
numerous international transactions,
even incorporate a moral obligation to
cept of face and its ensuing behaviors as
particularly with respect to Asia and the
maintain the relationship, resulting in
irrational, knowledge and acceptance of
Middle East. He was formerly managing
partner of the firm’s Beijing office and
loyalty to the leader. A strong feeling of
this concept is imperative for the expatrirecently opened DLA Piper’s Doha, Qatar
office. Williams has previously lived and
Guanxi with the leader may cause the
ate manager to be successful in China.
worked in Korea, Thailand and South
subordinate to believe and assume that the
The expatriate manager is not exempted
Africa. He can be contacted at
mark.williams@dlapiper.com.
leader is aware of the subordinate’s needs
from Chinese cultural norms, can definitely
and desires, and that they will be taken
participate in the system of Guanxi, and is
into account when the leader is making deregulated, like Chinese coworkers, by concisions — a paternalistic style of managecepts of Xinyong and Mianzi. Sometimes it
ment in contrast to management styles in the West. What
may even be easier for a foreigner in China because many
makes this possible is the trust (Xinyong) each of the
Chinese see Western friends as an inherent source of presparties has in each other. Thus, Guanxi and Xinyong play tige and Guanxi. Foreigners in China, however, sometimes
assume that friendliness equates to Guanxi. Although
friendly relationships may be a reflection of Guanxi, real
Guanxi needs to be built over time by forming truly deep
Chinese “Friendship” at Work
connections, similar to developing deep friendships in
Western society. In essence, Guanxi in China does not
During joint venture negotiations, an expatriate regional
always imply that a friendship exists, merely that a storegeneral counsel befriended a young man from the Chinese
house of good will has been built that can be drawn upon
negotiating team. During those negotiations, it appeared
for future favors from the other person.
that the young man’s sole duty was to pour tea for members
Choice of language in an office and your communicaof the Western party. Over the course of the life of the joint
tion style can also influence interactions in a multicultural
venture the regional GC and the man forged a strong workenvironment in China. In our experience, English is the
ing relationship based on mutual respect, and developed a
official working language of many global corporations,
true friendship. The man introduced the regional GC to other
including in China operations, and the vast majority of
Chinese parties who were instrumental in other unrelated
local Chinese staff has acquired strong English skills. It is
transactions. In addition, the regional GC assisted the man’s
not uncommon, however, for the local staff to interact in
son in gaining acceptance to school in the United States.
a business or social context in Putonghua (i.e., Mandarin)
or another local dialect. While the local staff’s inten-
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tion may not be to exclude the expatriate from important
interactions, that may be the net effect. Use of local
dialect by the local staff can tremendously frustrate the
expatriate, especially American-born or overseas ethnic
Chinese who may have knowledge of Putonghua, but not
other local dialects. Imposing an English-only rule in the
office is the least desirable solution as it generally creates
resentment and loss of face among local staff. Instead, the
expatriate should study Putonghua and also some of the
local dialect to increase his or her effectiveness and demonstrate commitment to China, as well as demonstrate
respect to the local staff.
In addition to language barriers, miscommunication
can result from one’s communication style. Expatriates
sometimes complain that open and transparent communication in China is rare. While this may be true from
a Western perspective, the expatriate should not infer
devious intent from the Chinese style of communication.
Indirect forms of communication, especially with a high
status expatriate manager, may be the result of the desire
to avoid conflict, fear of losing face, or of damaging
Guanxi. For example, if the expatriate disagrees publicly with a Chinese attorney, the Chinese attorney may
become embarrassed and lose face. Moreover, if the local
staff is quiet during meetings, it does not necessarily imply that they do not wish to participate or have nothing to
contribute. Rather, from a Chinese cultural perspective,
remaining quiet is a sign of wisdom and respect. Active
participation may be seen as showing off. Accordingly,
the expatriate should understand the cultural context in
which the communication is taking place. Knowledge of
the communication differences between China and the
West presents an excellent opportunity for the expatriate to mentor local staff members who desire to pursue
overseas assignments. The expatriate can teach local staff

Team goals and vision
should be clearly defined in a
Chinese company so that the
collective group is always
striving toward the same
end, and achieving these goals
is seen to benefit the entire
collective group and company.
the communication, presentation and negotiation skills
necessary to be effective at the corporate headquarters or
elsewhere in the West.
The expatriate manager in China must also be aware
of different leadership styles, and implement an appropriate style that will be most successful for managing
operations in China. The expatriate manager needs to
understand a variety of concepts in Chinese culture, and
to blend and balance those concepts with Western culture for the Western company to successfully operate in
China. Typically, the Chinese respect a strong leader, as
evidenced by China’s long history of imperial rule, right
up through China’s current governmental structure and
the various dominant figures that have ruled since the
revolution of 1949. The Western manager, based on his
or her background, may be inclined toward a softer, more
participative leadership style that typically appeals in the
United States or Europe. This egalitarian approach, however, may be seen as weakness in a leader in China. The
situation is compounded by the fact that an expatriate
manager in China may be managing a group comprised of
people from a variety of countries and cultures (Chinese,
Hong Kong, Taiwanese, American, British, Australian,
German, etc.) and therefore, what appeals to one group
may not appeal to another.
Cognizance of hierarchy is important for the expatriate manager in China. Chinese culture respects
hierarchy, both in terms of age and status, and the
expatriate manager needs to be aware that sometimes a
subordinate may defer to a higher status team member
merely because of the team member’s status, irrespective
of whether that person is right or wrong in her decision making, or has correct information. In the West, a

When the Corner Office Is Ok
One Western expatriate manager in China set up his office in a cubicle among the other workers to reflect that he
was merely one of them, and that everybody needed to pull
together equally as a team. Although Westerners may find
this appealing, this set-up confused the Chinese who saw it
as a sign of weakness. In their eyes, a senior leader should
have the largest and most important office as it denotes
the expatriate manager as a leader and reflects his high
status. Again, appealing to both Chinese and expatriate
employees at the same time is the expatriate manager’s
most important challenge.
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leader’s decisions may be challenged if they do not appear sound. In China, however, a subordinate will most
likely not openly question or challenge his or her leader.
Respect for hierarchy is not as strong in China as in Korea or Japan, but is still distinctively different than in the
United States or Europe; and an expatriate manager must
have an acute awareness of this dynamic.
Consistent with the precepts that Chinese respect a
strong leader and have a deep respect for hierarchy, the
expatriate manager in China may find it challenging to
empower local staff. Staff members will often look for
greater and more detailed direction than their counterparts in the West. They will typically be less likely to act
on their own initiative, thereby sometimes frustrating
their expatriate manager. Chinese workers often expect
a much more paternalistic style of leadership than is
expected by Western workers. They expect their leader to
take care of the collective work “family,” while the foreign
worker likely holds more of a contractual relationship
with his manager based on the formal terms and conditions of the employment relationship.
An expatriate manager in China must also recognize
that China emphasizes collectivism more than in the West.
People in the United States generally place greater emphasis on individuality and an individual’s own achievements.
In contrast, the Chinese tend to define themselves to a
greater extent by their group membership. They expect
identification with and loyalty to the group, and conversely
the group is expected to support the individual in times
of difficulty. Different groups may form within the same
company, and a Chinese employee may have adherence to
their particular group. A manager will have more success
if he keeps these group loyalties consistent with loyalty to
the organization as a whole, and is aware of them when
forming teams within the company.
The focus on Guanxi and collectivism may mean that
the Chinese worker often focuses more on relationships,
while the Western worker focuses more on tasks. This
difference in focus may cause frustration for the expatriate manager who is accustomed to an emphasis on
completing assignments. The manager may not understand how tasks can be effectively accomplished without
assigning accountability to the individual. Team goals and
vision should be clearly defined in a Chinese company
so that the collective group is always striving toward the
same end, and achieving these goals is seen to benefit
the entire collective group and company. Any conflict
within the group should be resolved being mindful of
the concepts of Mianzi, Guanxi and Xinyong. Support
good teamwork and the achievement of goals by rewarding the entire group, not only the individual. Recognizing a team’s efforts and achievements gives face to the
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individual members of such group, but recognition of the
individual alone may embarrass that individual, or cause
a loss of face to other employees who are not being recognized — the concept of relative deprivation in connection
with Mianzi plays an important role in Chinese society.
The adherence to group structure and group loyalty,
along with Guanxi, means that the expatriate manager
may sometimes receive requests from individuals in the
group related to employee needs outside of work that
might be considered inappropriate in a Western context.
The key is to balance values of the Western organization
with the cultural norms in Chinese society. The collectivist nature of Chinese society means that one typically expects some degree of Guanxi from employees of the same
company in China. Of course, the larger the company,
the more diminished these relationships and expectations.
Conversely, one should expect the Chinese employee to
have stronger loyalty to other groups, such as his family
and other social networks, outside the company.
In light of all the foregoing factors, the expatriate
manager must examine and take into account the different dynamics at work, including: various nationalities,

What Did You Say?: Why Language
Choice Is So Important
A Western general manager of a joint venture located in
southern China imposed an English-only rule for the office.
He believed that since the official working language of the
company was English, all joint venture employees should only
communicate in English while at work. As a result, the place
was as quiet as a morgue whenever he was in the office.
The venture’s expatriate regional GC, however, spoke with
the local staff in Putonghua, Guangdonghua (i.e., Cantonese)
and Taishanhua — a local dialect of Taishan County, Guandong Province. The Chinese deputy general manager and the
local staff therefore chose to communicate critical business
information through the regional GC rather than directly to the
general manager. Even though the regional GC was a laowai,
that is, a foreigner, the joint venture staff treated him with
respect as a hanren, that is, an ethnic Chinese.
The same regional GC, while culturally sensitive in
southern China, was somewhat insensitive in the Hong Kong
office. The principal Chinese dialect spoken in Hong Kong is
Guangdonghua. While there, the regional GC chose to speak
Putonghua to the local Hong Kong staff. In turn, the Hong
Kong staff often responded in Guangdonghua or in English.
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cultural expectations, gender, age, and educational and
linguistic differences. For example, how might a female
manager be successful in China? How would her gender
interplay with the other concepts discussed in this article?
Will a younger manager be successful in managing older
subordinates? How might the experience of managing
differ if this female or younger manager is non-Chinese?
No simple or clear answers to these questions exist, but
the concepts of Mianzi, or face, and regard for strong and
paternalistic leaders should be taken into account.
Another dynamic that comes into play in the management of Western companies in China is whether a
long-term expatriate, a short-term expatriate or a local manages the Chinese operations. Obviously, a local
will understand and be intimately familiar with Chinese
culture, and have the benefit of being a long-term player.
The local manager, however, may not fully understand the
expectations from the Western headquarters or Western
clients, or the global culture and values that the company
desires to instill in its Chinese operations. If the shortterm expatriate manager knows he is only there for the

short term, and the employees know it too, neither party
will have an incentive to put the effort necessary into
understanding the concepts discussed above, and developing the Guanxi — all of which takes time and effort.
The long-term expatriate manager, on the other hand,
should have the time and incentive to make the effort to
settle into the Chinese cultural expectations and norms,
and employees may have more of an incentive to develop
the relationship. Currently, there is a trend in Western
companies of hiring managers for Chinese operations
who are either Chinese and educated in the West, or
ethnically Chinese and Chinese-speaking, but born and
raised in the West.
Note that the concepts described above are only
tendencies in Chinese culture and society, and cannot
be strictly applied across the board to every individual
or situation. A foreign company operating in China is
not the same as a purely Chinese company, and should
not pretend it is. The foreign company will have its own
values and culture, and should adhere to those values
and that culture even in China. At the same time, and
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Succeeding in China and India: The Next 10 Years (Oct.
2008). This material focuses on why you must adopt a different approach and mindset when dealing with China and
India, and what you cannot afford to ignore about doing
business with these two emerging giants.
www.acc.com/china&india/10yrs_oct08
• Entering Into Business in China and Terminating a Business
Relationship in China (April 2008). Read the questions and answers from this program addressing issues like due diligence,
agency relationships, payments, scope of work, domain
names and more. www.acc.com/bizrelations_in_china_apr08
• China Business Update (Oct. 2005). This program material
offers a breakdown of the legal advantages and disadvantages to conducting business in China. Changes in Chinese
laws, results of recent lawsuits, tips on opening relationships and developing successful business strategies are
adressed. www.acc.com/chinesebiz_oct05
• Opening Offices in Foreign Countries: The Nuts, Bolts and
Pitfalls (April 2004). Read this program material on how to
open offices in foreign countries.
www.acc.com/open_foreignoffice_apr04

•

The New Employment Minefield in China: 10 Things You
Should Know About the New Chinese Labor Contract Law
(June 2009). Recent enactment and clarification of China’s
new labor contract law has outlined the rights and responsibilities of parties on both sides of the agreement. For
American companies who employ staff in Chinese facilities,
or are considering extending their work into China, this
article is a must-read resource.
www.acc.com/docket/china/laborctr_jun09
• Going Global: The Challenges of Recruiting and Retaining
In-house Lawyers in China (May 2007). China is experiencing a tremendous pace of change. The infrastructure and
economy continue to grow rapidly, as does the demand for
legal services by companies. This article gives instructions
on how to keep up.
www.acc.com/docket/inhslaw_inchina_may07

Program Materials
•

Orienting East: IP in China (Oct. 2009). This material discusses the changing IP environment in China and how to
protect your intellectual property as you begin to manufacture in, or introduce your products to China.
www.acc.com/ip_in_china_oct09
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ACC has more material on this subject on our website. Visit
www.acc.com, where you can browse our resources by practice
area or use our search to find documents by keyword.
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when appropriate, the
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and adapt to the Chinese
sional standpoint, working
cultural environment and
and managing in a multiAt a dinner celebrating a successful transaction, the
context. Again, the expacultural context enhances
Western manager praised the local team for a job well
triate manager must learn
a lawyer’s leadership and
done. He singled out one team member for special recognito balance the sometimes
communication abilities,
tion because of the Chinese team member’s hard work,
competing cultural dynamcreates more job opportunegotiating skills and insight into the other side’s goals.
ics between a Western-based
nities and offers a different
While this form of recognition is common and greatly apcompany and its operating
world perspective. This
preciated in the West, it caused great embarrassment to
environment in China. A
guide should not intimithe team member being recognized and caused the other
Western company operating
date or dissuade lawyers
members of the team to lose face.
in China should not go so
or hiring managers from
far in adapting and adoptworking in a legal services
ing Chinese culture that it
organization in China. We
abandons its own values and culture, but should adapt its
firmly believe that the current growth of China and the
operations, products, R&D, marketing, management and
ability to work there present expatriate lawyers and manother facets to build on the strengths and opportunities
agers with a unique opportunity to experience trementhat come from operating in China.
dous professional and personal growth, as well as the
Since the people in any organization are integral to
chance to gain a deeper understanding of China and its
its success, a company will be successful in China by
important political and economic role in the world.
carefully hiring managers, whether local or expatriate,
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