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Abstract

This paper highlights several important aspects
of human resource motivational-management in
developing mainland China in areas where for-
eign managers can take particular advantage of
the economic and cultural conditions to best
motivate employees.  It offers practical propos-
als in confidence-building, communication,
leadership, and organizational structure, and dis-
cusses the circumstances in China surrounding
these suggestions.  Maintaining a motivated and
productive team in China, as anywhere, is key to
success, and most of the people-management
tenets taught around the world apply well in
China. However, there are aspects of mainland
China that deserve special attention when mak-
ing decisions on how to motivate people.  This
paper points out management challenges associ-
ated with them, and suggests how to deal with
them.

1. The Management Environment

The environment for business in China is clearly
exceptional.  In a nutshell, the cost of labor is
low, and is likely to stay low for years, and the
independent unionization of that labor is ille-
gal.  China is very stable for a developing coun-
try .  It has the largest potential domestic market
in the world.  The economy has maintained rela-
tively high and stable growth rates of around 7%
over the past two decades, and about 9 percent
in 2003, with the expectation for growth of
around 7% to continue for many years.  Also

China entered the World Trade Organization
(WTO) in 2001.  This combination of solid
growth, a large market, cheap labor, and stabil-
ity, along with expected continuing WTO-
induced reforms, is why businesses from around
the globe have been flooding into China.
China’s Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), as a
result, has grown dramatically in the past decade
to its position as the number one, or two, recipi-
ent of FDI in the world over the past several
years.

However, even with these outstanding condi-
tions, a large number of the foreign companies
fail or spend many years in the red before finally
turning things around.  A major reason for this
can be traced to the difficulty of maintaining a
well-motivated group of employees. For exam-
ple, while labor is cheap, it can be quite unpro-
ductive without an appropriate motivational
environment.  Also, although China is stable, the
rule of law is weak, and this “law of the jungle”
environment leads to numerous management
challenges, including building a case for and
dismissing an employee, and employment con-
tract enforcement issues.

Another problem is that a large number of the
foreign managers in China have come with a
staffing mindset that may have served them and
their companies well overseas, but is often inap-
propriate for China. Such managers typically
have worked with their organization outside of
China for many years, and through those years
developed management experience and success
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records that led to their being appointed to man-
agement positions in China.  However, through
their experience outside of China, they often
have developed a predisposition toward such
things as pushing as much responsibility as pos-
sible to the lowest levels and bringing the num-
ber of employees to a bare minimum.  This kind
of cost-cutting forms the basis for their staffing
decisions in China.  They often do not seem cog-
nizant of the fundamental economic, legal, and
social conditions that underlie the validity of
these approaches at home, and how they differ
in China.

A major source of these different conditions in
China is the State Owned Enterprise (SOE) leg-
acy.  Before the 1980s, when the open-door pol-
icy really got underway, most Chinese worked
for SOEs.  In those days the lives of employees
revolved around their SOE work unit, which
offered a multitude of services for their families
and lifetime employment.  It was rare to be able
to change jobs or move to another community,
and when it was possible the decision was based
mainly on political considerations.  It was also
nearly impossible to fire a non-performer.  In
addition, both mandatory political meetings
associated with the work unit, and the Chinese
media, fostered a negative image of capitalism
and Western and Japanese business practices,
often based on the more extreme, yet usually
true, examples of ruthless managers and
employee abuse.  Such political indoctrination,
as well as SOE-provided services and lifetime
employment, have largely fallen by the wayside,
but in some ways they continue to affect the atti-
tudes, perceptions, and expectations of employ-
ees.

Other aspects of SOEs haven’t changed much
over the years.  They are usually hierarchical,
with many layers of middle management each
micromanaging its subordinates and feeding
them tasks.  Typically SOE culture is slow-
paced and small-task oriented, even for the bet-
ter-educated employees.  Little is expected of
the employees, and they are given little respon-
sibility.  Pay is low, and productivity is low,
sometimes with little to do for long periods of
time.  Differences in pay levels are generally not
great, and rewards for good performance are
few.  Opportunities to get ahead are scarce, and
“guanxi,” or connections and relationships, are
usually needed to have a chance at them.  In
such an environment some get used to expend-
ing much energy on perceptions politicking, that
is, working to create perceptions in the eyes of
the management that they are loyal or valuable,
rather than actually accomplishing much.

Today nearly half of China’s employees still
work for SOEs.  However, this is gradually
shrinking, as SOE employees are continually
moving into the private sector where most for-
eigners manage.  To some extent they bring SOE
culture with them, contributing to the challeng-
ing motivational-management environment.

For a quick look at this environment, I will draw
on my first management position in China.  I
had just been relocated to China, and I walked
into the facility where I was going to manage for
the first time.  I found the assistant to the plant
manager with his head and arms sprawled flat on
his desktop, sound asleep.

In this global company, in America at least,
sleeping on the job was grounds for immediate
dismissal, although extenuating circumstances
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would normally be considered.  In his case it
was possible he could have worked late the night
before completing a project.  Or, as assistant to
the plant manager, his responsibilities would
sometimes include being out late eating and
drinking with customers and suppliers while
interpreting for the plant manager (who was also
a Westerner).

I gave him a nudge.  He didn’t budge at first.
Then he lethargically struggled and lifted his
head.  He seemed startled when he saw me,
although he knew I would be arriving.  I intro-
duced myself in a friendly, but stern way.  He
then muttered that the plant manager was away
for the week, which I was well aware of.  The
plant manger had told me that his assistant
would prepare for my arrival.  Flustered, the
assistant proceeded to tell me that he had noth-
ing to do.  Actually, he hadn’t prepared for my
arrival, and he also had other tasks he was sup-
posed to have been working on.

This could have happened almost anywhere, of
course.  But, although I had managed Chinese
workers in America, this brief experience in
China immediately impressed upon me how
challenging the motivational environment could
be.

2. Individuals and the 
Organization

I have found that most Chinese are willing to
work extremely hard.  They will work long
hours, and give up many evenings and weekends
for their employer.  Young people in particular,
whether they are new college graduates or
unskilled laborers, may have the advantage of
not having developed any bad habits from SOE
work experience.  Young people are certainly

the target of many of the foreign managers’ hir-
ing schemes.  This generation is more flexible,
having grown up in a more open China, and
many are simply willing to work hard and fol-
low the company rules in hopes that their contri-
bution will be recognized, and they believe they
can get ahead this way.  Many young college
graduates are excited about their new profes-
sion, and the advancement and expansion of
their knowledge in their field.  They see their
whole life ahead of them, in a China with an
increasingly exciting and dynamic future, and
see much opportunity if they are prepared to
compete in an open labor-market. 

Usually this eagerness has little to do with obli-
gation and company loyalty, but is more the
result of a motivational environment that is per-
ceived as fair with the right incentives.  SOEs
rarely provide such an environment, and SOE
culture has even affected many young people.
Many have grown up with SOE culture around
them, living in SOE housing with family and
relatives working in SOEs.  To some extent SOE
culture seems to pervade most private-sector
workplaces in China.  As private-sector employ-
ment expands, the SOE culture that so many
have been exposed to must be considered as one
strives to create the appropriate environment. 

One area to consider is organizational struc-
ture.  As mentioned earlier, SOEs tend to be
hierarchical, and FIEs tend to be flatter, with
fewer middle managers on the payroll, and with
employees having more responsibility.  The flat-
ter an organization, the more employees gener-
ally report to each manager, and the more
autonomy and responsibility employees gener-
ally have.  In flattening an organization, at some
point the gains from removing layers of manage-
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ment are outweighed by the losses resulting
from the reduction of supervision, and the asso-
ciated loss of sufficient vertical communication
and control.  It is not clear where that point is for
any given organization, but I will argue that in
China today organizations generally should not
be as flat as they typically are in the West.

First, relative to the ability of some Westerners
to be able to take a project description and run
with it to completion with limited directional-
input, Chinese typically need more guidance.  In
flat organizations, employees are expected to
exercise reasonable organizational skills, and
prioritize multiple projects, tasks, and/or other
responsibilities.  In an SOE, the boss typically
directs much of what subordinates do, coordi-
nating project chunks and other work and feed-
ing it to them task by task.  Many Chinese seem
to need additional clarity and simplicity in their
assignments.  If the organization is too flat, man-
agement resources are not sufficiently available
to provide the needed guidance.  The frequent
Chinese tendency to ask few questions doesn’t
help either.  This may result in well-intentioned
employees doing the right things, but doing
them the wrong way, or doing a good job on the
wrong things.  In addition, this more loosely
managed environment may result in employees
feeling that their supervisor, or the organization
as a whole, isn’t providing the support that they
need and deserve to do their jobs.

Related to this, Chinese are often accustomed to
closer, and occasionally “over-the-shoulder”
supervision, particularly at the lowest levels.
Additional supervision may be necessary to
maintain reasonable productivity, otherwise
workers may feel that they are being left alone
by their supervisor.  At somewhat higher levels,

or in the office, the result of managers in flat
organizations pushing responsibility down to
subordinates is that they are sometimes over-
whelmed by the workload or its complexity.
Additionally, this action is sometimes inter-
preted as being asked to do the manager’s job.

Furthermore, Chinese don’t always work
together well.  They often don’t communicate
well either, and I have found they frequently
tend to be minimalists when it comes to sharing
information.  The old saying goes that a single
Chinese can accomplish amazing things, but in a
group they accomplish little.    Enough supervi-
sion is needed to make sure employees work
together effectively.

A major driver for organizational flatness is the
direct cost savings; you have fewer manager sal-
aries to pay.  In the West, wages and salaries and
the benefits that accompany them make up a
large portion, often the largest portion, of com-
pany budgets.  Reducing these by removing
middle-management salaries has a great impact
on the bottom line.  In China, wages and salaries
make up a much smaller portion of the overall
budget.  The loss of supervision and coordina-
tion provided by a middle manager in a some-
what flat Chinese organization may outweigh
the direct benefit to the bottom line.

That is not to say that FIEs cannot have rela-
tively flat organizations in China, but only that
they may not be able to flatten them as much.
This can be disillusioning to some Western man-
agers, who may have initially plugged Chinese
labor costs into their barely-modified Western
models and seen huge potential profits.  Cer-
tainly, compared to SOEs, a large amount of
flattening is necessary, getting rid of unneces-
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sary layers of management, and capturing the
gains that come from individuals taking more
responsibility and making more decisions about
their own jobs, which they know far better than
their bosses.  But the labor cost is low enough to
allow for the cost of a little more supervision,
and along with attention to other aspects of the
motivational environment I will discuss below,
it can lead to higher productivity and ultimately
success in China

3. Communicating

As anywhere, positive reinforcement is a great
way for managers to communicate with, influ-
ence, and motivate people.  And I have found
that most Chinese are highly receptive to posi-
tive feedback.  I believe part of the reason it can
be so effective is that self-esteem among many
mainland Chinese is low.  Many Chinese grow
up in a “cuo le,” or hyper-corrective, culture.
“Cuo le” means “mistake,” or “wrong!” and is
frequently said tersely to children by some
teachers and parents when an error is made.
This seems to continue to a lesser extent in the
workplace by some bosses to subordinates.  Pos-
itive feedback seems to be in short supply, and
as a result there is a real opening for Western
managers to build employee self-worth.

Other employees in China seem to have a fear of
managers, or at least Western managers, or a
fear of being fired, possibly due in part to their
introduction to capitalism years earlier through
the eyes of the Communist Party.  In managing
them, too, seek out opportunities to praise a job
well done, and offer pat-on-the-back com-
ments.  Over time such compliments will help to
build confidence and hopefully encourage
employees to open up and share more informa-
tion with you, a challenge I’ll touch on again

below.  Of course, to be effective it must be gen-
uine positive feedback, and it must be perceived
as such by the recipients.

As for negative feedback, I have found it is gen-
erally not very difficult to deliver it to subordi-
nates in China.  They are usually accustomed to
it.  It should be limited to constructive feedback,
done in private, and only offered when neces-
sary to move them or the organization ahead.
Your constructive negative feedback must also
be genuine.  But I have found it is usually better
to be brief in the constructive aspect, as trying to
be very diplomatic in China to soften the blow
seems often to be viewed as phony, or as simply
a veil for criticism.  When you must point out
problems or deficiencies, point them out with
authority with the expectation that they will
improve.  This is effective when done within a
management style that emphasizes the positive.
Talk of deficiencies as if you know they will get
better.  Let employees know that you know they
can do it, and express confidence that positive
results will develop.  Sandwiching negative
comments with positive ones also helps.

Other than criticism directed at subordinates,
there is not normally much direct criticism in
everyday discussion in the workplace in China,
particularly among employees at the same level,
or directed at those at higher levels in the organi-
zation.  In private, Chinese are at least as willing
as Westerners to complain about others, but in
public under normal circumstances they tend to
avoid putting others in a bad light, and may
“agree” with things even when they actually dis-
agree, to allow for face-saving.

This tendency can make it difficult to move for-
ward in meetings.  To avoid criticizing (or for
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other reasons, at times to avoid being criticized
themselves), Chinese sometimes contribute little
to meetings, particularly where problems need
to be brought out in the open and solved.  This
can be a critical challenge because, as men-
tioned earlier, Chinese often don’t communicate
well in general, and meetings are the place to
ensure that team members are adequately shar-
ing information, understanding problems, and
maintaining alignment with management goals.

Making sure that meetings are effective, and
enhancing communication in them, can be
tricky.  You want to try to work with the culture,
while at the same time push ahead.  Interestingly
though, the face-saving aspect of the culture
sometimes takes a back seat when Chinese cross
an emotional threshold.  When an employee
feels challenged or slighted, an argumentative
eruption may take place, and the meeting may
suddenly become loud.  Employees, who may
otherwise be tiptoeing around issues, will some-
times dramatically speak their mind, offer their
opinions, and scrutinize the opinions of others.
A lot of information is exchanged in a short
time, and obviously some of it may not be use-
ful.

Such a meeting environment can be unprofes-
sional and counterproductive to the atmosphere
a manager should foster.  As a result, some
Western managers stop these arguments as soon
as they erupt.  Yet such an environment does not
seem to alarm many Chinese.  A superficial
calm may be restored, but individuals would be
stifled.  Their thoughts would likely come out in
private later, though it might be better to bring
them out in the meeting where they can be dis-
cussed and/or challenged.

I have found these arguments, if not allowed to
exceed reasonable limits, to be a good antidote
to the general lack of sufficient communica-
tion.  I suggest trying to let these arguments pro-
ceed at least until the participants have listened
to, and have been heard by others.  But if the
argument starts to become personal, drag on, or
otherwise get out of hand, it could be destructive
and must be stopped.  Certainly don’t encourage
argumentation by any means.  But as a compro-
mise to the culture, when arguments come up in
a meeting, it often helps the manager and the
employees understand the issues better, and as a
beneficial side effect, even lets the employees
vent, within reason.  I have also found that the
employees seem to bounce right back after these
limited meeting arguments.

To further facilitate communication and make
sure meetings are effective, an environment
must be maintained where employees feel that
what is expected of them is fair and confident
enough to speak their minds.  Having a reason-
able organizational structure and using positive
reinforcement, as mentioned earlier, and other
techniques that are discussed below, will be
helpful along these lines.  Managers should
expect that all attendees are thoroughly prepared
for meetings, and managers themselves should
be well prepared and make sure that everyone is
followed-up on, and on course.

Have frequent meetings, as they are the best way
to ensure sufficient communication.  But sched-
ule short meetings, and keep them short.  The
phrase “time is money” somehow doesn’t hit
home with many Chinese.  It may also be help-
ful to always exhibit a sense of urgency.  Set an
example by always starting your meetings on
time.  This is more efficient and also sets the
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tone that time is important.  But don’t expect
Chinese culture to change.  Chinese are not
accustomed to punctuality being as important as
it is to many Westerners, and to Japanese.  Start
on time, but begin with issues that are less
important.  You will have stragglers, but over
time, if you consistently start on time, your
employees will tend to arrive closer to the start-
ing time.

4. Leading to Motivate

Although I have discussed some soft skills such
as positive reinforcement, the hard reality in
China is that a manager should be a “tough-
guy.”   Managing under a weak rule of law
demands a toughness and shrewdness.  Doing
business and negotiating in this environment
where nothing can be taken for granted, and the
law is not necessarily behind you, is challeng-
ing.  Agreements, contracts, and laws may not
be enforced.  For instance, it is difficult to
enforce employment contracts, leading to the
need for managers to use less law-based
approaches to employee retention.  Company
rules are also difficult to enforce in a culture
where any laws or rules, no matter how “carved
in stone” they are supposed to be, seem to be
viewed as flexible.  A former Chinese co-worker
once told me, “In China, anything is possible,
but nothing is easy.”  In this environment, as in
“the jungle,” a manager’s ability to intimidate,
project an image of power, and be able to finagle
and work around problems, carries a lot of
weight.

Of course, this is common in many other devel-
oping countries as well, and decades ago it
wasn’t unusual in the developed world either.
Virtually anywhere, a timid manager would
have trouble leading; managers obviously

should be assertive and confident.  But in
China’s lawless and SOE cultural environment,
the expectation of managers seems to go beyond
that, to the point where managers may need to
be seen as somewhat uncompromising and dic-
tatorial to consistently maintain the support of
employees.  And in Asia in general, there seems
to be more of a cultural tolerance for dictatorial
leadership.

On the other hand, I have met a few young,
mainly overseas-educated Chinese managers,
who don’t fit this description well.  Although I
believe this tough-guy expectation of bosses will
gradually soften, I think the general expectation
will continue for many years.  I suggest that
while managers strive for fairness, since Chi-
nese are very conscious of this, to effectively
lead employees in China managers shouldn’t
show that they care, but just allow it to be
revealed through their actions and directives.
Project an image that the business is a larger
being that must be moved forward regardless of
feelings.

Related to this, I have found there is usually a
need for non-participatory management in
China.  This may be a difficult adjustment for
some Western managers who have grown accus-
tomed to discussing some issues with employees
before making decisions.  He or she may have
found back home that participatory management
results in better decision-making by the manager
as a result of employee input, better results from
the subordinate as a result of understanding the
boss’s direction better, thereby maintaining bet-
ter alignment, building employee self-esteem by
showing that their opinion is valued, and gener-
ally assisting in efforts to build teamwork, and
improve communication.
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However, although a credible manager any-
where should have a reasonable grasp of the
management issues he or she must deal with, I
have found that a boss in China is usually
expected to have all the answers.  Asking subor-
dinates their opinion is often considered a weak-
ness in decision-making ability.  Rather than
respecting the manager for making sure the peo-
ple who know their job best are consulted in
matters that relate to them, or feeling valued
because their opinion is being requested, they
may think the manager doesn’t know his or her
job, or can’t or won’t figure it out himself or her-
self.  They may further feel that it is not their
responsibility to help the manager make deci-
sions.  In addition, Chinese often seem to con-
fuse participatory management with communal
decision-making, where decisions are made by
the group on a consensus basis.  In this case, if
the manager asks for opinions, and then doesn’t
do what is suggested, the subordinates might
think the manager doesn’t respect their opinions,
and wonder why they are being asked at all if the
manager isn’t going to implement their ideas.
Some employees in the West also see participa-
tory management this way, but in China it seems
this view is widely held, to the point that it ren-
ders participatory management practically inef-
fective.

Without participatory management, gaining suf-
ficient information from subordinates so that
well-informed decisions are made can be diffi-
cult.  Combined with a culture where subordi-
nates tend to ask few questions, and tend to be
minimalists in the sharing of information, it can
be a considerable challenge to gain information
from employees.  As a result, active listening is
a critical skill when managing in China.

Active listening is one of the most important
management tools, and may be one of the most
under-utilized.  As a manager listens, he or she
should look for hints about the real progress of
an employee, or the progress of others.  Subtly
prod for additional information, or clues about
the employees’ opinions in important areas.
While listening, delicately encourage them to
volunteer information through conversation
without actually directly asking their opinion.
By listening carefully, and providing feedback,
subordinates feel that you care about what they
have to say.  It is also a useful tool in China to
encourage employees to open up and improve
communication in general.

Also critical to gaining information from and
about employees, as well as ultimately being
one of the most important skills in China to
function in business, is building “guanxi,”
strong long-term relationships based on trust.
Outside the organization, with the weak rule of
law, managers must take a long-term approach,
building relationships, since one can’t depend on
contracts and the law.  Inside the organization,
build strong relationships with some important/
key people to help obtain the information you
need to make good management decisions.
These key people, most importantly the man-
ager’s own assistant, should be high-performers
who are consistently recognized for their contri-
bution to the organization

5. Conclusion

Mainland Chinese can be extremely highly
motivated, but the right environment and incen-
tives need to be in place.  The first step is to
ensure that the structure of the organization fits
the culture, providing a motivating environment
that is considered fair by employees.  At least
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for the current phase of China’s development, a
typical flat structure imported from the West
may result in considerable motivation and reten-
tion problems, mainly because it doesn’t provide
sufficient supervision.

Chinese are particularly receptive to genuine
positive feedback, and managers should make
every effort to offer it frequently.  If an argument
breaks out in a meeting, stop it immediately if it
appears it would become destructive, but other-
wise hang on and allow the exchange of opin-
ions to continue in order to facilitate discussion
and offset the general lack of adequate commu-
nication in Chinese organizations.  Managers in
China should be tough to be effective and to

meet the expectations of the culture.  Participa-
tory management appears to be ineffective in
China, and other methods, such as active listen-
ing and building core guanxi relationships, are
more effective in gaining feedback to improve
management decisions.  The follow-up to this
paper will include other major motivating and
retention issues in China such as compensation,
hiring, probation, and training. 
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