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Abstract 

 

A major aspect of the growth and expansion of the Chinese economy, particularly 

in the  in the last 15 years, has been the Chinese government’s globalization policies, 

driving  massive growth in Overseas Foreign Direct Investment (OFDI), which has been 

characterized not only by speed and scale, but increasingly by the diversity of 

destination countries and industry sectors.  However, reportedly high failure rates that 

represent a significant impediment to economic growth highlight the need to pursue a 

greater understanding of the causes of these failures and to identify and understand both 

the sources of influence and the nature of the factors that impinge on the likelihood of 

success. 

Despite the critical importance of this aspect of Chinese global business 

leadership for the progress and success of China’s economic globalization, the current 

literature is characterized by very limited attention to Chinese expatriates, a heavy 

reliance of Chinese management theory on Western management theories and a major 

focus on the domestic rather than the international context.  Furthermore, existing 

models of global leadership are heavily US-centric and thus not necessarily applicable 

to China’s needs. 

However, the nub of the problem is that success in global leadership and 

particularly in international assignments relies on much more than just the individual 

leader, who finds himself or herself between different – and often – countervailing 

pressures; on the one side, the corporate culture, business policies and business 

practices of the Chinese employing organization and, on the other, the host nation’s 

culture, political, social, economic and regulatory environments and business practices. 
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Accordingly, whereas most current literature has focused on effectiveness of the 

individuals undertaking leadership roles in OFDI projects, this study takes a broader 

approach and addresses what was categorised as a complex social problem by seeking 

answers to the primary research question: How do culture, attitudes, experience, and 

organizational policies and practices influence the success of Chinese international 

assignees?  Throughout, this study takes a very deliberate China-centric perspective, 

seeking both to break free from the predominantly US-centricity and Western-centricity 

of leadership research and academic literature and to develop understandings and results 

that are both relevant and meaningful to the international operations and management of 

mainland Chinese corporations. Significant features of this study include: the holistic, 

multidimensional and multi-disciplinary approach; the access to and analysis of a 

unique body of survey data; and the blending of theory and practice, with the latter 

represented not only by my own personal experience but also by a wide range of 

practitioner sources. 

A multi-phased, sequential explanatory mixed method approach to this study 

provides for a mixture of explanation and exploration, with each step building on the 

previous one. Thus this journey begins in the familiar territory of current knowledge 

and accumulated experience and gradually progresses to new and expanded concepts 

and deeper understandings, culminating in a significantly enhanced explanation of the 

study’s research topic along with practical outcomes in the dual forms of meaningful 

advice for management and practical implementation tools. Phase 1 draws on a blending 

of globally- and China-related theoretical and practitioner literature plus practical 

experience, firstly to identify and examine the components of global leadership, 

including competencies, skills and attributes, leadership styles and behaviours, 
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effectiveness and the unique aspects of international assignments and secondly to define 

a new, more culture-neutral model of global leadership, the Global Acumen Model.  

Phase 2 firstly uses analysis of the responses from more than 12,000 Chinese senior and 

middle managers surveyed in the period 2007-2012 to identify and analyse actual 

Chinese leadership competencies, skills and attributes, creating a national-level profile 

of global leadership readiness.  Secondly the experiences of the more than 1,100 

respondents who had completed international assignments are combined with an 

examination of a wide range of Chinese OFDI projects to identify both individual and 

organizational causes of failure and success factors.  In Phase 3, the findings are 

consolidated, differing approaches to assessing cultural diversity are critically examined 

and an evolved model of global leadership is proposed.  In Phase 4 the quantitative and 

qualitative results are integrated to define a China-centric view of global leadership 

competencies, skills and attributes, very clear management implications are identified 

and illustrated.  

The principal findings of this study include: the global readiness profile of 

contemporary Chinese business leaders; the identification of a preponderance of 

organizational rather than individual causes of failure;  the benefits of value-mapping at 

the competence rather than country level to better understand cultural diversity; the 

Global Acumen Model and its role- and function-dependent sub-models plus a 

demonstration of its applicability to China; and finally the examination of the 

emergence and increasingly important role of Chinese billionaire entrepreneurs leading 

POEs into increasingly large-scale OFDI projects, with clear implications for both 

globalization studies as well as for Chinese IHRM.  In addition to exploration of the 

central roles of the value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy, the consistency:adaptation 



 

Going Global – Factors Influencing Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                           iv                                                                                                                                                                                                       

 

dichtotomy and the acculturation:enculturation dichotomy,  two important paradigm 

shifts are featured in this study - the first from “West:China” and “China:West” to 

“China:World”  and the second from “liability of foreignness” to “low diversity 

advantage.” 

This study addresses the literature and knowledge gaps particularly with regard to 

the holistic approach, the Chinese global readiness profile, the China-centric perspective 

and proposal of an operationalizable Chinese global leadership model, all drawing on 

what demonstrably is the largest body of survey data available.  The study also 

contributes in terms of methodology, knowledge, global leadership theory, Chinese 

management theory, development of models and publications.  Thus, this study, in its 

totality, represents an important addition to the literature and its findings are important 

also in the context of the effectiveness of Chinese OFDI and are both substantial and 

meaningful in terms of the management implications.  

    Accordingly, the study will be of special benefit to the leadership teams and 

Human Resource (HR) executives of Chinese Multinational Corporations (MNCs),  

while leadership teams of other nations’ MNCs will also find aspects of the study 

useful.   Other audiences that will benefit from this study include academics in the fields 

of global leadership, Chinese international business and IHRM leadership and Chinese 

management theory and practice.  
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Chapter 1 : Introduction – Finding a good general 
 

Preamble 

 

The fundamental dilemma faced when Chinese corporations send their 

business leaders on international assignments can be illustrated by reference to 

two Chinese literary classics, Cao Xueqin’s The Dream of Red Mansions 

(Honglou Meng,  红楼梦)  and Wu Cheng’en’s Journey to the West (Xiyou Ji, 

西游记).  The former espouses a tightly controlled and tight-knit society, 

predictable, hierarchic and self-perpetuating.  In sharp contrast, the latter 

describes not only a departure from the Chinese culture and a separation from 

that tightly-controlled  environment but an exposure to many new, different and 

strange influences well beyond the national borders and indeed the then known 

world. 

 

Chinese international assignees, like expatriates from other nations, in fact 

find themselves under the influence of both sets of circumstances, the former 

represented by their home country culture and the corporate policies and 

business practices and the latter by the national culture and the laws, regulations 

and business practices of the host country to which they have been assigned.  

Thus, as per the Chinese idiom, they can be likened to a mouse in a bellows 

(laoshu zuanjin fengxiang li), subjected to pressure from both sides.  Moreover, 

they represent modern examples in a continuing – and accelerating – debate 

about modern Chinese management theory and practice, the search for ti yong,  a 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E7%BA%A2%E6%A5%BC%E6%A2%A6
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E5%90%B3%E6%89%BF%E6%81%A9
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=Wu+Cheng%27en
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search begun at the end of the nineteenth century for ways to modernise without 

losing the essentials of the Chinese character. 

1.1 Background to the research 

 

 

 

 

        It is easy to find a thousand soldiers, but hard to find a good general 

 

The issue of a Chinese talent gap, seen as so critical to the success of 

China’s Go Out  (zouchuqu)  policy, is not new, being preceded more than a 

century earlier by a July 1895 imperial decree that signalled the commencement 

of a process of modernisation of the Chinese economy, including railways, 

currency, the military, postal services, education, manufacturing and mining and 

taxation and which was accompanied by an imperial order to totally adopt 

Western methods (Fenby, 2008). 

Two issues central to this study - competencies and methods - emerged from 

these decisions.  The first, the need for suitable personnel was exemplified by 

the concern expressed when the first commercial bank was being established as 

a result of this decree, which stated that what was needed were people who, 

unlike the scholarly class, were imbued with both practical knowledge and 

awareness of  latest developments (Fenby, 2008).  Finding suitable staff soon 

became a significant problem across the modernizing economy.  A century later, 

as the Chinese economy began another phase of economic change, this time of 

globalization, the same issue arose. As foreign companies began to expand their 

presence in China, the shortage of effective managers became evident. A 

千军易得, 一将难求 
 

Qian jun yi de, yi jiang nan qiu 
 

 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=qian
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=qian
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=yi
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=yi
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=yi
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=nan
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=nan
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McKinsey Institute study in 2005 which covered a broad spectrum of businesses 

across a range of industries, surveying more than 80 human-resources managers, 

found that less than “10% of Chinese job candidates, on average, were suitable 

for work in a foreign company” (Farrell & Grant, 2005, p. 5).  Then, as the Go 

Out policy gained momentum, the concern spread to the needs of Chinese 

multinationals.  The talent gap was both highlighted and quantified by 

McKinsey consultants, writing in the China Daily in May 2005:  

“We estimate that over the next decade or so, at least 150 Chinese 

companies will be operating on a global scale.  Before they can fulfil their 

ambitions, however, China’s global champions will have to overcome a 

number of challenges, the chief of which is the acute scarcity of Chinese 

leadership talent.  By our estimates, China’s aspiring global champions will 

need as many as 75,000 globally-capable leaders to drive their 

international expansion over the next 10 to 15 years. Today they have only 

around 3,000 to 5,000 of these leaders.”  (Grant & Desveaux, 2005, p. 10) 

Three years later, a McKinsey report on Chinese companies’ globalization 

challenges, in re-iterating these concerns, identified specific competencies:  

“One of the greatest barriers to the globalization efforts of Chinese 

companies is a dearth of employees with the right know-how….their 

globalization efforts (are) hindered by the scarcity of people with real cross-

cultural knowledge or experience managing foreign talent.”  (Dietz, Orr & 

Xing, 2009, pp. 4-5) 
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While progress since then clearly has been made, with the increased volumes of 

international activity and the resultant acquisition of both skills and experience, 

the issue was highlighted more recently by the Vice Chairman of the China 

Investment Corporation, Gao Xiqing, who commented that “…a major 

challenge for China’s new overseas investment is a lack of experience……Then 

comes a lack of understanding of foreign cultures and societies.” (Hawley, 

2013, p.1). 

The second issue, method, was encapsulated in the ti yong system, 

introduced by leading Qing dynasty politician Zhang Zhidong, which sought to 

both embrace Western ways for  “practical” matters (yong)  while treating 

Chinese ways as fundamental for learning and thus maintaining the “essence” (ti) 

of Chinese society, a construct a construct described as providing  “... a 

distinctively Chinese form of modernity, a platform for the next  generation  that 

offered a means for China to adopt foreign ways without reneging on its special 

character” (Fenby, 2008, p. 77).  A century later, this dichotomy, providing 

creative tension between Chinese and Western ways, became enshrined in China’s 

political and economic language again with concepts such as “market economy 

with socialist characteristics.”  More germane to this study, however, is the 

continuing debate over the nature of Chinese management theory and its fusion 

with, or relationship to Western management theory, an issue that historically was 

addressed by the ti yong system and continues to be a topic of active debate 

today.  Current thinking, both theory- and practice-based, will be explored in 

some detail in Chapter 4, while progress, or the lack thereof, will be illustrated in 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7, along with a way forward proposed in Chapter 8. 
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Enlivening the current and continuing debate over the nature of a modern 

theory of Chinese management is not only the Confucianism so institutionalised 

over several millennia in the imperial dynasties and the tipping point represented 

by the ti yong  system, but also a tumultuous 20
th

 century.  The tumult began as 

the 19
th

 century drew to a close, with the commencement of modernization, while 

the 20
th

 century began with the Sino-Japanese war, the loss of which reinforced 

China’s need to modernize economically and politically. Then came a half-

century of political turmoil, with the end of the imperial system, the rise of 

regional warlords, the establishment of the Chinese Communist Party and the 

struggle to establish a functioning republic.  

 

When eventual civil war and a concurrent war with Japan led to the 

establishment in 1949 of the People’s Republic of China, controlled by the 

Communist party and led by Mao Tse Tung, the foundations were laid for a 

massive and fundamental rending of the cultural and social fabric of the old 

China.  What ensued up to Mao’s death in 1976 was not only social re-

engineering on a grand scale culminating in the decade-long Cultural Revolution 

but also economic experimentation and change on an equally grand scale. While 

economic reforms were begun in 1979 and the China market was opened to 

foreign trade, they received a major impetus from Deng Xiaoping’s call to open 

up to the outside (kaifang) during his visit to the southern province of Guangdong 

in 1992, which also gave major impetus to the domestic reforms and represented 

the precursor to the global outreach driven by the Go Out (zouchuqu) policy 

announced in 1999.  

 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E8%B5%B0%E5%87%BA%E5%8E%BB
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The relevance to this study is abundantly clear – and two-fold.  Firstly, the 

Chinese companies involved in global business are a product of both the Mao 

and post-Mao period and their cultures, business policies and business practices 

are largely the product of that era, albeit somewhat modified perhaps by the 

political leadership and policies of the past 20 years.  Secondly, the senior 

management are also largely the product of that era and, as the literature 

examined in Chapter 4 and the analysis of survey data in Chapters 5 and 6 

illustrates, have adjusted to various degrees in their dealings on the international 

scene.  However, it is the next generation of Chinese managers on whose 

shoulders fall the responsibility for conducting and leading the international 

ventures and adapting to, or accommodating other business and social contexts, 

be they Western, African, Arab, Indian or Latin-American, just to name a few.  

It is largely amongst this group where a sustainable and recognisable form of 

Chinese management practice will develop and evolve and it is amongst this 

group and their more progressive or globally experienced organizations where a 

model of effective Chinese global leadership will be sought in Chapters 5 and 6 

and given some shape and substance in Chapter 7. 

     

Throughout, this study takes a very deliberate China-centric perspective, 

seeking both to break free from the predominantly US-centricity and Western-

centricity of leadership research and academic literature and to develop 

understandings and results that are both relevant and meaningful to the 

operations and management of mainland Chinese corporations.  Consistent with 

this China-centric focus, Chinese proverbs and idioms (chengyu) have been used 

frequently, not only to underscore key issues and sharpen the messages, but also 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=proverbs
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to highlight cultural diversity and the particular and distinctly different nature of 

Chinese culture. 

 

1.2 Problem statement 

As mentioned in the preamble, for a Chinese leader going on a first 

international assignment, the experience could be likened to stepping from Cao 

Xueqin’s The Dream of Red Mansion (Honglou Meng)  into Wu Cheng’en’s 

Journey to the West (Xiyou Ji), in that it involves a departure and fundamental 

separation from the Chinese cultural context and its associated values, attitudes 

and behaviours as well as separation from the individual’s social and 

organizational contexts.  Instead, the Chinese leader ventures forth into largely 

unknown territory and is totally immersed in a foreign host country cultural and 

business context and exposed to its very different values, attitudes and 

behaviours. However, the nub of the problem is that success in global leadership 

and particularly in international assignments relies on much more than just the 

individual leader, who finds himself or herself between different – and often – 

countervailing pressures; on the one side, the corporate culture, business policies 

and business practices of the Chinese employing organization and, on the other, 

the host nation’s culture, political, social, economic and regulatory environments 

and business practices.   

 
 Accordingly, unlike the vast bulk of existing research, which focuses on 

singular dimensional issues, a holistic approach has been taken with this study, 

seeking to identify and understand both the sources of influence and the nature 

of the factors that impinge on the likelihood of a successful assignment, as 
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summarised in Figure 1.1 and described in more detail in Figure 3.4.  

Furthermore, this holistic perspective not only represents what I regard as an 

appropriate way of addressing what is, after all a complex social problem that 

requires a multi-disciplinary and multi-dimensional approach, but also reflects 

my personal practitioner experiences as leader, coach and expatriate both in 

China and globally.  A significant feature of this study is the blending of theory 

and practice, with the latter represented not only by my own personal experience 

but also by a wide range of practitioner sources.  

 

Figure 1.1:  International assignments - a holistic view 
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As illustrated earlier by the Journey to the West analogy, international 

assignments can represent the most extreme environment for cultural differences 

for Chinese leaders, an issue that is taken up in Chapter 4 and explored more 

specifically in Chapters 6 and 7.  In addition, they represents the obverse of the 

more typical research context, where Chinese are in their home culture and it is 

the foreigners who are operating in a host culture – in this context it is the 

Chinese who are the foreigners.  Thus, while due attention is given to issues of 

cross-cultural leadership, this study also examines the Chinese international 

assignee in the context of being an expatriate, with all of the implications of that 

for the assignee, their family and the organizational policies and business 

practices.  The literature on Chinese expatriates is very limited and where the 

concept is explicitly addressed, discussion is restricted to a single dimension, 

such as women (Shen & D’Netto, 2011) or cross-cultural competence (Wang, 

Feng, Freeman, Fan & Zhu, 2013). 

 Initially the dilemma of Chinese management capability was seen in a 

domestic context and one being faced by both foreign and Chinese companies as 

they addressed the need to develop effective Chinese leadership capability 

sufficient to deal with the challenges of working for, collaborating with, or 

competing against foreign corporations more used to operating internationally 

(Dietz, et al., 2008).  The dilemma has intensified in more recent years as an 

increasing number of Chinese companies have responded to the Government Go 

Out (zouchuqu) policy directive (Bellabona & Spigarelli, 2007).  However, the 

extent and impact of the problem reaches far beyond the personal and career 

problems faced by the international assignees, as failure or poor performance on 
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the part of the individual leaders, whether as the result of individual or 

organizational factors, or a combination thereof, has a negative effect on the 

project and thus on the performance of the company’s global outreach.  Thus, 

this aspect of Chinese global business leadership is both specific to and critically 

important for the progress and success of China’s economic globalization.  

Examination of literature related to the various dimensions of this real and 

real-world problem reveals both substantial coverage as well as some substantial 

shortcomings, one of which is the limited consideration of practitioner literature.  

Chapters 3 and 4 contain extensive reviews of both theoretical and practitioner  

literature relating to global leadership and Chinese culture and  leadership.  

Topics that are well covered with notable and leading studies and publications 

include Chinese human  resource management  (Cooke, 2007,  2008a, 2009, 

2011, 2012;  Nankervis, Cooke, Chatterjee & Warner, 2013; Shen & Edwards, 

2006); China’s globalization (Alon, Chang, Fetscherin, Latteman & McIntyre, 

2009;  Alon, Fetscherin & Gugler, 2012; Yeung, Xin, Pfoertsch & Liu, 2011); 

leadership and global  leadership (Bennis, 2003; Cohen, 2007;  Lane, 

Maznevski, DiStefano & Dietz, 2009; Mendenhall, Osland, Bird, Oddou,  

Maznevski, Stevens, & Stahl,  2013;  Nohria and Khurana, 2010a), plus the 

extensive reporting on the findings of Project GLOBE, revisited in Dorfman, 

Javidan, Hanges, Dastmalchian and House, (2012); cross-cultural leadership 

(Deardoff, 2009; Moodian, 2009;    Steers, Nardon & Sanchez-Runde, 2013); 

with cultural foundations provided by Hofstede (1980, 1983, 1998, 2001) 

Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkocov, 2010, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 

(1998, 2004) and Trompenaars and Woolliams (2001, 2009b). 
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The situation regarding the literature on Chinese leadership and 

management theory and practice and the related aspects of Chinese culture, 

which are examined in depth in Chapter 3, is rather more mixed.  On the one 

hand until quite recently, the vast bulk of Chinese research on Chinese 

management theory relied primarily on Western management theories (Cheng, 

Wang & Huang, 2009), while the major focus was on the domestic rather than 

the international context.  Notable and leading works include Chinese 

psychology (Bond, 2010); Chinese leadership (Chen & An, 2009; Chen & Farh, 

2010; Chen & Lee, 2008;  Tsui, Wang,  Xin,  Zhang & Fu, 2004); Chinese 

leadership in practice (Baker, 2011; Bouée, 2011; Gallo, 2008, 2010, 2013; 

Wang and Chee, 2011); the “Great Debate” of 2009 about Chinese management 

theories (Barney & Zhang, 2009; Cheng et al., 2009; Tsang, 2009; Von Glinow 

& Teagarden, 2009; Whetten, 2009); Chinese culture and its business 

implications (Cooke, 2008a; Tsui, Wang & Xin, 2006); and Chinese 

international leadership (Chen & Miller, 2010; Cooke, 2007; Cooke, 2008a; 

Jungbluth, 2008; Shen &  D’Netto, 2011; Wang et al., 2013). 

This study contributes to the global and Chinese leadership literature by: 

(a) blending practitioner and theoretical perspectives of global and Chinese 

leadership 

(b) adopting a multi-disciplinary, multi-dimensional approach 

(c) proposing and testing  the Global Acumen Model, a non US-centric, 

more transcultural model of leadership competencies, skills and 

attributes that is more evenly balanced between global, transcultural and 
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performance components and includes sub-models addressing boundary 

spanning, post-acquisition integration and subsidiary president;  

(d) presenting a detailed profile of contemporary mainland Chinese business 

leadership, based on analysis of what is arguably the largest sample 

currently available;  

(e) giving a much stronger voice to practitioners and practitioner  

perspectives 

(f) examining Chinese Outward Foreign Direct Investment (OFDI) projects 

in a wide range of host nations and identifying a range of organizational 

and individual causes of failure and success factors; 

(g) mapping leadership style and practices and cultural differences between 

China and many of those host nations; 

(h) identifying key Chinese strengths and weaknesses relative to the Global 

Acumen Model;  

(i) Applying Chinese cultural values to define a global leadership model 

with Chinese characteristics, and  

(j) framing the conclusions in terms of practical management implications 

Accordingly, the audiences that will benefit from this study include academics in 

the fields of global leadership, Chinese leadership and International  Human 

Resource Management (IHRM), plus leadership teams and Human Resource 

(HR) executives of Chinese Multinational Corporations (MNCs) in particular, 

while leadership teams of other nations’ MNCs would also find aspects of the 

study useful. 
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1.3 Purpose statement  

1.3.1 Intent and purpose 

The aim of this study is to determine factors that influence the successful 

performance of individual Chinese global business leaders undertaking 

international assignments for Chinese multinational companies and to develop a 

China-centric global leadership model. The purpose of this multi-phased, 

sequential explanatory mixed method study is to obtain quantitative statistical 

results from a sample to create a national profile of mainland Chinese business 

leaders and then follow up with consideration of those results in the context of 

actual international projects and assignments.  

I had hoped to gather next layer sample data from both companies and 

individuals and follow up with selective interviews, but despite repeated 

recruitment efforts in both China and Australia, this was not able to be 

progressed beyond limited but successful piloting of questionnaires for both 

groups.  However, the responses that were obtained clearly illustrated that 

further, more detailed, survey and interview data from both organizations and 

individual assignees presents an important area for further research, especially if 

extended to include organizational and individual sampling at subsidiaries. 

1.3.2 Design type, method purpose and rationale 

A multi-phased, sequential explanatory mixed method design, as defined by  

Cresswell and Clark  (2011) will be used; in this type of design qualitative data 

will be analyzed first to establish a firm theoretical framework, the quantitative 

data will then be analysed to explore and expand on the theoretical framework, 
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following which explanations and clarifications in more detail will be sought via 

further quantitative and qualitative phases  (see Figure 2.1). 

In Phase 1, the initial qualitative data, drawn from a blending of globally- 

and China-related theoretical and practitioner literature plus practical experience, 

will be used firstly to identify and examine the components of global leadership, 

including competencies, skills and attributes, leadership styles and behaviours, 

effectiveness an the unique aspects of international assignments; and   secondly 

to define a new, more culture-neutral model of global leadership and a 

contextual framework for the problem 

 In Phase 2a, the quantitative data, representing the responses from more 

than 12,000 Chinese senior and middle managers surveyed in the period 2007-

2012, will be used to identify and analyse actual Chinese leadership 

competencies, skills and attributes, to develop a national-level profile of global 

leadership readiness. In Phase 2b, the second phase of quantitative analysis will 

address the participant voices of the 1,118 respondents with international 

assignment experience, as well as measuring the impact of applicable 

organizational policies and practices on their attitudes and experiences. In Phase 

2c, the second phase of qualitative data, drawn from a wide range of case and 

project sources dealing with Chinese ventures in many different nations and 

cultures, will be used to illustrate and illuminate the challenges and factors 

determining success or failure on the part of the ventures and the individual 

Chinese international assignees. Throughout Phase 2, the modifying influence of 

role, age and organization type will be examined.  In addition, all of these data 

will be used to test the new global leadership model defined in Phase 1. 
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In Phase 3a, the learning from this will be consolidated and the findings 

regarding global readiness of Chinese business leaders will be explored from a 

broader perspective.  In Phase 3b the utility of current approaches to cultural 

diversity will be assessed. In Phase 3c an evolved global leadership model will 

be examined in terms of its applicability to Chinese business leaders in general 

and those on international assignments in particular. 

The final step, Phase 4, will be to integrate the quantitative and qualitative 

results to define a China-centric view of global leadership competencies, skills 

and attributes, thus identifying and illustrating very clear management 

implications.  

In rejecting the proposition by Bansal, Bertels, Ewart, MacConachie and 

O’Brien, (2012) that bridging the gap between theory and practice is beyond the 

capacity of an individual, I have adopted an over-riding practitioner perspective 

throughout and have chosen to adhere to the benefits and practices of evidence-

based management that they describe, by which the best available evidence is 

used to inform practice and thus lead to better management decisions.  

Furthermore, the combination of components of evidence-based management 

admirably suits this study, as they include  “practitioner expertise and judgment, 

evidence from the local context, a critical evaluation of the best available 

research evidence, and the perspectives of people who might be affected by the 

decision” ( Briner, Denyer, & Rousseau, 2009, p. 19). 
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1.4 Research questions 
 

1.4.1 Primary research question 

How do culture, attitudes, experience, and organizational policies and practices 

influence the success of Chinese international assignees?  

1.4.2  Secondary research questions 

(a) How does national culture influence the global leadership readiness of 

Chinese business leaders? 

(b) What are the attitudes to leadership,  leadership styles and global leadership 

amongst Chinese business leaders and what influence does role, age or 

organization type have on these attitudes? 

(c) What factors have influenced Chinese business leaders’ international 

assignment experience and how have they responded? 

(d) What leadership competencies, skills and attributes are most likely to 

influence the success of Chinese international assignees 

(e) What organizational policies and practices influence the success of Chinese 

international assignees and how could that influence be improved? 

 

1.5  Structure of the thesis  

Chapter 1 introduces the background, objectives and research questions and 

also examines the scope, scale, rate of growth and drivers of Chinese OFDI. 

Chapter 2 describes the methodology and research design.  Given the scope and 

scale of the literature review presented in Chapters 3 and 4, the methodology 

chapter has been brought forward, notwithstanding the clear inputs to the 
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research design derived from the literature review chapters.  Clear reference is 

made to these inputs to assist reader navigation.  This chapter sequencing 

provides a more logical flow of exploration and explanation from the literature 

review and accompanying discussion to the quantitative and qualitative analysis 

in Chapters 5 and 6.   

Chapter 3 examines both theoretical and practitioner perspectives of global 

leadership and defines a new global leadership model, Global Acumen, and a 

sub-model for Boundary Spanning, both of which are further refined and 

developed in Chapters 7 and 8.  

Chapter 4 deals with both theoretical and practitioner perspectives of Chinese 

management theory and business leadership and examines challenges and 

potential impediments to international success. 

Chapter 5 contains an extensive analysis of the raw data from the more than 

12,000 responses to the global readiness surveys conducted in the period 2007-

2012, shedding particular light on attitudes, leadership styles and competencies 

and testing the Global Acumen Model and the Boundary Spanning sub-model 

against the sample data.   

Chapter 6 includes firstly an examination of the more than 1,100 global 

readiness survey respondents who had completed overseas assignments, 

focusing on their competencies, skills and attributes, on their attitudes and on 

specific aspects of their international assignment experience; again, this sample 

is tested against the Global Acumen Model and the Boundary Spanning sub-

model. Secondly, Chinese OFDI is examined in practice, in terms of activities 
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and case examples of specific projects in a wide range of countries.  Thirdly, the 

chapter identifies and explores both organizational and individual causes of 

failure and success factors. 

Chapter 7 integrates the global readiness profile from all survey sources and 

practitioner perspectives; critically examines the current methods of assessing 

comparative cultural diversity and  leadership styles and practices; proposes  a 

value-mapping approach based on elements of the Model to assess cultural 

diversity between China and the countries where Chinese OFDI is occurring; 

and presents an evolved, fourth version of the Global Acumen Model plus three 

sub-models, as well as the implications for China.  

Chapter 8 summarises the findings the study; presents a global leadership 

model with Chinese characteristics, based on an evolved version of the Global 

Acumen Model and three sub-models; identifies the study’s contributions; draws 

out a range of management implications; discusses the limitations of the study; 

identifies areas for future research; and concludes by highlighting two key 

issues. 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 contain a large number of graphical representations of the 

analysis of the survey data, while the extensive bibliography illustrates the 

depth, breadth and diversity of sources consulted. 

 

1.6 Chinese companies going global 

The following brief examination of key aspects of China’s OFDI is 

deliberately limited to providing a broad overview of the outer-most layer of the 

problem context (See Section 2.1.2 and Figure 2.1) and to identifying those 
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aspects that impinge directly on the contextual and institutional outcomes that 

are argued as impacting on individual international assignees. 

1.6.1 Origins 

       As described by Bellabona and Spigelli (2007) in a paper examining the 

development of Chinese OFDI, from the beginnings of the opening of the 

economy in 1978, China went through a series of preparatory stages over the 

ensuing 20 years, leading up to Chinese investment in foreign countries 

featuring as a central theme of the 11
th

 Five year plan 2006-2010.  Other key 

milestones included the creation of a regulatory framework for OFDI in 1985, 

the 1992 government announcement encouraging investment abroad and 

transnational operations, announcement of the Go Out Policy in 1999 and 

China’s entry into the World Trade Organization  (Zheng & Daley, 2011).  The 

result has been major investments in quite diverse destinations, including 

Australia, Germany, Hong Kong, Japan, Russia and the USA.  The scope, scale 

and rate of growth in Chinese OFDI highlights the extent of the Chinese global 

business leadership challenges addressed in this study. It is important to note that 

the focus of discussion of Chinese OFDI is on the MNCs as the Small and 

Medium Enterprises (SMEs) tend towards export rather than investment activity 

(Alon, Yeheskel, Lerner & Zhang, 2013). 

In an analysis of journal articles dealing with theoretical aspects of Chinese 

OFDI, Deng (2013) identified four themes, namely the latecomer perspective, 

government influences, institutional issues and the liability of foreignness 

challenge.  These are examined below, along with the drivers and motivations, 
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but firstly the investment scale and geographic scope provides a necessary 

context. 

 

1.6.2 Scale and scope 

In 2008, total Chinese OFDI was valued at more than US$50 billion, which 

was double the previous year and compared most favourably with around US$5 

billion  in 2004 (Rosen & Hanemann, 2009). By 2010 the pace had accelerated 

dramatically with reports of Chinese direct foreign investments totalling US2.4b 

billion in 420 overseas enterprises in 75 countries and regions in January alone 

(Ferguson, 2010); by 2012, the total was reported as exceeding $500 billion 

(Deng, 2013), with China’s OFDI ranked third in the world, after the USA and 

Japan (World investment report, 2013).  Notwithstanding, the proportion of 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), at around 5% represented only one-third of the 

developing country average (Smith & Darcy, 2013).  Clearly, the rate of growth 

continues to increase, as indicated by outbound mergers and acquisitions for the 

first half of 2013 reported as being worth US$37.3bn and consisting of 97 

transactions, a 70% increase over the $21.9bn for 85 transactions for the 

corresponding period in 2012 (Mainland China, 2013).  In addition, the size of 

individual transactions is also reaching new heights, with the 2013 China 

National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) acquisition of Canadian company 

Nixon for the sum of US$15.1bn reported as being one of the largest overseas 

acquisitions by a Chinese MNC in recent years (China Overseas Development 

Association, 2013a).   
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Figure 1.2:  China OFDI growth, 2004-2012 

                                    Sources: Rosen and Hanemann (2009); Deng (2013) 

 

An analysis of Chinese companies’ equity purchases between 1999 and mid 

2007  (Schüler-Zhou & Schüller, 2009) identified the major target regions, 

ranked by bid value,  as being Asia (37%), North America (22%) and Europe 

and Oceania both 14%.  The same study identified mining as by far the dominant 

industry sector, representing 65% of the total bid value and manufacturing 

accounting for a further 25%.  The remaining 10% was spread across 8 other 

industry sectors. 

 

1.6.3 Drivers     

A detailed analysis of Chinese OFDI literature from 2001-2012 (Deng, 

2013) suggested that the need to overcome the latecomer disadvantages  and 

competitive weaknesses were the principal drivers for organizational learning or 

capacity building, which involved seeking strategic assets, including 

technologies, processes and expertise. This study also pointed out that 
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accelerated internationalization reflected a greater emphasis on strategic intent 

rather than strategic fit, while noting that many other company-specific strategic 

issues, such as industry environment, diversification and opportunity 

exploitation, were also identified as drivers, along with government economic 

expansion aims.  The latter was identified as a main driver.   

Examination of China’s OFDI, based substantially on both United National 

Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and Chinese Government 

statistics (Zhang & Daly, 2011) explained more of the government-related 

policies and regulatory support.  They pointed to the 1985 Ministry of Foreign 

Economic Relations and Trade publication entitled “Provisions Governing 

Control and Approval Procedures for Opening Non-Trade Enterprises 

Overseas,” which  

“…clearly specified five requirements for China’s outward FDI 

prioritising investment in advanced technology and equipment abroad, 

securing the long-term supply of raw materials which are essential for 

China’s economic development, effective in generating foreign currency 

income for China, utilised for exporting China’s machinery, labour 

services, materials and engineering, in addition to serving China’s 

domestic market.”  (p. 391) 

While measures taken in 2003 were designed to simplify the administration of 

foreign exchange for OFDI purposes, Zhang & Daly (2011) indicated that their 

research suggested significant and more direct government policy influence over 

the investment behaviour of China’s enterprises, both through ownership and 

also project approvals and currency control mechanisms. The authors also drew 
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attention to the fact that all but two of the thirty companies with the largest 

levels of OFDI activity were state-owned with the government appointing senior 

executives and the Chinese Communist Party playing an institutional role, this 

latter aspect being examined in great depth by McGregor (2011). 

Drawing on a wide range of empirical studies and other sources, Kolstad & 

Wiig (2012) pointed to two other aspects of Chinese OFDI: firstly, the 

suggestion of linkages to Chinese foreign policy; and secondly the proposition 

that the combination of weak institutions in host nations and less stringent 

regulatory oversight in China, one aspect of the “liability of foreignness” of 

Chinese companies, is considerably less than that of Western companies. 

Another examination of China OFDI literature by Wei (2010) identified 

extensive government influence, including direct or indirect financial support, 

insurance against political risk, bi-lateral or multi-national trade agreements and 

assistance from government agencies, while a United Nations report on world 

trade indicated that State Owned Enterprises  (SOEs) accounted for some 80% 

of China’s OFDI in 2012 (World investment report, 2013). Despite this, Smith 

and Darcy (2013), in introducing a range of papers examining global 

perspectives on Chinese investment, argued forcefully that:  

“…while the Chinese state is still capable of influencing its citizens and 

companies abroad, Chinese investment flows are no longer under state 

control, if indeed they ever were. The actors representing “China” are 

increasingly complex, from provincial government agencies to individual 

business migrants, large state-owned oil companies to quasi-private 
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agroforestry enterprises. There is no coherent national interest or identity 

on the ground.” (p. 219) 

Nevertheless, whether factually correct or widely held perceptions, both aspects 

give rise to challenges faced by Chinese MNC’s. In addition, they contribute to 

the challenges faced by individual Chinese international assignees, inasmuch as 

they frame not only the approaches, but also the strategies, policies and business 

practices within which the international assignees must function.  The 

implications for both projects and personnel are dealt with progressively through 

Section 1.6.5 below, which looks at some of the challenges facing Chinese 

MNCs and are further illustrated in consideration of specific companies and 

projects in Chapter 6. 

 

1.6.4 Approaches 

In a case study-based examination of the patterns of internationalization of 

Chinese companies, Child and Rodrigues (2005) identified Lenovo as a standout 

example of an acquisition strategy and noted that Haier featured in much of the 

literature as a leading example of an organic growth strategy.  Other notable 

Chinese companies that have expanded and established international operations 

include Huawei (Accenture, 2005; Cooke, 2008b, 2011) and  Chery (Gao, 2008), 

with many more that will be dealt with in the context of their specific projects in 

Chapter 6.  In some cases, Chinese companies have purchased foreign 

companies, such as the extensive international acquisitions of ChemChina (Koch 

& Ramsbottom, 2008) and China International Marine Containers (CIMC) 

(Joess & Zhang, 2008), plus Lenovo’s purchase of IBM’s Personal Computer 
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business (Dietz et al., 2008). Huawei and Lenovo, along with TCL, were 

recognised by Fortune China as their most admired Chinese companies of 2007 

(Teagarden & Cai, 2009).  

 

While all of this growth in Chinese OFDI gives rise to examining the 

relevant leadership factors in global effectiveness and the lack of management 

talent, the need for and the use of international assignments varies depending on 

whether the Chinese company takes a hands-off approach, allowing the acquired 

subsidiary entity to continue to operate with totally local management, an 

approach favoured by Chery, ChemChina and CIMC; or intermingles 

managements between the parent and the acquired entity (the Lenovo model); or 

adopts a turn-key approach to a project delivery, as is  the case with many 

construction projects, such as the highway project in Poland examined in 

Chapter 6, a graphic illustration of some of the challenges faced by Chinese 

international ventures. 

 

1.6.5 Challenges 

While the challenges can be broadly categorized as either political, cultural 

or organizational, often all three can be seen to play a role.  One of the most 

visible examples of these challenges is the difficulty faced by Huawei in the US 

and Australia in being locked out of strategically important national projects, 

due to what Smith and D'Arcy (2013) described as the” murky” and “opaque” 

ownership of privately owned Chinese firms.  They also examined in some detail 

the $19.5bn. bid by State-owned Aluminium Corporation of China (Chinalco) 

for a significant increase in its  stake in Rio Tinto, from 9% to 18%, attributing 
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the failure to a mixture of shareholder concern and shift in  commodity prices.  

According to a report in the Wall Street Journal, however, reasons for Rio’s 

rejection of the bid included not only share-holder opposition but also economics 

and politics, with concern about granting direct access to large quantities of 

Australia’s key natural resources, as well as the bid being regarded as potentially 

a national security threat  (Cimilluca, Oster & Or, 2009).  Chinese Government 

support for OFDI projects, while acting as an enabler, can also serve as an 

inhibitor due to slow and complex bureaucratic processes (Smith & Darcy, 

2013).  In addition, as in the case of the failed Poland highway construction 

examined in Chapter 6, the extent of Chinese Government support can both be 

limited and poorly understood in the host nation. 

Introducing a discussion of the globalization of Chinese telecom 

corporations, Cooke (2011, p. 2) highlighted a number of the challenges Chinese 

corporations faced when going abroad, including: 

(a) the role of the government 

(b) the lack of international competitiveness  

(c) HR systems that are under-developed, are not well-attuned to cross-cultural 

issues and include practices that are inconsistent with those in host-nations 

(d) A heavy influence of Chinese cultural traditions  

These challenges are not unique to China and are faced in full or in part by 

corporations not only from other developing economies.  Also, based on my 

own corporate and consulting experience in both developed and developing 

economies, it is the consequential liability of foreignness that can be argued to 

characterize the combined effect of these individual challenges.  The influence 



 

Going Global – Factors Influencing Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                           27                                                                                                                                                                                                       

 

of Chinese culture and its extent is captured in the primary research question 

posed in Section 1.4.1 and could be regarded as the most visible and widely 

based aspect of China’s liability of foreignness, due in large part to the extent of 

cultural distance between Chinese and other cultures.  However, as illustrated in 

Chapters 4, 6 and 7, this is not universally so. Interestingly, cultural challenges 

arising from China’s globalization are seen by some Chinese authors both in 

terms of the benefits of inbound influences and also as threats to the Chinese 

culture from both inbound and outbound experiences (Yiwu, 2008). This issue 

emerges as a significant element of this study, being at the heart of many 

difficulties faced by international assignees and is dealt with variously 

throughout subsequent chapters. 

 

Challenges faced in international ventures can be addressed in part by firm 

specific advantages (FSAs), particularly involving technology, innovation, 

management and marketing (Wei, 2010).  An excellent example of this is the 

Japanese automotive companies’ entry into markets such as the United States 

armed with distinctly different management techniques (Makino & Roehl, 

2010).  They turned the challenge of cultural difference into a positive, via the 

operational efficiencies delivered by the kanban system, which embodied both 

the ‘just-in-time’ supply chain and manufacturing processes and the ‘respect-for-

human’ system encouraging individual and workgroup innovation (Sugimori, 

Kusunoki, Cho & Uchikawa, 1977). 

 

Like the Japanese MNCs global expansion in the latter part of the twentieth 

century, Chinese MNC’s venturing abroad suffered both the  disadvantages of 

late entry and also  significant cultural differences (both real and perceived), 
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manifesting themselves at both individual and organizations levels. However, 

unlike the Japanese MNCs, they lacked advanced technological knowledge in 

many fields and suffered from low brand awareness internationally and from 

shortages of globally-capable managers as well as from business practices that 

differed from international practice.  All of this contributed, fundamentally, to a 

lack of compelling FSA’s other than low cost. Indeed, Wei (2010) categorized 

these – other than the low cost – as Firm Specific Disadvantages for Chinese 

MNCs.  Cooke (2007, p. 4) enumerated a broader list of challenges or 

disadvantages, including system inefficiency, technical challenges, capital 

constraints, technical and social image problems, management autonomy and 

competence in strategic decisions and stock market confidence. 

 

Cooke (2007) also described a push and pull effect, whereby the Chinese 

Government pushed its MNCs offshore initially to secure resources supply (and 

more recently, as seen in Australia, for example, to secure supply of food that 

either was not contaminated or was beyond the production capacity of a 

dwindling supply of arable land).  Conversely, developed nations encourage 

Chinese OFDI in order to bolster their own flagging or stagnant economies. 

 

1.6.6 Summary 

This brief examination of key aspects of China’s globalization, ranging from 

its origins through the scale and scope of Chinese OFDI, through the drivers and 

approaches to the challenges faced at an organizational level, illustrates the 

broadest dimension of the problem addressed by this study, the broad context 

within which Chinese international assignees are expected to perform and 
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contribute to the success of their organization’s venture.  In order to address the 

research questions posed above, it is necessary to take into account the other 

problem dimensions, including: the nature of both global and Chinese 

leadership; the influence of national culture; the impacts of organizational 

culture, policies and business practices; the global readiness of contemporary 

Chinese business leaders; and the actual experiences of both Chinese individuals 

and corporations in OFDI projects in a wide range of host nations with an 

equally wide range of business and social contexts.  Thus informed by both 

theory and practice, consideration will then be given to framing some extensions 

to global leadership theory in general and Chinese global leadership theory in 

particular, plus providing practical management implications. 
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Chapter 2 : Methodology – Grinding an iron rod 

 

Preamble 

 

 

 

 

If you work hard enough, you can grind 

even an iron rod down to a needle 

 

 

As indicated earlier (see Section 1.2), this study addresses a 

multidisciplinary, multidimensional, complex social problem, thus needing 

structure and process to organise, analyse and interpret a number of variables 

identified earlier and presented in Figures 1.2 and 2.4.  Independent Variables 

have been gathered into three inter-dependent groupings: Mainland Chinese 

National Culture; Chinese MNCs’ Organizational Culture, Policies and 

Practices; and Individual Chinese International Assignee.  Three Control 

Variables, Role, Age and Organization Type are used extensively to further 

amplify understanding of the Independent Variables.     Two complex Mediators, 

Consistency:Adaptation and Enculturation:Acculturation,  represent the range of 

paradoxes and processes identified in Chapters 2 and 3 that influence the 

international assignment experience, while the Dependent Variable focuses on 

improved understanding of Chinese Global Business Leadership Effectiveness in 

International Assignments. The multi-phased research process described in this 

chapter (See Figure 2.1) and the research design (see Figure 2.2) do indeed 

resemble the process of grinding an iron rod down to a needle.  

 

 

只要功夫深, 铁杵磨成针 
 

Zhiyao gongfu shen, tiechu mocheng zhen 
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         Wisdom comes from experience 

 However, the Journey to the West analogy presented in Chapter 1 also is 

applicable here, in that the methodology, while fundamentally explanatory in 

nature,  has a large exploratory element and, like the characters in the Journey to 

the West, many different influences are encountered on the way towards a 

destination that is definite but little-understood at the outset.  As the journey 

proceeds, the explanatory nature of the process highlights the accumulation of 

knowledge and understanding, leading to a more informed outcome, with 

wisdom coming from the experience, not the process. 

 

Following the literature review set out in Chapters 2 and 3, the conceptual 

diagram in Chapter 1 (see Figure. 1.2) was found to be still appropriate and a 

solid foundation for the research design (see Figure. 2.2).  The consistency with 

the conceptual diagram is very clearly demonstrated by the fact that firstly, the 

Independent Variables represent the  value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy and 

secondly that most of the moderating variables, presenting themselves either as 

paradoxes or processes, could be grouped under the two dichotomies 

Consistency:Adaptation and Enculturation:Acculturation.   

 

This chapter explains the scope, method, methodology, ethical 

considerations, research design, data sources and data collection methods, data 

analysis approaches and reliability and validity and lays the foundations for 

Chapters 5 and 6. 

经一事,长一智 
 

Jing yi shi, zhang yi zhi 
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 2.1 Scope  

This research aims to bring new and more detailed understanding to the 

challenges faced by Chinese internationally assigned leadership effectiveness 

from both the individual and organizational perspectives.  As set out in Chapter 

1 (see Section 1.4), the primary research question addresses how culture, 

attitudes, experience and organizational policies and practices influence the 

success of Chinese international assignees.  The secondary research questions 

each address specific elements, including national culture, attitudes, 

international assignment experience, competencies, skills and attributes and 

organizational policies and practices.   

 

While this study focuses on Chinese MNCs and their international 

assignees, it also presents, in Chapters 5 and 6, a considerable body of data that 

significantly informs current Chinese management theory and practice.   

Understandably, the generalizability of the specific results are limited by the 

Chinese sample; however, I see  the conceptual framework and research design 

as providing a suitable and appropriate basis for similar studies in other 

countries and other host cultures. 

 

2.2 Method 

Given the real-world, leadership practice orientation and problem emphasis 

adopted throughout this research, a pragmatism world view is regarded as being 

the most appropriate, using all approaches possible in the timeframe to improve 

understanding of what is fundamentally a social phenomena problem by 
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applying a variety of world views, assumptions, data collection and data analysis 

in a multidimensional and multi-disciplinary approach. 

 2.3 Methodology 

A multi-phased, sequential explanatory mixed method design, as defined by  

Cresswell and Clark, (2011) will be used, with the follow-up explanations 

variant approach as illustrated in Figure 2.1.  The process is further explained in 

Table 2.2,  which uses a structure proposed by Cresswell and Clark (2011, p. 

121) and the integration of the phases are delineated in Table 2.2. As mentioned 

previously in Chapter 1 (see Section 1.3.2), in this type of design qualitative 

data will be analyzed first to establish what Cresswell and Clark  (2011) 

described as a “…strong theoretical perspective that provides a guiding 

framework for thinking about the substantive aspects of the study across the 

multiple phases” (p. 101).  The quantitative data will then be analyzed to explore 

and expand on this theoretical framework, following which explanations and 

clarifications in more detail will be sought via further quantitative and 

qualitative phases, thus using the follow-up explanations variant approach 

(Cresswell & Clark, 2011, p. 85). 

 

Mixed method has been chosen for the reasons enunciated by Cresswell 

(2009, p. 15), in order to allow not only for pre-determined but also for emerging 

methods, multiple forms of data and statistical and text analysis. Further, a 

multi-phased approach, with several sequentially aligned iterations has been 

adopted, with “each approach building on what was learned previously to 

address a central program objective”  (Cresswell & Clark, 2011, p. 100).  In 

this study, two sets of  quantitative survey data are each followed by a set of 
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qualitative data, all expanding on the theoretical framework established from the 

literature review (Phase 1).  The use of qualitative to complement quantitative 

method is supported by Klenke (2008), who argued that: 

 “…quantitatively generated leadership descriptors often fail to lead to an 

understanding of the deeper structures of the phenomena…The study (of) 

leadership is particularly well suited for qualitative analysis because of 

(the) multidisciplinary nature of the field….Moreover, the study of 

leadership is context-dependent” (p. 4).   

This latter point is especially relevant to this study. 

 

Quantitative method will be applied to the secondary data in Phase 2a to 

explore objective, value-free findings and establish some numeric measures of 

behaviours and attitudes to establish an initial understanding, based on a 

representative sample of the national population of Chinese business leaders. A 

post-positive world view applied to this stage focuses on probable causes-

effects. The reductionist effect of the analysis will identify a small number of 

variables to confirm the basis of the research questions set out in Section 1.4.  

Quantitative analysis will be applied also to the secondary data in Phase 2b, this 

time to establish an understanding of behaviours and attitudes specifically 

related to actual international assignment experience.   

Qualitative method will be used to support, clarify and expand on these 

findings by firstly examining a range of Chinese OFDI case examples across a 

broad range of host nations (Phase 2c); secondly by blending theory and 

practitioner perspectives with the quantitative results in a broader assessment of 

global readiness (Phase 3a); thirdly by critically examining current comparative 
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cultural diversity approaches (Phase 3b); and  fourthly to develop an evolved 

global leadership model (Phase 3c).   

 

 

Figure 2.1:  Research process - Multi-phased mixed method explanatory design 

     

Integration of the quantitative and qualitative results (Phase 4a) will serve 

to identify any convergence of findings and thus consolidate and confirm the 

questions to be pursued further.  The quantitative analysis of the secondary data 

is especially important, given the fact these data have only been examined in 

broad summary level before and reported on predominantly in Chinese.  In 

addition, the analysis of these data in the context of both the conceptual 

framework and the Global Acumen Model makes significant contributions to the 
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literature, as this topic has not been studied previously in this holistic manner 

and with the support of such a large data sample. Equally, the qualitative 

analysis is notable in two particular respects; firstly, it goes well beyond the 

classic Western:Chinese perspective, not only addressing all issues from a 

China-centric perspective but also by including a wide range of host countries 

and cultures in which Chinese OFDI projects take place and thus extending in 

Chapters 6 and 7 to a Chinese:World perspective.  Secondly, the strong and 

deliberate blend of theory and practice (both published and personal) lends itself 

to the production of meaningful management implications, as well as to useful 

extensions to the literature. 

 

2.4 Ethical considerations 

 Cresswell (2009, p. 88) indicated that ethical issues arise in the research 

problem, purpose and questions, data collection, data analysis and interpretation 

and in writing and disseminating the research, with explanations that are 

summarised as follows. As this study makes use of secondary data, not all of the 

ethical issues are present; however, some are common and applicable to this 

study. Firstly, it is important to ensure that the research problem both will 

benefit those being studied and has meaning for others – the strong interest in 

the longitudinal study from which the data were derived on the part of the 

editorial staff at Fortune China and the prominence given to the annual 

publication of the results is evidence of benefit and meaning in the practitioner 

context. Secondly, the true purpose of the study must be communicated to the 

participants; this was explained quite clearly in the Preamble to the survey 

questionnaires.  Thirdly, the  privacy of individual participants was protected by 
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all responses being anonymous.   Finally, in presenting the results, due regard 

will be taken to issues in writing and disseminating the research include: 

avoiding biased language; ensuring that findings are not altered to meet the 

needs of the researcher or the target audience; anticipating the potential 

repercussions; and including the study design with the details of the research to 

enable readers make their own assessment of the credibility of the study.  All of 

the above points have been addressed in detailed designs and formal ethical 

clearance was obtained through the Griffith University Ethics Committee prior 

to commencement of the study.  

 

2.5 Research Design 

The Success in Global Work Assignment model presented by Earley and 

Ang (2003) (see Sections 4.2.7 and 4.3.2), while addressing the issue from a 

Cultural Intelligence perspective, was helpful in encompassing the juxtaposition 

of organizational and individual dimensions and components included in the 

Contextual Framework (Figure 3.2) and the Conceptual Model (Figure 3.4) 

developed for this study.  As such, it provided a useful confirmation of the 

applicability of many of the elements included in the research design (Figure 

2.2).  

  

The chosen mediators, while similar to those used by Earley and Ang 

(2003, p. 9), are explicit surrogates of many of the organizational and cultural 

paradoxes discussed in Chapter 3 and illustrated in Figure 4.2.  Instead of their 

“work performance,”  the consistency:adaptation dichotomy encompasses the  

organizational policies and business practices that specifically relate to the 
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management of  international assignments, ranging from the fundamental 

paradoxes of Standardization vs. Customization through Direction vs. 

Delegation  to issues around selection, development and career development – 

or the lack thereof.  Instead of “social performance,” the 

enculturation:acculturation dichotomy encompasses  culturally-based 

behavioural paradoxes such as the fundamental Doing  vs. Being  and Implicit  

vs. Explicit, as well as the concept of cultural agility and issues such as stress 

arising from family pressures;  thus it is consistent with the proposition by Wood 

and Mansour (2010) noted earlier (see Section 4.5.5), that adjustment and 

psychological variables should be moderators of the dependent variable of 

performance.    

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.2:  Research design 
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Given the sequential method chosen, confirmation of  the research 

questions and research design of hypotheses followed the qualitative analysis of 

the exploratory Phase 1 which, as well as providing a firm theoretical 

foundation, was also to identify and prioritise themes, trends and particular 

aspects for closer examination  in Phase 2 and Phase 3. 

2.6     Data sources and collection methods 

The quantitative data to be examined in Phases 2a and 2c will be drawn 

from the secondary data consisting of a total of 12,057 responses to the 5 annual 

surveys conducted by the New Leaders Group. The raw data was provided by 

New Leaders Group in Microsoft Excel format and will be converted to IBM 

SPSS format for analysis.  As the data for 2012 came from a different sample, 

some results will be reported separately. 

 

The qualitative data to be examined in Phases 2b, 3b and 3c will be 

collected from theoretical and practitioner literature, plus from a range of 

Chinese and foreign business news sources, as well as including reflections and 

examples from my personal experience. 

 

2.7      Data analysis 

2.7.1 Quantitative 

The five surveys that produced the secondary data were specifically 

designed to examine Chinese business leaders in terms of their capability in a 

global context.  In Phase 2a, these data, totalling 12,057 responses, will be 

subjected to within-group analysis to establish broad national benchmarks of 

Chinese business leaders’ global readiness, including representative samples of 
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the attitudes and behaviours being studied.  The analysis will be grouped into the 

following categories:  Demographics, Attitudes Towards Global Leadership, 

Leadership Styles and Global Leadership Competencies. The Global Acumen 

Model will be used as the framework for the latter category. 

In Phase 2c, the data relating to the respondents who reported having 

completed an international assignment will be subjected to within-group analysis 

to establish an understanding of how their competencies, skills and attributes 

influenced their performance, their resultant attitudes to international 

assignments and the impact of organizational policies on their assignment 

experience.  These data will also be analysed to assess the influence of 

organizational policies and practices, to provide a basic understanding of 

organizational performance with relation to the issues of selection, development, 

career management and retention. Given that the topic of international 

assignment experience was only included in the 2009, 2011 and 2012 surveys, 

only those data will be used for this analysis. 

 

Throughout, descriptive statistics will be  presented in both verbal and 

graphical formats, with a longitudinal depiction of each item, encompassing data 

for 3, 4 or 5 years, depending on the frequency of each items’ inclusion in the 

surveys (see Table 5.1).  The longitudinal analyses will be  followed in most 

cases by application of one or more of the mediators to the data from the 2011 

survey, this being the most recent data from the main sample.  Between-group 

analysis will be undertaken to examine the effects of experience on responses to 

a number of both individual- and organizational-level treatment variables, with 

the control group being those who have not had international assignment 
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experience and the experimental group being those who have been on 

international assignments.  

Overall, this approach will enable exploration of the effect of variables both 

individually and in combination, providing “…a rich and revealing multi-

dimensional view.” (Keppel, 1991, as cited in Cresswell, 2009, p. 159). 

2.7.2    Qualitative 

In Phases 2b, 3b and 3c qualitative analysis will consist of identifying and 

extracting, from a wide range of theoretical and practitioner literature plus 

business news sources, case examples and comparative data that support and 

enhances understanding of the quantitative results.  

 

2.8 Reliability and validity 

2.8.1 Reliability 

Reliability of both quantitative and qualitative data is largely dependent on 

consistency across researcher, projects, stages and processes (Cresswell, 2009).  

In this regard, clearly there are questions of reliability with the secondary data to 

be analysed in Phases 2a and 2c.  Firstly, the designs of the original survey 

questionnaires were based substantially on leadership practice literature and the 

research team’s practitioner skill sets and  experience and were designed to 

support simple analysis and summary-level reporting in the Chinese edition of 

globally-published commercial business magazine Fortune China.  Accordingly, 

the design lacked the academic methodology and rigour that normally would be 

applied in studying leadership theory.  Secondly, the data collection and 

recording was conducted by a third party organization, with no opportunity to 
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check on consistency of procedures or differences in personnel, especially given 

that the data were collected in five different surveys conducted annually over 

consecutive years (except 2010). 

Notwithstanding, use of the data is justified by the sheer size of the dataset, 

with a total of 12,057 responses, the lack of any other comparable data sets, the 

fact that many of the questions were repeated in each of three or more annual 

surveys, the uniqueness of the data related to Chinese international assignees, 

along with the support for many of the published findings from other leadership 

practice-based surveys and interviews.  In addition, in designing the 2012 

survey, which I did when this study was well underway, I found that the 

previous versions were still appropriate and the only changes needed were to 

extend the exploration of international assignment experience.  To me, this all 

certainly supports the reliability of these data in establishing a national-level 

perspective of Chinese business leaders’ global readiness  in combination with 

the available leadership theory.   Furthermore, the data subset relating to 

international assignees, with a total of 1,118 responses, is consistent with the 

extant literature, while clearly the analysis of a sample of this size will reliably 

inform both theory and practice. 

 

2.8.2 Validity 

Internal validity threats for the secondary data to be analysed in Phase 2 

relate primarily firstly to history, which relates to the longitudinal nature of the 

data and the possibilities of changes in the respondent environment over that 

period (2007-2012) and secondly to selection, in that the respondents, self-
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selected by responding to a global invitation to all Fortune China subscribers to 

participate in the survey.  As indicated earlier (see Section 2.6), the 2012 survey 

was administered to a different and much smaller sample group; accordingly 

those data will be used selectively. Secondly, the issue of social desirability 

response bias (Arnold & Feldman, 1981) certainly applies to these self-reporting 

surveys.  However, the survey designs sought to address this via a series of 

cross-checking questions; moreover, the consistency of responses with the 

available literature also supports the validity of the results.  

Furthermore, triangulation of data will be possible not only between the 

survey responses in Phases 2a and 2c and responses reported from other 

surveys, but also by cross-checking results with the broader body of theoretical 

and practitioner literature to establish whether the findings are consistent with 

the trends and themes reported there.  Combining qualitative and quantitative 

approaches will help to reduce bias and increase validity (Panda & Gupta, 2013, 

p. 4).  

 

 Care needs to be taken in respect to external validity and statistical 

conclusion validity (Cresswell, 2009), in this case to set aside the inferences and 

conclusions already made from the data and reported in Baker and Wu (2007) 

Baker (2008, 2009), Wu and Roitman, (2011) and in my unpublished report on 

the 2012 survey. In order to establish fresh conclusions, these earlier 

conclusions, based on summary-level data and simple analysis, will be set aside 

and the new and extended analysis commenced afresh, using more advanced 

analysis techniques applied to the raw data. 
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A realism approach, involving insertion of my personal experience where 

appropriate will make the results more practical and thus add to the validity of 

the findings.  By the same token, the fact that my experience is historical and 

that I am no longer immersed in the context, either in terms of roles or 

residential location, serves to obviate the concerns raised by Chapman, 

Gajewska-De Mattos and Antoniou (2004, p. 295) regarding “Insider” and 

“Outsider” positioning of researchers in international business research.  In the 

case of this study, the period spent as insider provides the practitioner insights, 

while the undertaking of the study as an outsider, no longer living in China, 

combined with extensive reference to theoretical literature, enables a more 

objective perspective. Overall, an approach of justifiable interpretation, 

suggested by Auerbach and Silverstein  (2003, p. 78)  will be applied, making 

use of all possible cross-referencing and triangulation sources. 

External validity, the generalizability of the findings, is naturally limited to 

Chinese companies.  Nevertheless, it is expected that the findings will provide a 

solid foundation for the conduct of similar studies in other countries, in 

accordance with the concept of transferability of theoretical constructs also 

suggested by Auerbach and Silverstein  (2003, p. 78).   

Researcher bias represents one source of concern, especially with regard to 

value-laden, subject qualitative research  (Mays &  Pope, 1995), where the 

researcher must adopt strategies and techniques to ensure that the voices of the 

participants are heard  (Norum, 2000) and must recognize the impossibility of 

separating interpretations from the researcher’s own background, contexts and 

prior understandings (Cresswell, 2009).  In addition, given the use of culture as a 
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major  theoretical lens in this study, my background and experience in different 

cultural contexts, including but not limited to China, needs to be made clear.  

Furthermore, given my prior field experience and role in design, analysis and 

prior reporting on the secondary data analysed in Phases 2a and 2c, bias 

certainly would be possible in interpretation of the results.  Offsetting this 

possibility is that the sequential mixed method, by its very nature, will provide 

an “audit trail” that can serve to confirm the validity of any assumption or 

conclusion based on earlier data and on theoretical or published practical 

experience.   

 

2.9      Feasibility 

2.9.1 Access to data 

 As indicated earlier (see Section 2.6), I have full access to the raw data from 

all five of the New Leaders Group surveys. 

2.9.2 Researcher profile 

My ability to undertake this study is well-demonstrated by the following 

components of my professional profile: 

a) Management:- my management career spans nearly 50 years, 

encompassing management, strategic consulting, entrepreneurship and 

business development in the public and private sectors and the military, both 

in the Asia Pacific Region and globally. 

b) Global leadership:-  I spent 6 years establishing then leading a new 

business unit that spanned 14 countries across Asia-Pacific, the latter 3 
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years of which I also served as a member of the leadership team for the 

global business unit, with operations in 60 countries.   

c) Boundary spanning:- My extensive boundary spanning experience 

included leading many major project bids, two years undertaking an 

eventually successful negotiation of a global contract with a Japanese MNC 

and establishing two research and development centres in China and one in 

Singapore. 

d) Expatriate:- I have had more than 15 years’ expatriate experience in China, 

Papua New Guinea and England. 

e) Chinese culture:- I have been doing business in China for more than 20 

years; this included living and working in China for 8 years in both 

corporate and coaching/consulting roles. 

f) Chinese business:- my experience with Chinese business practices and 

Chinese business leaders behaviours and performance has been gained my 

roles as via corporate strategic change agent, entrepreneur, executive coach, 

leadership development consultant, management consultant and principal 

researcher for the New Leaders Group survey series. In addition, I have 

served as an advisor to the Chinese Government, firstly as a founding 

member of the International Advisory Board of the Chinese Academy of 

Social Sciences’ Center for Information Infrastructure and Economic 

Development and secondly as Vice-Chairman of the E-Commerce Working 

Group of the China Association of Enterprises with Foreign Investment. 

f) Languages:- At various stages of my life I have achieved conversational 

fluency in Japanese, New Guinea Pidgin  and Mandarin and moderate 

reading comprehension in French. 
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g) Multi-disciplinary academic studies:- these have included professional 

certification in librarianship, studies at both undergraduate and post-

graduate  level, in sociology, psychology and Asian Studies,  in business 

management via completion of an MBA and in military studies for 

commissioning as a Lieutenant and for promotion to Captain. 

h) Personality and Cultural Intelligence:- I have administered more than 300 

personality type assessments, the bulk of them to Chinese nationals, while I 

served for two years as the Master Certification Trainer for  New Leaders 

Group’s Cultural Intelligence instrument in China. 

i) Scale and scope:- I have previously completed a Master of Philosophy 

degree by research and thesis, resulting in a 400-page book published in the 

US. 

 

 2.10 Summary 

In recommending a proposed model for future international management 

research, Peterson (2004, pp. 35-38) identified a number of elements that are 

present in this study.  They included firstly: 

 “…broader research questions using larger sample populations…over a 

period of at least 5-10 years, in order to address the short-comings of cross-

sectional studies with narrow sample populations that permeate much of or 

management and international management research.”  

Secondly, they identified samples drawn from the whole country, rather than a 

single city or region; and thirdly, the use of multiple research methods. 

 



 

Going Global – Factors Influencing Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                           49                                                                                                                                                                                                       

 

This study’s compliance with the above elements, plus the consistency and 

indeed congruence between the literature, the conceptual model and the research 

design, along with the responses above to reliability, validity and researcher bias 

all point to the appropriateness of the  method, methodology and design and a 

study that is based on a firm methodological foundation. 
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Table 2.1:   Process description 

Phase  Procedure Product 

1 Literature collection and 

review 

Revised Global Acumen model 

Blend of theoretical and practical 

perspectives of Chinese management 

2a Frequencies, cross-tabs 

SPSS v.21- 

Descriptive statistics on Chinese 

leaders’ global readiness 

2b Literature collection and 

review 

Case examples of Chinese OFDI 

projects 

2c Frequencies, cross-tabs 

SPSS v.21 

Descriptive statistics of Chinese 

international assignee experiences 

3 Literature collection and 

review 

Chinese and international IHRM best 

practice 

OFDI host country leadership 

practices 

4 Interpretation and 

explanation of the 

quantitative and qualitative 

results 

Discussion 

Implications  

Further research 
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Table 2.2:  Integration of research phases 

 Phase 1 Phase 2a Phase 2b Phase2c Phase 3 Phase 4 

Research 

Aim 

Blended 

view of 

Chinese and 

Western 

theory & 

practice 

Establish 

national profile 

of global 

readiness 

Establish 

body of 

OFDI 

project case 

examples 

Establish profile 

of international 

assignee 

experiences 

Identify IHRM best 

practice from China & 

other countries, plus 

OFDI host country 

leadership behaviours 

Identify China-

centric 

perspective of 

global leadership 

effectiveness 

Sample Literature  12,057 in total Literature  1,119 in total Literature  

Sampling 

method 

 Subscribers to 

Fortune China 

magazine, 

clients of New 

Leaders Group, 

self-selected 

 Subscribers to 

Fortune China 

magazine, 

clients of New 

Leaders Group, 

self-selected 

 Integration of 

qualitative and 

quantitative 

results 

Primary 

methodology 

Qualitative Quantitative Qualitative Quantitative Qualitative Qualitative 

Data 

collection 

Literature 

review 

Existing 

secondary data 

(*)  

Literature 

review 

Existing 

secondary data 

(*) 

Literature review  

Data 

analysis 

 Frequencies, 

cross-tabs 

 Frequencies, 

cross-tabs 

  

 

(*) Survey #5 was conducted during this study timeframe, but as part of New Leaders Group’s longtitudinal study series 
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Chapter 3 :  Theoretical and practitioner perspectives                             

-The beginning of wisdom 
 

Preamble 

 

 

 

      The beginning of wisdom is to call things by their correct name.  
 

Rhinesmith  (2001) argued that global leaders increasingly are called upon 

to deal with paradoxes that need to be managed rather than with problems that 

can be solved, and offered a global-local paradox as a primary example. This 

particular example is taken up later in what I have termed the “consistency-

adaptation dichotomy,” which represents one of the fundamental elements of the 

conceptual model upon which this study is based (see Figure 3.4). 

However, the term “paradox” could also be used to describe the long-

running, wide-ranging and ongoing debates in the literature regarding the 

definition of leadership and the concomitant definition of global leadership, in 

the sense that firstly, there is no single answer and secondly the debates and 

definitional evolution can be expected to continue ad infinitum, in concert with 

the evolution of globalization itself.  This paradox presents both challenges and 

opportunities; challenges to adopt definitions that will be reasonably accepted 

and opportunities to draw from the cacophony of terminology and concepts a 

cohesive framework suitable for this study – a beginning of wisdom. 

智慧的开端是调用的事情以正确的名称 
 

Zhihui de kaiduan shi diaoyong de shiqing yi zhengque de mingcheng 
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Consistent with the practitioner perspective adopted widely in this study, as 

well as the approach of blending of theory and practice, I have chosen to preface 

this chapter with a reflection on these definitional paradoxes of global leadership 

through the prism of my own more than twenty years of accumulated personal 

experience in a wide range of global leadership roles across an equally wide 

range of geographies and cultural contexts, including four expatriate 

assignments.  More precise definitions are addressed in this chapter, along with 

examination of a plethora of competencies, skills and attributes according to a 

variety of schema (including one of my own).  However, my own experiences 

lead me to suggest that at the highest level global leadership can be represented 

by the two broad competencies of “cultural agility” and “integration,” along 

with the two modifiers of “geography” and “role” (Figure 3.1) in order to arrive 

at appropriately situational definitions.  

                     

Figure 3.1:  Global leadership - essential components 

 

This suggestion will be explained, tested and examined as a range of 

definitions, concepts and theories are discussed through this chapter, giving rise 

to the Global Acumen Model presented in Section 3.3.2, a global leadership 
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construct that I believe embodies much of the current theory but also reflects a 

much stronger practitioner influence. 

 

3.1 Global leadership concepts 

3.1.1    Seeking a definition 

Once past the fundamental distinction between “domestic” and “global” 

contexts of leadership, I hold to the view that the definitional debate should 

fundamentally focus on the four essential components identified in Figure 2.1 in 

order to be able to hold meaningful discussions of particular manifestations of 

global leadership.  From a geographic perspective, “global’ can be applied to 

any cross-border leadership activity, whether it entails simultaneous 

responsibility across multiple countries or sequential responsibility in a number 

of individual countries. Similarly, global leadership roles can be variously taken 

to include C-level roles (such as Chief Executive Officer, Chief Financial 

Officer), or Vice-President of Sales or Marketing, Head of an R&D centre or 

regional support services centre, head of a vertical business unit, project director 

or country manager.  Additionally, the role can be associated with a wholly-

owned subsidiary, a joint-venture or minority holding in a foreign venture, 

attached to a global or regional headquarters (in the case of a vertical business 

unit), or associated with a finite construction project.  Thus, the level of 

responsibility and authority can vary considerably, as can the degrees of both 

autonomy and complexity.  Furthermore, the time-frame for performance of the 

role will also vary, but can be divided into two basic categories, indefinite and 
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fixed term; furthermore, the location of the role, whether home country- or host 

country-based, can bring the expatriate dimension into consideration. 

However, the proposition advanced in Figure 3.1 is that, regardless of 

whatever permutation of these contextual variables applies in a given situation, 

the two essential competencies “cultural agility” and “integration” remain 

constant. Interestingly, and usefully for the scope of this study, cultural agility 

has been seen as applying to both individuals and to organizations by Caliguiri 

and Tarique (2009) who defined it as: 

…an ability of both individuals and organizations to move quickly, 

comfortably and successfully from one cultural context to another.  At the 

individual level, cultural agility is the capability that helps managers 

succeed in multicultural environments by enabling them to vary their 

behavioural responses to the needs of the cultural environment.  Culturally 

agile managers are able to accurately assess the differences in behaviours, 

attitudes and behaviours and values between themselves and others and 

know how and when to appropriately use cultural knowledge and 

behaviours.  Culturally agile organizations attract, select, develop and 

retain culturally agile people – and have the processes, structure and 

systems in place to reinforce organizational responsiveness cross-

nationally.  (p. 234) 

Both the individual and the organizational dimensions captured here are 

discussed in a range of contexts in virtually all subsequent chapters, and both are 
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highlighted in the conceptual model presented in Figure 2.4.  The centrality of 

cultural agility is perhaps underlined by its more recent categorization  by 

Caligiuri (2012) as a “mega-competency.”  

Integration, typically dealt with in the literature in a domestic context, can 

be viewed in a vastly broader, global context, encompassing all the functions 

and competencies needed to achieve results. Accordingly I see integration as 

encompassing the leadership functions examined from a variety of perspectives 

discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters. These functions  range from 

creating and communicating a vision, through leading change, acquiring and 

employing resources (including staff) and implementing processes, to 

motivating staff and to completing projects or achieving goals. Thus, while 

cultural agility fundamentally is about behaviour, integration fundamentally is 

about delivery.   

Usefully, Rhinesmith (2001), speaking from an extensive practitioner 

perspective, drew a narrower focus in proposing what he described as the four 

essential qualities of a global mindset contributing to global behavioural skill.  

He grouped them into two broad categories “Cognitive Complexity”, containing 

“global business acumen” and “paradox management;” and “Cosmopolitanism,” 

containing “self-management” and “cultural acumen,” groupings that can be 

argued are broadly consistent with “integration” and “cultural agility.” 

Two extensive distillations of leadership and global leadership literature 

(Mendenhall, 2013; Mendenhall, Reiche, Bird & Osland, 2012), ranged across 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                       

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                           58 

 

 

 

approaches, theories, definitional problems and, in the latter case, offered a 

conceptual framework for global leadership. However, an earlier definition 

captures much of the essence: 

“Global leaders are individuals who effect significant positive change on 

organizations by building communities through the development of trust and 

the arrangement of organizational structures and processes in a context 

involving multiple cross-boundary stakeholders, multiple sources of 

external cross-boundary authority, and multiple cultures under conditions 

of temporal, geographical and cultural complexity.” (Mendenhall, Osland, 

Bird, Oddou & Maznevski, 2008, p. 17) 

It is possible to use of some of the definitions and concepts discussed in 

both these broad and narrow treatments to describe the approach to much of the 

remainder of this study as well as to the components that resonate most clearly 

from a practitioner perspective. Firstly, a descriptive approach is taken to 

examine reported competencies, attributes and skills in this chapter and in 

Chapters 3, 5 and 6, while a prescriptive approach is taken to specify those 

competencies, attributes and skills deemed necessary for effective global 

leadership.  Secondly, many of the components help to shape and ratify the 

Global Acumen Model presented in Section 3.3.2, which builds out from current 

models and integrates both psychological and contextual components, while 

placing substantial importance on values, attitudes and behaviours and 

highlighting the importance of boundary spanning by according it a central 

position in the Model.  
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What is presented at the end of this chapter is a global leadership construct 

that both embodies much of the current theory and also reflects a much stronger 

practitioner influence.  Once assessed against the literature reviewed in Chapter 

3 and the samples of contemporary Chinese business leaders in Chapters 5 and 

6,  it forms the basis firstly for positing in Chapter 7 what is arguably a much 

more transcultural or culturally neutral model of global leadership, based on 

what Trompanaars and Woolliams (2001, p.13) termed a “set of value-free 

competencies;”  and secondly for assessing the capabilities and development 

needs for more effective Chinese global leaders.  However, to continue the 

theme of paradoxes begun by Rhinesmith (2001), three further paradoxes are 

evident; firstly, the relationship between global leadership theory and practice 

perspectives; the tendency of much of the current leadership literature and 

models to focus on strategic elements to the detriment of those related to 

performance; and thirdly, the current practice of defining global leadership from 

a Western culture-centric perspective. 

3.1.2 Blending perspectives 

Given that the origins of this research lie in practical management 

experience and its primary objective is to create a better understanding of factors 

surrounding effectiveness and success, the literature is examined from both 

theoretical and practitioner perspectives;  clearly a more complete understanding 

will be achieved by blending these two perspectives rather than focusing solely 

on one or the other.  However, there continues to be a debate about the relevance 

of management research to practicing managers (Pearce and Huang, 2012,        
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p. 247).  Nevertheless, the general tenet that management research should inform 

practice seems not to be matched by an equally broadly-based acceptance of the 

obverse, that management practice can inform management theory. This is not to 

argue an either:or case – on the contrary, there is a natural and very evident 

overlap and complementarity, with the more broad-ranging scope of the 

practitioner literature being supported in each aspect by the theoretical literature.  

However, as will be described later, the global leadership theoretical literature 

has focused increasingly on individual competencies and has remained very 

substantially US-centric (Cheng et al., 2009), while issues such as acculturation, 

organizational culture and international HRM are treated separately.  In drawing 

on a wide range of practitioner sources on Chinese business leadership (see 

Section 3.3), some of which has only achieved limited exposure in English, the 

literature is thus also examined from both US-centric and China-centric 

perspectives, thus making a contribution to redressing the normal imbalance 

(Cheng et al., 2009). 

Consideration of this third paradox, Western-centricity, however, needs to 

be taken well beyond a simple comparison of US and Chinese cultural 

perspectives on global leadership and instead needs to take into account the 

multiplicity of other cultural contexts that are encountered in the operations of 

MNCs, regardless of their home country. This paradox is examined further in 

Section 3.2 which deals with global leadership theories and is illustrated by 

project-based examples in Chapter 6 plus cultural difference-based leadership 

practices examples in Chapter 7. 
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 Examination of the practitioner literature brings not only a greater focus on 

performance-based competencies and skills but also opens up a wider lens that 

broadens the picture by illustrating the key issues of cultural and organizational 

contexts and thus presents what is arguably a more comprehensive and globally-

applicable perspective and one that provides a firmer foundation for the 

examination of Chinese global leadership effectiveness in Chapter 3.  An 

important outcome of the literature research phase of this study was the 

development of a new construct, the “Global Acumen Model” (Baker, 2011) 

which is discussed and developed further later in this chapter (see Section 3.3). 

It seeks to both draw together the existing global leadership literature on 

business and cultural competencies and to formalise a renewed focus on skills 

via the inclusion of a set of performance competencies to complement the 

cultural and business competencies that form the focus of much of the current 

literature. This new construct will be tested against the sample data examined in 

Chapters 5 and 6 and used later (see Sections 7.3 and 8.3) as the framework for 

a model of effective Chinese global leadership. 

In order to reach a sound foundation for this research into the 

effectiveness of Chinese business leaders in international assignments, firstly 

this chapter examines literature related to global business leadership; and 

secondly, the next chapter will examine literature related to leadership and 

Chinese business leadership challenges faced by Chinese business leaders along 

with factors that impact, or are likely to impact, on Chinese business leadership 

effectiveness/success in international assignments.  However, the primary 
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research question cannot be examined in isolation from its broader contextual 

framework.  

3.1.3   Contextual framework 

 

 

 

 

 

A group of blind men touch an elephant  

   (only considering part of something) 

 

 

Consideration of global leadership effectiveness needs to take into account a 

number of contextual layers within which the individual global leader operates 

(Gardenswartz &  Rowe, 2009), much as in the Chinese parable of the blind men 

examining an elephant, where each focuses on one part of the animal and thus 

they are unable to reach agreement or understanding of the elephant in its 

totality.  Much of the recent discussion of contextualization in the literature 

focuses on specific issues such as national culture (Tsang, 2009) or the 

core:contingent bifurcation of leadership attributes and competencies (Javidan, 

Dorfman, Howell, & Hanges, 2010).  However, from a practitioner perspective, 

I believe that it is necessary to take a much more holistic view, one that also 

includes organizational and role contexts.  Hofstede (1983), in reporting on the 

results of his study of work-related patterns in 50 countries, defined cultural 

differences in terms of organizational structure, individual motivation and issues 

faced by both organizations and individuals (p. 46).  Introducing the results of 

some 30,000 questionnaires, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998, p.7) 

盲人摸象 

Mang ren mo xiang 
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defined the three levels of culture as being national, corporate and professional.  

Fish (1999), in reviewing literature published between 1980 and 1997 relating to 

career management challenges presented by cultural diversity, focused his 

attention on cultural and business practices. He argued that organizational 

culture and business practices as well as individual management behaviour 

needed to be considered within a context of the relevant national cultures.  

Similarly, the GLOBE Project sought to identify the impact of culture on both 

organizational practices as well as the attributes of effective leaders (House, 

Javidan, Hanges & Dorfman, 2002) across the 62 countries surveyed. The 

contextual framework adopted here (see Figure 3.2), goes beyond the above 

approaches, and extends  the four layered framework posited by Gardenswartz 

and  Rowe (2009) by adding a fifth, outer layer for globalization and reflecting 

the GLOBE Project findings (House et al., 2002) in promoting national culture 

above organizational dimensions. Additionally, fewer items are included in each 

layer. 
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Figure 3.2: A contextual framework for effective global leadership 

 

  At the broadest level, the process of globalization, the reasons for a 

corporation’s globalization strategy and the means adopted to execute that 

strategy all have a direct bearing on the leader’s performance and ability to 

succeed.  Some corporations retain the local leadership of their international 

acquisitions while others insert their own managers or management team (Gao, 

2008;  Koch & Ramsbottom, 2008; Teagarden & Cai, 2009).  In the former case 

the cultural diversity issues are transferred to the senior management interfacing 

with the local management of the acquired entity.  Where the globalization 
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strategy is based on increased market share, a growth rather than profit strategy 

may create dissonance for the internationally assigned leader in managing and 

leading the local management team. 

At the next level, the value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy ensures that 

national culture plays a key role in influencing the attitudes and behaviours of 

both senior management and the individual leader on international assignment. 

At the third level, organizational culture, policies and business practices in turn 

can reflect the influence of national culture.  As a consequence, cultural diversity 

and cultural differences arising from a range of points of origin, can be seen to 

coalesce where the individual leader interfaces with the operations of the 

international assignment in what I have chosen to call the adaptation process and 

this will be discussed in Section 3.2.8.  It is at this level that the individual 

leader on an international assignment serves as the interface between the host 

country business environment and the organization’s culture, policies and 

business practices.  At the fourth level, that of the individual leaders, there are 

two dimensions to the process of acculturation discussed in Section 3.2.7 – 

issues that are external to the individual, such as family (Black & Stephens, 

1989; Lê, Tissington, & Budhwar, 2010) and experience (Cohen, 2007; Selmer, 

2002); plus issues that are internal, including  personality (Hogan & Benson, 

2009), Cultural Intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003; Van Dyne, Ang, & 

Livermore, 2010) and Emotional Intelligence (Gabel, Dolan & Cerdin, 2005; 

Goleman, 1998, 2002).  In addition, there is an important element that links back 

to organizational culture, policies and business practices and that is the 
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expatriate process, which includes selection, training and management and 

which provides an overlay of both internal and external dimensions.  It includes 

matters such as adequate selection (Caligiuri & Tarique, 2006), training (Fisher-

Yoshida & Geller, 2009; Littrell, Salas, Hess, Paley & Riedel, 2006), 

administration of the international assignment (Black & Gregersen, 2007; 

Briscoe & Claus, 2008), career planning and performance management before 

during and after the assignment (Jokinen, 2010; Oddou & Mendenhall, 2007); 

and compensation (Bonache, 2006). 

It is only when all these contextual layers have been penetrated that we 

come to the core layer, global leadership, which contains global leadership 

theories and models as well as considerations of performance and effectiveness.  

Based then on this contextual framework, the examination of global leadership 

that will follow in this chapter, as well as the exploration of Chinese global 

leadership in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8  need to take due account of all layers.  

The final aspect of this framework, given the focus on internationally-assigned 

Chinese global leaders, identifies an expatriate overlay or subset, the relevance 

and importance of which will be discussed initially in Section 3.2.6. and 

addressed further in Chapters 5,6,7 and 8.  In considering this contextual 

framework, three processes are regarded as pivotal and are highlighted in the 

conceptual model and explanation presented in Section 3.2.9.  In summary, they 

are:   
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a) An enculturation:acculturation dichotomy, representing the tension between 

the individual’s retention of national culture values and their adjustment to 

the host culture values 

b) A consistency:adaptation dichotomy between the parent organization’s 

culture, business policies and practices and the host country business culture 

and business practices 

c) A values-attitudes-behaviour hierarchy operating at the individual level but 

subject to the external influences of national culture, host culture, parent 

organization and host country business environment. 

The next step, however, is to consider what global leadership broadly 

entails, before focusing on global leadership theories. 

 

3.1.4 The nature of global leadership 

 

 

 

   Lament one’s smallness before the great ocean  (To feel  

   powerless and incompetent in the face of a huge problem) 
 

Discussion of global leadership will centre around the nature of both 

leadership and global leadership, considering also cultural differences, 

intercultural competence, leadership styles and global leadership effectiveness.  

The views of global leadership in this chapter fall within the realms of strategic 

leadership, thus involving greater complexity and the responsibility for planning, 

morale, operations, strategic thinking and interaction with the external 

望洋兴叹 
 

Wang yang xing tan 
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environment (Adair, 2005).  Earlier, Black and Gregersen (2000) placed stress 

on the much greater scale, diversity and complexity of global as opposed to 

domestic leadership, arguing that “A global leader must stretch his/her mind to 

encompass the entire world with hundreds of countries, cultures, and business 

contexts” (p. 174), while Cohen (2007) identified a world view and extensive 

networks as key global leadership effectiveness elements (p. 12).  Not 

surprisingly, therefore, I have chosen to position this discussion with the 

Chinese parable wang yang shin tan, addressing smallness before the ocean, 

signifying helplessness or uncertainty in the face of inadequacies either in 

personal skills, available resources or structural conditions. 

 

 In conceding that leadership has constants regardless of geography across 

contexts, similar notions to the core-contingent segmentation,  Kanter (2010) 

agreed with Cohen with regard to complexity and diversity and also identified 

increased uncertainty as the third aspect representing the fundamental 

differences of leading in a global context, while Wagemen and Hackman (2010) 

pointed to the enabling role of leaders as key in establishing direction, creating 

structures and systems and engaging external resources.   Joyce, Nohria and 

Roberson (2003) complemented this in identifying “strategy,”  involving vision 

and direction, “execution,” involving processes and – interestingly – “attitudes” 

along with “communication” as being fundamental to superior leadership 

success (pp. 14-18).  In a conference paper written in the early stages of this 

study (Baker, 2010), I identified attitudes and culture as the two major potential 

impediment Chinese global leadership effectiveness.  However, as this study has 
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progressed, I have  concluded that context, particularly cultural context, and the 

ability to operate effectively in different cultural contexts clearly is fundamental 

for global leadership success, a view supported by a McKinsey global 

management survey (Aquila, Dewhurst & Heywood, 2012, p. 2). 

The continuing currency of traditional power-based leadership practices was 

highlighted by Tappin and Cave (2010) who reported that extensive 

interviewing and consulting experience found that  “Top CEOs believe that the 

current leadership model of  many traditional western “command and control” 

businesses is destined to fail because the challenges… will be too 

overwhelming” (p.7).  Based upon a sociological, empirically grounded view of 

leadership in a globalizing world, across 20 countries, Kanter (2010) highlighted 

the fact that the industrial age days of simple structures, stable activities and 

high levels of control had been replaced by four contrasting leadership 

phenomena for a globalized world: uncertainty, complexity, diversity and 

transparency.  She posited three important leadership tasks: institutional work, to 

deal with uncertainty,  integrative work, to deal with complexity and identity 

work, to deal with diversity (pp. 574-5).  While all three are important for global 

leadership, integrative work is especially important for global leaders on 

international assignments  and represents a key component of  the concept of 

boundary spanning which will be discussed in Section 3.3.2. 

Goldsmith, Greenberg-Walt, Maya, Robertson and Bennis (2003) made two 

important contributions, firstly by identifying five leadership dimensions for the 

global leader of the future that they regarded as extremely important: “thinking 
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globally,” “appreciating cultural diversity,” “developing technological savvy,” 

“building partnerships and alliances” and “sharing leadership” (p.2);    and 

secondly by developing an accompanying assessment instrument, the Global 

Leader of the Future Inventory.  Coming from a human resources and  

leadership development perspective and introducing contributions that combined 

theory, research and interviews with Asian executives, academics and 

consultants across seven countries, Ulrich (2010) identified eight Asian 

leadership paradoxes that he argued should be the basis of effective Asian 

leadership, including “Recognize bureaucratic, hierarchical, and political 

complexity while creating flexible, agile, and simple organizations” and 

“Maintain grace, courtesy, and an Asian style, but be rigorous and demanding 

and  take risks” (pp. 5-6). 

Liu (2010), in introducing interviews of  multidisciplinary, predominantly 

North American leadership scholars, including Kotter, Bennis, Kouzes and 

Senge, plus contributions from China and India,  proposed eight essential 

leadership disciplines that focused predominantly on issues such as 

communication, thinking and self-awareness (pp. 5-17).   Interestingly from a 

China leadership perspective, “learning from failure” was included, pointing to 

the discussion of Chinese culture and values in Chapter 4, as well as to the 

impact of cultural diversity on global leadership, addressed in the next section. 
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3.1.5 Cultural diversity and global leadership 

Voss and Lucas (2013), addressing the lack of “a reliable measure of 

national culture” (p. 72), traced the evolutionary relationship between  

Hofstede’s original 4-dimensional and 5 dimensional models  and those 

emanating from the Globe project and the World Values Study, highlighting 

both their differences and shortcomings.  They proposed that:  

 “In answer to this dilemma, the Toynbee-Huntington civilizational 

hypothesis may point to a remedy.  This hypothesis, advanced by Toynbee 

(1946) to include all historical civilizations and updated by Huntington 

(1993) to fit modern nations into current civilizations, groups the world’s 

nations into meaningful clusters that each serve as a common source of 

higher-order identity for their members. (p.72) 

They went on to make the point that: “Toynbee’s civilization model thus 

represents an historically driven concept of human identity, which typically 

results in commonalities of classical source language, religion, ethnicity and 

predominant politic-economic structure” (pp. 72-3), but identified a limitation of 

his model as being focused on historical rather than current nations.  By contrast, 

they saw Huntington’s model as seeking to “… identify only modern 

civilizations…” and thus as providing “ a basis for facilitating the search for 

cultural profiles applicable to international business” (p. 73).  The importance 

of their empirical assessment of the Toynbee-Huntington model for this study is 

clear, in that it offers a framework and a taxonomy firstly for the multicultural 

view of global leadership origins and theories later in this chapter and secondly 
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for examination of the differing leadership practices explored in Chapters 4, 5, 

6 and brought into some semblance of order in Chapters 7 and 8.  Perhaps of 

equal importance is their introduction of the term “Supranational culture” in the 

title of their study, as it goes well beyond the commonly used “cross-cultural” 

concept and highlights the levels of competence and skill needed for either 

“cultural agility” (Caligiuri, 2012; Caliguiri & Tarique, 2009) or an 

“ambicultural” approach to international management (Chen 2013; Chen & 

Miller, 2010).  

Consideration of the issue of cultural diversity and global leadership 

requires both clear definitions of the cultural context of global leadership and 

examination of cultural differences that impinge on the effectiveness of global 

leaders, particularly as they are evidenced in attitudes and behaviours. After 

reviewing close to four hundred studies, Triandis (1994) argued that there was a 

direct relationship between national culture and leadership profiles, resulting in 

distinctly different management styles.  Conversely, the  Four Layers of 

Diversity model proposed by Gardenswartz and Rowe (2009) which consists of 

an outer circle containing organizational dimensions encompassing three inner 

circles containing, respectively, external and internal personal dimensions and 

personality,  accorded relatively low levels of importance to cultural aspects 

(race and ethnicity), relating them only to internal personal dimensions, 

including age and gender (pp. 36-37). In accordance with the contextual 

framework adopted for this study (see Section 3.1.2 and Figure 3.2), cultural 

diversity is considered to influence both organizational and individual layers.  At 
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the organizational level, this influence manifests itself through the 

organizational culture, business policies and practices plus the interactions 

inherent in the consistency:adaptation dichotomy;  however, the primary 

influence on individuals and the organization is seen as originating at the 

individual level.  Accordingly, this will be the primary focus of the following 

discussion, with other organizational aspects being discussed in Sections 3.2.8, 

4.6 and 6.3.  

 An essential dimension of global leadership is cultural context;  for the 

purposes of this study, three categories of cultural context are defined.  ‘Multi-

cultural’ relates to the domestic national context in which a multiplicity of 

national cultures are represented.  While the over-riding cultural context is that 

of the host country, a series of cross-cultural interactions are also involved.  

‘Cross-cultural’ typically is applied to the process of interacting from one 

culture to a single other culture; thus an executive posted to another country 

needs to develop the ability to live and operate effectively in that host country 

(Woods, 2007; Deng, 2008). “Global intercultural environment” (Pusch, 2009)  

involves a multiplicity of countries and cultures and the most extreme 

adjustment of worldview and complexity, while the concept of 

“transnationality” has been applied to leadership in the context of borderless 

organizations and global talent pools (Fisher-Yoshida &  Geller, 2009). Global 

leadership involves experiencing working and living in a number of different 

countries and cultures, with the individual executive going through a series of 

cross-cultural experiences, the cumulative effect being the development of a 
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degree of cultural competence sufficient to enable effective performance in a 

wide variety of highly complex organizational, geographic and cultural contexts.        

While much is made of the uniqueness of individual national cultures, such as 

Chinese culture (Barney & Zhang, 2009; Tsang, 2009), it is argued that the real 

issue for global leaders is cultural difference, or what Hofstede (1980) called 

cultural distance.   Substantial cultural differences engender attitudes and 

behaviours that can result in miscommunication, misunderstanding and conflict 

resulting, in extreme cases, in leadership and business failure (Johnson, 

Lenartowicz & Apud, 2006).   

Based on analysis drawn from some 30,000 managers from multinational 

and international corporation across 55 countries, Trompenaars and Hampden-

Turner (1998) identified a range of cultural differences, or dimensions of 

culture, that were represented as dichotomies illustrating the differences between 

typical Western (e.g., Australia, USA) and typical North Asia, (e.g., China, 

Japan), including “Univeralism:Particularism,” “Specific:Diffuse” and 

“Neural:Emotional” (pp. 8-9), all highlighting the importance of relationships in 

Asian cultures.  Examining some of the differences in communication style and 

behaviour between Asians and Americans in order to develop an Asian-

American leadership competency model, Chin, Gu and Tubbs (2001) drew 

particular attention to culturally-based contrasts of American and Chinese 

communication and behavioural styles, arguing that while Chinese thinking can 

accommodate the simultaneous occurrence of opposites, American thinking 

tends to be more definitive, or black and white.  This infers a contrast between 
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flexibility and rigidity in leadership behaviour. As will be discussed in Chapter 

4, spontaneity is an aspect of Chinese leadership and, from my own China field 

experience, is typified by zhuang yunqi,  literally to try one's luck.  Other 

examples that are of particular relevance to global leadership from a practitioner 

perspective include:  communication being direct and low context, or explicit, as 

opposed to being indirect and high context, with vague terminology and/or 

hidden meanings; and respect for superiors being based on proficiency and 

knowledge rather than position and connections.   This latter dichotomy is 

regarded as particularly important in relation to the consideration of leader 

credibility and performance competence.   

Reporting on the findings from the GLOBE project, House et al. (2002) 

drew particular attention to a number of further very relevant dichotomies, 

including  “Individualist:Collectivist,” contrasting individual versus group goals; 

and “High uncertainty avoidance:Low uncertainty avoidance,” with the former 

relying on formality, contracts, rule and policies and the latter preferring 

informality and a reliance on trust (p. 5).  While the cultural differences are 

clear, the findings of an earlier study of leadership behaviours across five 

Western and Asian countries (Dorfman, Howell, Hibino, Lee, Tate & Battista, 

1997) suggested some pre-existing common ground between leaders from 

different cultures.  Underscoring the concept of cultural diversity rather than 

dichotomy, Tsui et al. (2004), in a study of more than 550 Chinese CEO’s, 

identified a number of influences on Chinese leadership behaviour, ranging from 

Confucian values and Communist ideologies to Western management 

http://www.nciku.com/search/en/try
http://www.nciku.com/search/en/one%27s
http://www.nciku.com/search/en/luck
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philosophies and practices (p. 5) and went on to define six behavioural 

dimensions and related leader behaviours (pp. 8-9), as well as examining the 

influence of organization type on leadership styles; these will be tested against 

the sample data examined in Chapters 5 and 6.   

Cultural differences provide challenges for both Chinese in dealing with 

foreigners and vice-versa and form the basis for an examination of intercultural 

competence as well as the acculturation challenges discussed later. Cultural 

diversity that is evident in the attitudes or behaviours of Asian leaders and their 

subordinates highlights some of the differences from the Western world.  Moore 

(2011) used the example of the Indian concept of “Jugaad,” or frugal innovation 

and suggested that Indian leaders focus on employees, family, community and 

country rather than shareholder value.  Gallo (2008) identified  di diao  - low-

key leadership – and zhong yong, literally using the middle, or the practice of 

avoiding extremes, as illustrating aspects of Chinese culture.  While similarities 

can be seen here, far greater similarity can be seen in the supervisor: subordinate 

context between the Japanese okami ni kiku (just listen to the person in charge) 

and the Chinese shangsi (deference to superiors).  

Global leadership is defined for this study at a level beyond cross-cultural 

leadership; nevertheless many of the key elements of cross-cultural leadership as 

explored by Woods (2007) and Deng and Gibson (2008) are applicable to global 

leadership as defined in this chapter.   The suggestion by  Hofstede (1980) that 

national cultures include values, beliefs, assumptions, expectations, perceptions 

and behaviour, provides a strong foundation for examination of the values-
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attitudes-behaviour hierarchy referred to earlier.   As summarised by Shearman 

(2008) in an overview of the research underpinning the links between values and 

culture and the frameworks for cross-cultural comparisons, values are 

considered by many researchers to be core concepts that define ‘culture’, while 

various researchers discussed by Shearman (2008) have provided the universal 

frameworks to compare values across cultures.  Fischer, Vauclair, Fontaine and 

Schwartz (2010) went beyond Hofstede’s country-level findings, using the 

Swartz Value Survey to explore relationships with values at both country and 

individual levels, reporting “substantial structural similarity” between the two 

(p. 145).  

 

The exploration of a consistency-adaptation dichotomy faced by 

international organizations and leaders (Trompenaars & Hampton-Turner, 1998) 

strikes a particular chord from a practitioner perspective, as experience suggests 

that this dichotomy lies at the core of many global leadership challenges.  

Accordingly, organizational-level factors are regarded as being of equal 

importance to individual-level factors, with both categories being heavily 

influenced by cultural differences and both requiring competence in dealing with 

cultural differences. Both the values-attitudes-behaviour hierarchy and the 

consistency-adaptation dichotomy feature prominently in the conceptual model 

presented in Figure 3.4. 

 

The issue of cultural diversity is addressed further throughout much of the 

remainder of this study, from a variety of perspectives, including the Chinese 

cultural and leadership contexts, the acculturation and expatriate processes, 
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cultural competencies, case examples of Chinese OFDI projects and cultural 

differences evident in leadership styles and practices in a wide range of countries 

and cultures.  However, the first perspective to be examined is the intercultural 

competencies, noting that, as the discussion progresses,  the terminology evolves 

to replace “intercultural” and “cross-cultural” with the broader terms 

“transitional” and “transcultural.” 

 

3.1.6 Intercultural competence 

In arguing the case for cross-cultural leadership development, Caligiuri and 

Tarique (2009) stressed the importance of: 

  “…transnational competencies (i.e., broad groupings of cross-cultural 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and personality traits)… to confront… cross-

cultural challenges that may inhibit his/her ability to work effectively… 

awareness regarding the expected norms and behaviours in the new cultures… 

leads to less anxiety, culture shock and realistic expectations about living and 

working in the new culture.”  (p. 337)    

McCall and Hollenbeck (2002) identified two dimensions to intercultural 

competence, namely personal and business.  Competency in the former, “global 

cultural acumen” was defined by  Rhinesmith (2001) as including cultural self-

awareness, an understanding of other cultures, and an ability to manage cross-

cultural effectiveness, all of which enables the successful adaptation of business 

practices to a global context (p. 5).  In a conceptual study of cross-cultural 

competence, Johnson et al. (2006) presented  a tabulation of authors, concepts 
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and definitions that range chronologically from 1989  to 2001, evolving from  

“cultural competence” to “intercultural communication competence”  that are 

perhaps typified by the definition they quoted from Cross, Bazron, Dennis and 

Isaacs (1989): “…a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes and policies that come 

together in a system, agency, or among professionals and enables that system, 

agency, or those professionals to work effectively in cross-cultural situations” 

(p.528).  Importantly, there is the clear implication that cultural competence 

applies at both individual and organizational levels.  Indeed, Johnson et al. 

(2006) proposed a cross-cultural competence model containing a range of 

independent variables grouped into three sets: “personal attributes,” personal 

skills” and “cultural knowledge” and  two modifying factors: “institutional 

ethnocentrism” and “cultural distance”  and summarised the results of the study 

with a definition of cultural competence in international business as being “…an 

individual's effectiveness in drawing upon a repertoire of skills, knowledge, and 

attributes to work successfully with people from different national cultural 

backgrounds, at home or abroad” (pp. 533-6). 

 

 Presenting findings from Project GLOBE,  Javidan and House (2001) spoke 

of enhancing cultural acumen, defined in terms of a “knowledge about cultural 

differences and similarities among countries” …..  and an understanding of  

“..the implications of the differences and the skills required to act and decide 

appropriately and in a culturally sensitive way” (p. 292).  Similarly,  in a 

completely re-written second edition, Hofstede (2001)’s definition involved not 

only awareness and knowledge but also skills, a proposition supported by a 
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range of earlier sources cited by Johnson et al. (2006).  Based on inductive 

analysis of interviews of 21 leaders, Trompenaars and Woolliams (2001) 

introduced a concept they termed “transcultural competence,” which they 

defined as a set of value-free competencies aimed at reconciling “seemingly 

opposing values of dilemmas that they face on a continuing basis” (pp. 13-14).  

However, the discussion focuses primarily on an individual to organization 

dichotomy, rather than on dilemmas relating to a multiplicity of national 

cultures.  Bennett (2008) argued that examination of a wide variety of models of 

intercultural competence published in the period 1983 to 2006 presented “..an 

emerging consensus …..as a set of cognitive, affective and behavioral skills and 

characteristics that support effective and appropriate interaction in a variety of 

cultural contexts,” and identified three prominent intercultural competencies, 

“mindset,” “skillset” and “heartset,”  key dimensions of which included cultural 

self-awareness, adaptability and cognitive flexibility (p. 97). 

 

Assessing the status of intercultural competence in the context of Chinese 

corporations investing in Germany, Jungbluth (2008) questioned both the 

organizations’ preparation and also the availability of both appropriate training 

and academic research.  In offering a Chinese model of leadership competence, 

Chen and An (2009)  identified one of the three key elements as “context 

profundity”, which they defined as calling for the leaders “ to broaden and 

expand their perspectives by eliminating biases or stereotypes towards those of 

cultural others,”  with a multicultural mindset as a derivative (p. 201).  They also 
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highlighted the importance of achieving of harmonious relationships in 

measuring a leader’s overall competence.  

 

The topic became widely dealt with in 2009.  Arising from both an 

extensive literature review and a three-country study, Fantini (2009, p. 459) 

proposed a holistic view of intercultural competence containing four 

dimensions: awareness, attitudes, skills and knowledge and argued that all four 

were of equal importance in any assessment of intercultural competence. Fischer 

(2009) identified a number of important qualities for intercultural competence, 

including “cross-cultural communication,”  “trust,” “respect,” “emotional 

intelligence,”  “empowerment”   and “task versus relationship.”  It is perhaps the 

last two that become most problematic with greater cultural distance. Hammer 

(2009) described an assessment framework for intercultural competence that 

takes the form of a development continuum ranging from a monocultural to a  

intercultural mindset and consisting of five core orientations: denial, 

polarization, minimization, acceptance and adaptation (p. 206).  Bharwuk and 

Sakuda (2009) stressed that rather than adaptability, effective intercultural 

competence rests primarily on the flexibility and elasticity required to affect 

multiple cultural transitions (p. 260),  especially in a truly global context, 

requiring what Hill (2009) termed “globally mediated cultural practices” (p. 

282).  In advancing the concept of a moral circle, defined as a community with a 

shared set of different, implicit and usually unwritten moral rules, Hofstede 

(2009) highlighted the importance of good and bad, trust and reputation and 

culture in being able to be interculturally competent. Chen and Miller (2010) 
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took this issue to a logical conclusion and laid the foundations for the later 

consideration of Chinese global leadership  in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 with 

their proposal for a convergent or ambicultural approach to management, taking 

the best of both Western and Eastern managerial practices. 

 

In an examination of both the critical elements of interculturally competent 

leaders and the ways of developing the requisite competencies, Pusch (2009) 

made the point that while a high degree of intercultural competence implies an 

ability to function effectively across many cultures, the obverse is the possibility 

of becoming marginal in the home culture.  This has significant implications for 

managing global leaders; senior management need to adopt positive rather than 

negative responses both through international human resource management 

policies and practices in general and career management in particular as well as 

in their dealing with the constancy:adaptation dichotomy.  Three spheres of 

intercultural competence were identified by Schaetti, Ramsey and Watanabe 

(2009, pp. 128-129) from a review of half a century of scholarly work and both 

academic and professional development programs.  The first sphere, “culture-

specific,” is applicable to the cross-cultural leader operating in a single host 

culture context.  Clearly, leaders need to go through a series of different culture-

specific experiences on the way to achieiving transcultural competence.  The 

second sphere, “culture-general,” focuses on differences in cultural orientation 

such as those proposed by Hofstede (1980), including high/low context 

communication, individualist/collectivist, high/low power distance.  Schaetti et 

al. (2009) regarded this sphere as an intellectual exercise and inadequate, even in 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                       

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                           83 

 

 

 

conjunction with the first sphere, unless combined with the third sphere, 

‘practice,’ which they define as a whole-person approach, moving beyond mere 

knowledge to effective application.  Trompenaars and Woolliams (2009a) 

identified four aspects of intercultural competence, recognition, respect, 

reconciliation and realization (p. 166), that form the four aspects of their 

Intercultural Competence profiler instrument. 

   

Ting-Toomey (2009) took the concept of intercultural competence beyond 

the desired external outcomes of communication and behaviour,  describing the 

need to manage “antagonistic intercultural conflict” (p. 100), and going on to 

propose a culture-based situational conflict model broadly applicable across a 

wide spectrum of individual and organizational issues.  This is regarded as of 

particular importance for internationally assigned leaders faced with living and 

working in what is often a very different host culture, impacting on the degree of 

effectiveness in both  acculturation and adaptation.  

 

The importance of intercultural competence can be considered at two levels. 

Trimble, Pedersen and Rodela (2009) defined  intercultural incompetence in 

terms of managerial behavioural variations from the organizational culture, thus 

applying only at the individual level.  However, clearly, any resultant reduced 

leadership effectiveness will also impact at the organizational level, when that 

reduced leadership effectiveness results in lowered business performance.  From 

another perspective, however, this definition is both very ethno-centric and 

organization-centric, with clear implications for a very rigid and inflexible 

approach to the consistency:adaptation issues discussed in  Section 2.2.8.  
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Drawing on both theoretical and practitioner sources, Trompenaars and 

Woolliams (2009b) presented a new concept, “hypercultural competence,” 

encompassing both multiple paradigms (cognitive, motivational, personality, 

values, behavioural and organization culture), as well as multiple layers (cross-

cultural, transcultural and intracultural) (p.443).   The importance of this concept 

here lies primarily in the two transcultural competence layers that deal with 

dilemma reconciliation and the leveraging of business results, both being 

regarded as highly relevant to global leadership performance and effectiveness, 

as well as representing a significant contribution to global leadership theories 

and resultant models. 

 

3.2 Global leadership theories 

 

 

 

If you would govern a state of a thousand chariots you must 

 pay strict attention to business, be true to your word, be 

 economical  in expenditure and love the people.  

 

3.2.1 Origins 

The origins of modern Western global leadership theories can be seen 

fundamentally as two convergent streams; the first stream consisting of 

leadership theories that were based to a large extent on practitioners (Bennis, 

2003, )first published in 1989 and in its fourth edition in 2009);  Kotter,1988; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2002) and the second stream encompassing global leadership 

道千乘之國,敬事而信,節用而愛人 

Dao qian sheng zhi guo, jing shi er xin, jie yong er ai ren  
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theories and giving rise to key concepts such as cultural acumen (Javidan & 

House, 2001) and cultural agility (Caligiuri & Tarique, 2009).  However, a 

closer examination gives rise to a more complex evolution pattern having  five 

important elements: firstly the individual leadership dimensions that underwent 

transition from command and control to influence and a concomitant shift from 

an operational to a strategic focus (Adair, 2005);  secondly the recognition of the 

importance and impact of cultural context on the individual leader (House et al., 

2002) and on the organization (Hofstede, 2001; Ting-Toomey, 2009);  thirdly a 

recognition of the parallel importance of organizational dimensions (Cohen, 

2007; Earley and Ang, 2003; Fish, 1999); fourthly a convergence to the 

core:contingent construct (Javidan et al., 2010); and finally, building on the re-

affirmation of  the importance of operational dimensions by Adair (2005),  a 

more balanced and holistic model of global leadership (Global Acumen) that I 

initially proposed in 2011 (Baker, 2011) and continue to develop in this study.   

An examination of this evolution is important for three reasons: firstly, it 

helps to understand the origins of core leadership theory and its influence on 

global leadership theory;  secondly it illuminates the elements of global 

leadership in a more holistic manner, consistent with the contextual framework 

set out in Section 2.1.3 and Figure 2.2); and thirdly it illustrates the 

convergence of leadership and global leadership theories represented by the 

core:contingent constructs that have provided a key cornerstone for the later 

iterations of the Global Acumen model.  In addition, however, it highlights the 

US-centricity of leadership theory that has carried over, to a very large extent, 
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through both Western and Chinese leadership research (Cheng et al., 2009).  

And this is where the current theories fall short of meeting truly global, or 

transcultural applicability. 

A much more meaningful approach to global leadership theories is one that 

is not Western-centric but one that is multicultural, reflecting the origins of the 

other major cultural groupings.  To provide this broader perspective, the 

Toynbee-Huntington civilizational hypothesis discussed earlier (see Section 

2.1.5) provides a starting point, in that it itemises and defines the cultural 

groupings, according to a number of perspectives, including language, religion 

and ethnicity.  However, in my view it is most informative to examine their 

origins through a somewhat different prism, one that will inform all the ensuing 

discussion about global leadership theories and differing leadership practices.  

That prism essentially, is the origins of authority and power inherent in the 

political-economic dimension of their hypothesis. However, as shown in Figure 

3.3, I have re-grouped the civilizations, Group 1 consisting of those with 

tribal/monarch/feudal origins, which includes many countries from the Western 

civilization (Western – A).  Group 2 includes the remainder of the Western 

civilization category, separated further into former colonies that split from 

Britain peacefully (Western – B) and the USA, whose separation came about 

through a war of independence (Western – C). This categorization highlights the 

sharp differences between the US cultural origins and that of most other cultures, 

something that will be illustrated with many case examples in Chapter 6, albeit 

with a China-centric perspective. 
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Figure 3.3:  Evolution of global leadership theories 
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There are several significant discussion points that can be drawn from this 

analysis, at a fairly broad level.  The first is obvious and widely recognized - the 

ubiquitous nature of Western management practices, emanating largely from one 

country, has projected a set of values, attitudes and behaviours that varies from 

being somewhat different to vastly different to those of the rest of the world.  

The second is that there have been some contributions to Western management 

practices from those other culture, with the Japanese kanban system representing 

perhaps the most obvious example. The third, equally obvious point is that 

uncritical application of Western management practices in much of the world not 

only gives rise to cultural difference challenges of varying degrees, but 

represents a barrier to the most successful outcomes.  Fourthly and finally, as is 

explored further in the next Chapter, with relation to Chinese culture and 

Chinese management theories, these other cultures clearly have the potential to 

contribute to refining management practices globally.  Indeed, there are already 

a number of points of similarity, one that I find particularly noteworthy being the 

modesty humility and attributes of the Level 5 Leader defined by Collins (2001, 

p.18), which correlate closely with Confucian values. 

As illustrated in Chapters 6 and 7, significant difficulties arise related to 

culture-specific management practices and leadership styles, quite apart from 

any combination of local and Western/US practices.  As illustrated in Sections 

7.2 and 7.3, the current approaches to cultural diversity are too broad for 

applicability to effective global leadership. The middle ground between the 

civilization-specific and transcultural theories and practices is where the vast 

majority of global leaders operate, building, assignment by assignment, an 
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enhanced reportoire and understanding of effective leadership in different 

cultural contexts.  The ultimate, value-neutral level, that is represented here as 

transcultural management theories and practices, accommodates those global 

leaders who, regardless of their cultural origins and by dint of wide experience,  

are able to adjust their behaviours and leadership styles to a wide range of 

cultural contexts.   

Whether searching for a truly transcultural leadership model or simply 

seeking a better understanding of the nature and origins of the cultural 

differences that need to be addressed, I regard this depiction of cultural origins 

as an essential foundation for any view of the origins and evolution of global 

leadership. 

Setting aside for the moment, however, the transculturally limited 

operational issues (which are re-visited in Chapter 5, 6 and  7), it is still 

necessary to examine and explore current Western theories, in order to establish 

a point of departure for theory extension. The origins of global leadership 

theories will be addressed using the core:contingent framework,  looking firstly 

at the evolution  of modern leadership theory representing the core, or 

universally applicable competencies and skills and secondly at the evolution of 

global leadership, representing the skills contingent on the global setting.  

Discussion in this chapter will include  leadership theories explicitly recognizing 

the importance of organizational competence (Cohen, 2007; Kanter, 2010) and 

the impact of culture on organization practices  (Paul, 2000), all brought 

together in my Global Acumen Model.  In Chapter 4, the parallel evolution of 

Chinese business leadership theory and practice will be examined, along with 
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the cross-fertilization with Western leadership theories; this exploration will be 

extended in Chapter 7 to include a range of non-Western leadership styles and 

practices and will be concluded with a model of effective Chinese global 

business leadership in Chapter 8.  

Modern Western leadership theories evolved from a focus on the production 

function to a principle-agent framework deemed unrealistic by economists 

Bolton, Brunnermeier  and Veldkamp (2010), who argued for a high degree of 

strategic freedom for CEOs and by Nohria and Khurana,(2010b) who spoke of  

“… a more cerebral and people orientation with models that increasingly 

focused on the attributes and competencies of the individual leader, taking into 

account cognitive …. personality dimensions and behavioural ideals” (p. 13).  

This orientation can be traced back to the 1989 first edition of Bennis (2003) and 

to Goldsmith et al. (2003) and it resulted in a concomitant reduction in focus on 

performance-related skills. Given that the focus of this study is on leadership 

performance, it is important to note that in their editors’ introduction to a major 

contemporary collection writing on leadership theory and practice,  Nohria and 

Khurana (2010b) argued that Kotter (1988) and Bennis (2003) are two of the 

strongest advocates of the relationship of leadership with performance.  More 

generally, it is argued here that four streams of thinking having predominantly 

practitioner origins can be seen to have provided much of the foundations for 

current Western views of global leadership.   

The first is Bennis.  Through the various editions of his self-proclaimed 

leadership classic (Bennis, 2003), his thinking evolved from seeing an over-

arching vision and a sense of self as the most important leadership 
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characteristics to include four essential competencies.  “Sense of self” had 

expanded to include having a distinctive voice, self-confidence, accompanied by 

the acknowledgement that these were all embodied in concepts of Emotional 

Intelligence as documented by Goleman (1998, 2002). “Over-arching vision” 

had developed to an ability to engage others by persuading others to share the 

vision. His third quality is “integrity” or “the centrality of character.”  However, 

it is the fourth,  “adaptive capacity,” that he argued to be the key competence, 

defining it as “…what allows leaders to respond quickly and intelligently to 

relentless change” (Bennis, 2003, p.  xxvi).  The work of  Bennis and Harkness 

at the jointly-founded Global Institute for Leadership Development resulted in 

two models that have made major contributions to the Global Acumen model.  

The first of these, the Leadership Assessment Instrument (Harkins, 1999, pp. 

169-72) differed from much of the literature emerging in the following decade 

by including knowledge and skills as well as competencies.  However, the model 

lacked any global-specific components, perhaps representing a classic example 

of the US-centricity of leadership research, theory and literature. The second, the 

High Impact Leadership Model (Harkins, 2010), still consisted of 

responsibilities, skills and competencies, both reflecting the contributions such 

as that of Kouzes and Posner (2008) and importantly, explicitly including 

production of results amongst the responsibilities. Notwithstanding, the core 

model continued to lack global-specific elements.  

 

The second is Kotter (1985) who preceded all except the earliest of Bennis’s 

work, which first appeared in 1989, in espousing an approach to leadership that 

clearly recognised the application of influence as an alternative to power, one of 
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the two core elements of effective leadership identified by Bennis.  Kotter 

(1988) extended this to a broader view of leadership  and then went on to 

achieve recognition as a thought leader in the field of leading change 

(Kotter,1996), which was settled on as the key competence by Bennis (2003).  

The third is Kouzes and Posner (2008), first published in 1987, who 

consolidated the results of interviews and a survey questionnaire of more than 

3,000 leaders, encapsulating aspects such as self-image, influence and integrity 

in crafting their 5 Practices and 10 Commitments framework, key elements of 

which can also be seen in the Level 5 leader model proposed by Collins (2001), 

which he based on an extensive study of leadership characteristics at some 28 

US companies. Fourthly, the results of the GLOBE Project, with the results of 

the 1993 study appearing in nearly a decade later (House, Hanges, Javidan, 

Dorfman & Gupta, 2004; House, Javidan et al., 2002; Javidan & House, 2001) 

established a strong foundation for a truly transnational perspective on 

leadership.   

 

 Importantly for the contextual framework adopted in this study  the 

GLOBE project results included the impact of culture not only on the individual 

but also on the organizational practices, while Paul (2000) introduced the 

concept of a global corporate mindset. Next, the Global Leadership 

Competencies model (Bird & Osland, 2004) presented a structured set of global 

individual competencies, which they saw as foundations for the concept of a 

global mindset; the research on this, which was originally termed “geocentric 

mindset” has been traced back to 1994 (Osland, Bird, Mendenhall & Osland, 

2006).   This concept was followed up in a collection of nine papers addressing 
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different dimensions of global mindset (Javidan, Steers & Hitt, 2007) and 

became operationalized in the Thunderbird Global Mindset Inventory for 

Executives and  Corporations (Thunderbird  Najafai Global Mindset Institute, 

n.d.) and the Thunderbird Model of Global Leadership  (Thunderbird  Najafai 

Global Mindset Institute, 2013, p. 4-6).  A further refinement was represented by 

the core:contingent construct  proposed by Javidan et al. (2010) and refined 

somewhat by Kanter (2010), formalizing a convergence of leadership and global 

leadership theories.   

 

However, except for the impact of culture on organizations, the focus was 

largely at the individual level.  The important and often disregarded 

organizational context, introduced in the contextual framework  and dealt with in 

the examination of adaptation (see Section 3.2.6) and the more detailed 

exploration of the impact of organizational culture, policies and business 

practices in the following chapters (especially Chapters 4, 6 and 8) was given 

prominence by Cohen (2007) and Kanter (2010), both drawing on empirically-

based multi-country data.  Of the four global leadership competency groupings 

presented by Cohen (2007), “global,” “geographic,”  “functional and market”  

and “corporate and proprietary” (p.12),  the combination of the last and elements 

of the first call for significant organizational competence.  Kanter (2010) 

proposed the most appropriate leadership response to complexity as being 

‘integrative work,’ defined in terms of leaders facilitating connections within the 

organization rather than exercising command (p. 576).  One application of this 

concept, particularly suited to truly global leadership, is “boundary spanning” 

(Beechler,  Sondergaard, Miller & Bird, 2004;  Bird & Osland, 2004), which 
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will be discussed below (see Section 3.3.2.5) and which emerges as a core 

component of the further-evolved Global Acumen Model. Both play key roles in 

effective global leadership, especially in international assignments. 

 

3.2.2 Global leadership competencies, skills and attributes 

There are two key points to be made at the outset.  Firstly, the discussion of 

competencies in the literature in fact ranges across competencies, personality 

traits, attitudes, behaviours, attributes and characteristics and these are all 

addressed to some degree.  For the purposes of this discussion, “competencies, 

skills and attributes” is used as the general term, with more specific terminology 

used in more precise contexts.  Secondly, as will be visited in the explanation of 

the Global Acumen Model in Section 3.3.2, many global leadership 

competencies, skills and attributes can be role-dependent.  It is important, 

however, to establish an understanding of the breadth and depth of the full range. 

A  two-year, research study commenced in 1997 and encompassing 

interviews with more than 200 emerging younger leaders from 120  international 

companies, (Goldsmith et al., 2003), confirmed the continuing relevance to 

effective leadership of characteristics such as communicating a shared vision, 

demonstrating integrity, focusing on results and ensuring customer satisfaction.  

At the same time it identified the five emerging characteristics for global leaders 

mentioned earlier, namely: “thinking globally,”  “appreciating cultural 

diversity,”  “developing technological savvy,”  “building partnerships and 

alliances,” and “sharing leadership” (p. 2).   When discussing their perspectives 

on global leadership, CEO’s from major global corporations HSBC, Schering-

Plough, GE and Flextronics laid particular stress on drive, cultural sensitivity, 
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global attitude and personal global networks (Green, Hassan, Immelt, Marks & 

Meiland, 2003).   

Presenting their Global Leadership Competencies model, which was 

developed from studies related to success as expatriate or global leader, Bird and 

Osland (2004) sought to bring order to the question of relevant personal traits, 

attitudes and skills by changing the focus from competencies content to global 

management process, or what they termed “global competencies.”  The resultant 

model consisted of four levels, with “traits,”  “attitudes and orientation,” 

“interpersonal skills” and “systems skills,” all resting on a foundation of “global 

knowledge” (p. 66).  Management academic and consultant Schein (2006) 

argued that leadership competencies were all psychologically based and 

proposed a fresh approach based on the unique leadership function of managing 

culture. He proposed that effective leaders  required three broad competencies 

that he admitted were really roles and attitudes: being culturally self-aware, and 

leading rather than impose organizational cultural change; focusing more on 

influencing roles than individuals and identifying the most feasible change 

points; having a vision, communicating it effectively and being open to inputs 

from within the organization and from the broader world (pp. 256-7). 

From the results of a Global Leader survey and follow-up interviews with 

some 50 global leaders, Cohen (2007) identified four categories of competences 

for global leaders: “global competencies,” including a worldview, global 

business acumen, extensive networks, and change leadership skills; “geographic 

competencies,” within the context of where one works, including cultural 

differences, business protocols and business legalities; “functional and market 
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competencies” including the skills necessary to provide the services or products 

offered; and “corporate and proprietary competencies,” including internal 

culture, institutional business protocols and proprietary skills.  He also identified 

“global business acumen” as being the most highly rated critical competency 

priority, closely followed by “people leadership” (p. 12-14).  Respondents to his 

survey also identified leadership traits they regarded as essential for success in a 

global context; these included being open to new experiences, curious about the 

world, enthusiastic, willing to listen and learn, able to adapt readily to change, 

being self-assured and being results-oriented (p. 19).  While reflecting similar 

basic components as Western models, the Chinese Model of Leadership 

Competence proposed  by Chen and An (2009), presented quite a different view 

of global leadership competency, one based on Chinese philosophical 

assumptions and consisting of  “…three interactional dimensions  of self-

cultivation, context profundity and action dexterity” (p. 200). This model serves 

to highlight differences between Western and Chinese thinking on global 

leadership, an issue that will be explored in Chapters 4, 6, 7 and 8. 

Emphasising the need to include competencies in the cultural dimension of 

global leadership, Trompenaars and Woolliams (2009b) presented a new and 

broadly based concept, “hypercultural competence,” encompassing both  

multiple paradigms (cognitive, motivational, personality, values, behavioural 

and organization culture), as well as multiple layers (cross-cultural, transcultural 

and intracultural) ( p .443).   The importance of this concept here lies primarily 

in the two transcultural competence layers that deal with dilemma reconciliation 

and the leveraging of business results, both being regarded as highly relevant to 
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global leadership performance and effectiveness, as well as representing a 

significant contribution to global leadership theories and resultant models. 

Lane et al. (2009) took a somewhat different approach to the global business 

competencies defined by Cohen (2007),  presenting a concept of “global 

mindset,” fundamentally consisting of a cognitive schema or worldview, a 

“…meta-capability that permits an individual to function successfully in new 

and unknown situations…and adapt to the changing needs of global business.” 

(p. 14).  In  operationalizing this concept,  the Thunderbird Global Mindset 
(R)

 

Inventory for Corporations (Thunderbird  Najafai Global Mindset Institute, n.d.) 

encapsulated elements of both personal and business dimensions with the 

inclusion of  “Intercultural Empathy “ and “Global Business Savvy.”  However, 

consistent with the earlier preference for using the concept of transnationality to 

reflect the cultural scope of global leadership, it is argued strongly that the 

broader concept of  “Transcultural competence,” defined by Trompennaars and 

Woolliams, (2009a, p. 131) as “a set of value-free competencies” is more 

appropriate.   

 

For similar reasons, preference here is given to “Global Business 

Acumen,” which Cohen (2007) defined as including the most critical areas of 

“business terminology, regional and global economics, global financial 

awareness, strategic marketing, organizational behaviour, enterprise knowledge 

management, operations management and business innovation” (p. 44). The 

reasoning behind this preference is the common element of seamless 

transferability or interoperability across a multiplicity of business and social 

contexts, which, based on my own global leadership experience, is a critical 
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element of success.  These two concepts, Transcultural Competence and what I 

have termed Global Business Competence represent cornerstones of my Global 

Acumen Model presented in Section 3.3 below. The model of foundations of 

transnational leadership based on a decade of scholar-practitioner experience in 

a wide range of countries presented by Fisher-Yoshida and  Geller (2009) 

identified three major component areas, “intercultural communication,”  

“relational leadership”  and “transformative learning” (p. 8),  underscoring a 

view that in a truly transnational environment, relationship-based competencies 

were most important.  However, leadership behaviours, as expressed by 

leadership styles, also play a vital role in ensuring success. 

 

   3.2.3 Leadership styles and behaviours 

Discussing global leaders and teams, Goldsmith et al.  (2003) argued that: 

 

“The role of the global leader  is to create an environment within which 

people feel confident making decisions, taking responsibility, and 

sharing ideas and knowledge and then give them the space and freedom 

they need to do their jobs well.  This is especially important in today’s 

environment, in which the workforce is often so physically scattered that 

leaders can’t be operationally involved in each task.” (p. 164) 

Creation of this environment relies in good part on individual leadership styles 

and behaviours and the cultural influences on these tend to either contribute to or 

detract from effectiveness in creating that environment. It is here that the 

differences between the widely-adopted Western leadership styles and 

behaviours becomes immediately evident.   A survey of 151 top and middle 

managers in 42 Japanese joint ventures in China, Hong Kong, USA and Taiwan 
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and 32 Chinese SOEs (Wang & Satow, 1994) used a 1984 Japanese leadership 

instrument based around four functional leadership dimensions: “expectancy” 

that subordinates will both apply themselves diligently and accept responsibility; 

“sentiment,”  healthy interpersonal relationships and strong support for 

subordinates;  “informativeness,” the provision of necessary information and 

understanding of task significance; and “trustworthiness,” the leader’s 

competence or ability (p. 32).  Introduction of the results was prefaced by the 

general statement that: 

 “Many overseas managers were more task- and outcome-oriented in 

management, whereas most Chinese managers were accustomed to a 

type of collective decision making, i.e. joint decision making and 

consulting their team members before making decisions, and were more 

relationship- and process-oriented. Those differences in leadership styles 

reflected, to a large extent, different management philosophy and 

values.” (Wang and Satow, 1994, p. 31)  

Nohria and Khurana (2010b) set out a series of what they termed “dualities” 

that, between them, frame much of the consideration of how Chinese leadership 

styles differ from Western practice, especially in a global context. For example, 

the duality between”  “producing superior performance” and “making meaning” 

links closely with the  issue of a directive vs. influence leadership style; the 

duality between “exercising agency” and “attending to constraint”  relates to the  

consistency-adaptation dichotomy; while the duality between “thinking and 

doing” and “becoming and being” strikes at the core of culturally different 

leadership styles (p. 7).  Chen and An (2009) cited Chen (1993) in drawing 
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attention to five communication behaviours linked to Chinese leadership 

competence, namely “emotional control,” “avoidance of  aggressive 

behaviours,” “avoidance of the expression of ‘no’”, “face-saving” and the 

“emphasis of particularist relationships”  (Chen & An 2009, p. 203).   

 

By contrast, Tsui et al. (2004) advanced six behavioural dimensions and 

four types of styles as indicative of a “confluence of traditional and modern 

practices embedded in Eastern values and Western ideals” (p. 7).  The 

behavioural dimensions, “articulating a vision,” “monitoring operations,”  

“being creative and risk-taking” “relating and communicating,” “showing 

benevolence,” and “being authoritative” are tested against the sample data in 

Chapter 5.  Goleman (2002)  defined 6 purpose-specific leadership styles 

derived from Emotional Intelligence  theory, with each style reflecting both self-

awareness and awareness of others, thus being relevant to global leadership 

effectiveness.  

  

One essential point regarding leadership behaviour in the global context, 

highlighted by Selmer (2012), is the perception of the expatriate leader’s 

behaviour by the host-nation employees. As Selmer (2012, p. 13) explained - 

and as I have observed and experienced on many occasions - where the 

expatriate leader exhibits the same behaviours as they would in their home 

country and thus fail to adapt to the host country context,  the likelihood of 

failure is heightened, as the host country employees use their own leaders as the 

behavioural benchmark.  In my experience, the challenge to overcome this 

aspect of the liability of foreignness can be met, at least in part, by clearly 
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bringing other benefits, such as technical knowledge or skills, to the situation. 

However, adaptation of behaviours will improve effectiveness. 

 

3.2.4  Global leadership effectiveness 

Cultural differences play a key role in the both the measurement and 

achievement of leadership effectiveness in a global context.  Earley, Ang and 

Tan (2006) argued that “A deep understanding of cultures around the world 

becomes imperative for effective leadership” (p.185), and the point is illustrated 

tellingly by the act of seeking feedback from employees (Varma, Budhwar and 

DeNisi,  2008), which is common practice in many  Western countries but  

regarded as quite inappropriate in the cultural context of, for example, China, 

both for the leader to request this and for the subordinate to respond. This is 

supported by the findings of Dorfman et al. (1997) that directive and 

participative leadership behaviours were culturally specific.  A related cultural 

context issue identified by Varma et al. (2008) is the different methods of 

assessing and rewarding performance applicable to individualist cultures, such 

as the USA (where many of the world’s multinational corporations are based) 

and strongly collectivist cultures such as Japan and, perhaps to a lesser extent 

today, China.  However, they  made a far more fundamental point in 

highlighting not only the paucity of focus on performance evaluations for 

expatriate assignments  but the fact that existing evaluations used by both US 

and non-US multinational corporations were primarily based on US appraisal 

systems, thus not making allowance for  the often unique realities of the new 

location.  This last point highlights the consistency-adaptation dichotomy issue, 

which plays such an important role in success or failure of internationally 
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assigned leaders, especially given the need to deal with greatly increased 

complexity and diversity.  

 Reporting on a detailed study of Chinese managers (Vilkinas, Shen & 

Cartan, 2009) highlighted the central role of “integrator,”  enabling delivery on a 

range of competing demands, as one of the most significant predictors of 

effectiveness (p.580).  Their study also showed that Chinese managers did not 

score well on the integrator role, thus indicating a low expectation of 

effectiveness, given the importance placed on integration both in the current 

literature and in the Global Acumen Model.    

Methods of measuring leadership effectiveness have evolved from results-

based (Ulrich, Zenger & Smallwood, 1999), in which the primary focus on 

processes was aimed directly at achievement of numeric goals via the 

application of management skills.  More recent literature suggests that  financial 

results are not necessarily the most useful measurement, given the overall 

complexities of international assignments (Shen, 2004), while  Hesselbein and 

Goldsmith (2006), Blanchard (2007) and Daniels and Daniels (2007) all focus 

more on the achievement of numeric goals via influencing and motivating others 

through the application of leadership skills.  This important point regarding the 

need for a balance between performance and influence goals is taken up further 

in the discussion of global leadership models in Section 2.3.  It should be noted 

that methods also exist for predicting effectiveness in the form of pychometric 

tools that measure Cultural Intelligence, Emotional Intelligence and personality; 

my own experience in using all three in China and elsewhere leads to a strongly-

held view of their efficacy in predicting behavioural and attitudinal aspects of 
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leadership effectiveness in global contexts and in facilitating acculturation and 

integration. 

This view is supported by the research literature,  including  the 

“intercultural effectiveness”  outcomes from Cultural Intelligence (Ang, Van 

Dyne, Koh, Ng, Templer, Tay & Chandrasekar, 2007), the claim that Emotional 

Intelligence accounted for a very high percentage of the difference between 

outstanding and average leaders (Boyatzis & McKee, 2005) and the impact of 

personality traits and behavioural competencies on expatriate effectiveness and 

cross-cultural competence (Shaffer, Harrison, Gregersen, Black & Ferzandi, 

2006). 

“Boundary spanning,” a concept that Kobrin (1982) identified in literature 

dating from the early 1970’s,  was applied originally in organization theory and 

was then examined in practice in public administration via surveys and in-depth 

interviews by Williams (2002), who defined it in terms of  “… effective inter-

organizational behaviour, …….managing within non-hierarchical environments,  

managing complexity, and understanding motives, roles and responsibilities” 

(p.103).  It became more closely linked to global leadership by Beechler et al. 

(2004)  and Marchington, Vincent and Cooke (2005), while Bird and Osland 

(2004),  included the function “Span boundaries” in the systems skills level of 

their model (p.66) and Vilkinas et al. (2009) and Kanter (2010) broadened the 

concept by introducing the function of integrator.  Perhaps the clearest definition 

for the purposes of this study came from Osland,  Bird and Oddou (2012) who, 

in emphasising the central importance of boundary spanning, described it as “… 

involving multiple stakeholders distributed across geographic, cultural and 
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national boundaries” (p. 110).  From my own considerable experience in 

boundary spanning, I would add organizational boundaries, a factor which 

underscores the importance I have accorded to boundary spanning in the Global 

Acumen Model. 

The preceding discussion applies predominantly to global leaders with 

cross-border responsibilities but who remain resident in their home country.  

However, when the global leader finds himself or herself resident in another 

country, the personal, professional and organizational challenges to effectiveness 

are greatly compounded. 

 

3.2.5 The unique aspects of international assignment effectiveness  

In examining the contextual framework from an individual global leader 

perspective (See Figure. 3.4), it is necessary to consider all levels.  In the case 

of global leaders who are  internationally assigned (that is, resident in a host 

country), the processes of acculturation and adaptation both exert a high degree 

of influence over success or failure and this influence is exacerbated, certainly in 

my experience, by the expatriate process, which has both individual and 

organizational dimensions.  The combination of these three underscore the 

unique nature of global leadership in international assignments and the special 

challenges faced in achieving effectiveness.   

The six major reasons for leadership failure at C-level identified by the 

Singapore-based NBO Group (Why leaders fail, 2003) and discussed below (see 

Section 3.3.1) do not include difficulties arising from any of these three 

processes as a major reason.  However, in a conceptual study of cross-cultural 
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competence in international business encompassing ten top business journals 

from 1995 to 2004, Johnson et al. (2006) highlighted not only working and 

communicating in intercultural contexts, but importantly, also “adapting to live 

in other cultures” (p. 527),  which includes expatriate adjustment processes 

examined by Bennett (2009). As indicated earlier, from my personal experience 

as global leader and expatriate, this process plays an equally important role in 

determining global leadership effectiveness of internationally assigned global 

leaders. 

The investigation on expatriate performance by Shaffer et al. (2006) 

included not only expatriates but also both colleagues and spouses, thus bringing 

family influence into consideration.  They examined reasons for failure, 

prominent amongst which was the failure to adjust to an expatriate context.  The 

study, which including respondents from Hong Kong, Japan and Korea  focused 

on both “task” performance and “contextual” performance (p. 110) and thus 

provides additional support for the separation of competencies, skills and 

attributes into core and contingent groupings adopted in the later versions of the 

Global Acumen model presented in Section 3.3.2. 

 

3.2.6   The expatriate process  

The individual dimension of the expatriate process is typified by conflicting 

issues such as career advancement versus family impact and stability versus risk, 

with the cost of failure impacting on the individual leader’s career (Johnson et 

al., 2006) as well as the hygiene factors such as compensation (Bonache, 2006), 

housing, relocation and repatriation processes. Osland et al. (2012) introduced 
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the concept of “precariousness,” describing global leadership jobs as ones that 

had “…high stakes, high risks and unpredictable, potentially negative outcomes” 

(p. 116); this is especially true for expatriate global leaders. Clearly, the 

individual dimension includes not only the leader but the whole family unit, as 

recognized explicitly in the global work assignment model developed by Earley 

and Ang (2003) and encompassing what Andreason (2003) categorized as “non-

work  factors” (p. 50).  The organizational dimension includes international 

human resources policies and practices in the broad (Briscoe, Schuler & Claus, 

2009; Mendenhall, Oddou & Stahl, 2007) and more specifically international 

assignment management (Black & Gregersen, 2007; Oddou & Mendenhall, 

2007) plus career management for international leaders (Dickman & Doherty, 

2010), particularly as it relates to the repatriation phase.  As evidenced in the 

following sections that delay with both acculturation and adaptation, the 

expatriate process impinges on both dimensions, highlighting the 

interdependence of individual and organizational dimensions of global 

leadership effectiveness. 

Other aspects of the expatriate process, including repatriation and career 

management, are addressed in the ensuing and frequently-addressed examination 

of organizational influences on expatriate leaders later in this chapter and in 

Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7.  However, for the moment, it is important to complete 

consideration of the individual dimensions with a closer look at the 

acculturation:enculturation dichotomy. 
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3.2.7   Acculturation/Enculturation  

 The classic anthropological definition by Redfield, Linton and Herskovits 

(1936): “Acculturation comprehends those phenomena which result when 

groups of  individuals having different cultures come into continuous first-hand 

contact, with subsequent changes in  the original cultural patterns of  either or 

both groups” (p. 149), both captures the essence and also points toward the 

possibility of cultural distance asymmetry, suggesting that individuals from one 

culture may adjust to a greater or lesser degree to another culture (Selmer, Chiu 

& Shankar, 2007).  In the case of the internationally assigned business leader, 

both the literature and my own experience suggest that greater acculturation may 

generate issues with the parent organization, where the view might be formed 

that the individual is “going native” (Andreason, 2003, p. 45), while a lesser 

degree of acculturation may well have a negative effect on relationships and 

performance in the host culture.   

In a cross-disciplinary review of expatriate acculturation literature, 

Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) identified four key dimensions of the process.  

The “self-oriented” dimension included home- or recreationally- related 

activities as well as effectiveness in stress management plus an aspect important 

to the concept of  “global acumen,”  that of technical competence to accomplish 

the assigned task or mission.  The “other-oriented” dimension consisted of 

establishing both friendships and mentoring relationships plus a willingness to 

communicate, with suggestions that willingness to attempt the local language 

was more important than fluency,  something that certainly is consistent with my 

own experience. The “perceptual” dimension represented the ability to 
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understand behaviour of members of the host culture, something that is 

obviously more difficult the greater the cultural differences.  This also forms the 

basis for the fourth dimension “cultural toughness,” the degree of difficulty in 

dealing with the other three dimensions in a particular country (pp. 40-43).   

Based on a study of American expatriate managers in Japan, Black (1988) 

identified three dimensions of adjustment to international assignments: “work 

adjustment,”  “interaction adjustment” and “general adjustment” (to the culture 

and living conditions) (p. 283).  Seeking to create a comprehensive model of 

international adjustment via an examination of a range of theoretical 

perspectives, Black, Mendenhall and Oddou (1991) identified five key but 

largely different dimensions of the acculturation process: “predeparture 

training,” “previous overseas experience,”  “organizational selection 

mechanisms,” “individual skills” and “nonwork factors” such as family 

responses (p.293), as well as the “cultural toughness” dimension reported earlier 

by Mendenhall and Oddou (1985).  As will be seen, these issues all play an 

important role in the construction of the conceptual model (see Figure 3.4) and 

the research design (See Figure 2.2) and feature prominently in the sample data 

analyses in Chapters 5 and 6 and the modelling in Chapter 7. 

 

3.2.8 Adaptation  

“Adaptation” is defined here as occurring mostly at the organizational level 

and relates substantially to the consistency-adaptation dichotomy, necessitating 

the internationally assigned leader to mediate between the parent organization 

and the host country operation for adaptation of corporate policies and practices 
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to accommodate host country business practices (a core element of boundary 

spanning).  In many Chinese companies these are set by an older generation of 

leaders, most of whom still bear the policy and cultural legacy of the State-

Owned-Enterprise era.  Reference has been made earlier to the concept of global 

corporate mindset (see Section 3.2.1) and the powerful positive or negative 

effect of it on the nature of the dichotomy and thus the success of both the 

individual  leader and the business venture.   It is this dichotomy that particularly 

highlights the importance of the concepts of boundary spanner (Beechler et al. 

2004) and integrator (Kanter, 2010), applicable generally in global leadership 

but key to the effectiveness of the internationally-assigned leader.  At a more 

detailed level, a review of determinants of expatriate adjustment by Andreason 

(2003) identified two broad categories of organizational issues, relating 

primarily to job performance and selection (pp. 44-46).  Of particular relevance 

to adaptation are the “job factors” and especially “role conflict”, this being 

anchored in the consistency-adaptation dichotomy, whereby the actions and 

behaviours of the expatriate leader, shaped by experience in the parent 

organization are carried over into the host-culture environment, where they may 

prove inappropriate or in need of adjustment.  Thus, an organizational refusal to 

permit adjustment brings the dichotomy into play (Paul, 2000).   

In addition, “role novelty,” the difference from past roles, requires the 

acquisition of new skills by the individual but also requires both support and 

flexibility on the part of the organization in terms of training, access to specialist 

skill sets and an allowance for learning time. “Role clarity” and “role 

discretion,” if both tightly controlled by the organization, are likely to limit the 
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chance of success, as the realities of the host-country environment may not be 

well-understood at the geographical and functional distances at which such 

organizational decisions are made.  Importantly, the extent of role discretion 

may be well beyond that normally ascribed to the individual’s level in the 

domestic hierarchy, requiring special dispensations, an issue with which I have 

had personal experience.   

Other organizational issues raised by Andreason (2003) include 

compensation and selection criteria based on role requirements rather than 

hierarchy.   Again, my own experience underscores the importance of selection, 

given both perceptions and degrees of cultural toughness.  The inclusion of the 

importance of family adjustment also resonates strongly with my own expatriate 

experiences.  At the broadest level, impediment factors are all seen as being 

derivatives of either culture or global acumen, reflecting both the separate 

impacts of each factor as well as their inherent interdependence. The obviously 

critical importance of role of communication in this process was underscored by  

an empirical, longtitudinal study of  the relationships between personal 

characteristics and success in foreign assignments in one Finnish company 

Holopainen and Bjo¨rkman (2005), the results of which led to the 

recommendation that careful attention be paid to personal characteristics, 

particularly communication ability, in selecting candidates. 

Having addressed all these aspects of global leadership separately, it 

remains now to gather them all together to illustrate both their interdependence 

and also their influence on the internationally assigned leader. 
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3.2.9 Conceptual model 

 

Essentially, this conceptual model (see Figure 3.4)  takes a more detailed 

approach than the contextual framework  presented in Figure 3.2, expanding on 

the various elements and providing the context for the three linchpin 

dichotomies, in the context of the principal independent variables,  moderating 

variables, and dependent variable addressed in this study. 

As introduced earlier (Section 3.1.3), the interplay between the three 

dimensions of the individual leader and the four external influences of national 

culture, host culture, organization and host country business culture and 

practices presented in Figure 3.4 hinges on three interactions in influencing the 

achievement of effective global business leadership in an international 

assignment.  Firstly, the consistency:adaptation dichotomy (Trompenaars & 

Hampden-Turner, 1998) plays a pivotal role, inasmuch that policy and business 

practice flexibility on the part of the organization will make it easier for the 

internationally assigned leader to adapt to local conditions and requirements.  

Conversely, rigidity on the part of the organization will greatly increase the 

difficulty for the leader at the local level.  Paul (2000) expressed this in terms of  

a “global corporate mindset” defining this in terms of  “…how the corporation 

sees the world and how this affects its actions….The corporate mindset 

determines to what extent management encourages and values cultural diversity, 

while simultaneously maintaining a certain degree of strategic cohesion,”        

(p. 187);  in its fullest dimensions this corporate mindset represents a 

fundamental component of the constistency:adaptation dichotomy. 
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Figure 3.4:  Conceptual model 

 Equally importantly, especially to the discussion of Chinese leadership in 

Chapter 3, Paul (2000) argued that the personal mindset of the Chief Executive 

Officer could represent the “single most important factor in shaping the 

organization’s mindset” (p. 88). A number of aspects of the influence of the 

CEO was raised in the China context by Cooke (2008a) while Tsui et al. (2006) 

specifically addressed the CEO’s impact on organizational culture.  Importantly, 

the success of the individual leader will be dependent on their effectiveness in 

boundary spanning (Marchington et al., 2005). 

Secondly, the value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy proposed and tested by 

Homer and Kahle (1988) and tested for cross-cultural validity by Milfont, 
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Duckitt and Wagner (2010), provides the linkage between national culture and 

the attitudes and behaviours not only of the CEO, HR head, other senior 

executives and the internationally assigned leader but also of the local managers 

and employees.  Thus the degree of cultural distance and the issue of cultural 

diversity can be seen to be playing a key role at all of these contextual layers in 

determining the ability of the internationally assigned leader to be successful. 

This issue is discussed further in the following sections of this chapter, 

commencing with an examination of the nature of global leadership.  

Thirdly, what I have chosen to call the enculturation:acculturation 

dichotomy represents the tension between the individual’s retention of national 

culture values and their adjustment to the host culture values. This not only 

impacts on the individual leader’s effectiveness in business and social 

interactions in the host country, but also influences the relationship with senior 

management in the parent organization and, based on my personal experience, 

also plays a role in the consistency:adaptation dichotomy. 

 

Globalization is seen as initiating cultural cross-fertilization, in the sense 

that it causes the interaction between home and host nation cultures and thus 

creates the acculturation:enculturation dichotomy.  Also, with the establishment 

of international operations, globalization impacts on organizational culture, 

policies and practices, engendering  changes needed to accommodate a different 

and more complex set of issues. These policies and practices have a very direct 

impact on the individual leader, creating the environment for the conduct of all 

aspects of the assignment, as well as an indirect influence on performance 

resulting from the impact of those policies on the individual leader’s family. It is 
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the  interaction between organizational and host nation business culture and 

business practices that gives rise to the consistency:adaptation dichotomy. The 

home nation culture also impacts on and influences the organizational culture, 

with flow-on effects on the policies and business practices. 

The centre of the model illustrates the principal internal and external 

influences on the individual and, along with the home nation culture, contribute 

to the value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy and leadership styles components of 

the model, which culminates in a effective expatriate global leader, or what 

Osland, et al. (2012) termed “expert global leadership.” 

 

3.3 Towards a more effective global leadership model 

3.3.1 Current models 

A 2003 survey of some 4,000 respondents by a Singapore-based 

communication consulting and leadership development company  (Why leaders 

fail, 2003) identified 6 major reasons for leadership failure at C level:  “lack of 

vision,”  “cannot build teams,”  “poor communicator,”  “leadership styles,”  “fail 

to execute”  and “poor interpersonal skills” (p. 2).   While these points of failure 

are all applicable to global leadership in the context of this study, clearly far 

more complex theories are called for when they are projected across vastly 

broader scope and scale, encompassing multiple geographic, cultural and 

organizational boundaries and thus dealing with far greater degrees of 

complexity than domestic leadership – a point heavily stressed by Osland et al., 

(2012).    The following examination of current models is aimed at distilling a 
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consensus, which can then be modified from a practitioner perspective, with the 

results presented in an evolved version of my original Global Acumen Model. 

 

Core themes evident in the literature are the ability firstly to chart a course 

in what could be substantially unknown and extremely diverse circumstances, 

secondly to lead credibly in circumstances that typically involve significant 

change and uncertainty and thirdly to manage one’s own emotional stability in 

the face of very substantial stresses.   However, the current range of global 

leadership models  address the competencies, skills and attributes from a variety 

of perspectives, including strategic leadership, cross-cultural leadership and the 

role of Cultural Intelligence.  Furthermore, there is still a heavy emphasis on 

Western-centric theories as well as a lack of balance between what  Early and 

Ang  (2003) presented as the two basic dimensions of their model of the  role of 

Cultural Intelligence in expatriate assignments.   Their model consisted of 

“general adjustment” incorporating personality, family adjustment and cultural 

toughness and “work performance” incorporating an individual element, 

technical/managerial competence, along with the organizational elements of job 

design, and parent and local unit organizations (p. 212).  

 

In designing the questionnaire for the New Leaders Group’s first survey of 

Chinese global leadership readiness in 2007, I drew substantially on practitioner 

literature and my own experience. The practitioner literature seemed clear that 

global leadership effectiveness required a combination of attributes, 

competencies, knowledge and skills. As discussed earlier (see Section 3.2) the 

Global Institute Leadership Assessment Instrument (Harkins, 1999, pp. 169-72)  

provided an excellent starting point with its three component groupings, namely 
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“competencies,”  “knowledge areas” and “skills.” However, the second iteration, 

the High Impact Leadership Model, while retaining the results orientation, 

discarded the whole ‘knowledge’ grouping from the initial model  (Linkage, 

2011, p. 4).   Moreover, both versions of the model were regarded as lacking key 

culturally-related key elements and thus fell short of providing a sound 

framework for global leadership..  Nevertheless, when I added “global 

knowledge,” “ international working and living experience,” “global 

perspective,”  “Cultural Intelligence,” “Emotional Intelligence,” “global 

networking,” “ international management” and “foreign languages,” I not only 

had a construct suitable for the survey but also, after using it in the subsequent 

surveys in 2008 and 2009, a construct that provided a strong foundation for the 

original version of  the Global Acumen Model, developed in the early stages of 

this study. 

 

Fisher-Yoshida and Geller (2009) proposed three foundations of what they 

termed “transnational leadership:”  “intercultural communication,”  “relationship 

leadership” and “transformative learning” (p. 8).  However, most models 

emerging thereafter recognized the need for knowledge areas and skills, 

although not all dealt sufficiently with the challenges of uncertainty and 

complexity.  Nevertheless, the literature now offers a range of models that 

contribute significantly to the process of defining an enduring and widely 

applicable model.  Perhaps the one notable exception was the tabulation of 

global leadership and culturally implicit leadership dimensions presented by 

Dorfman (2012, p. 506).  Although they were derived from the 62 cultures 
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examined by the GLOBE project, at a superficial level at least they all appear to 

represent core rather than contingent competencies, skills and attributes. 

 

The most recent propositions by Kabacoff  (2012), in a report on the results 

of a leadership practices survey across 26 countries, grouped  the results by 

“creating and implementing a vision,” “developing followership and team 

playing”  and “following through and achieving results” (p. 7), while  Bird 

(2013) summarised the range of theories under six categories: “cross-cultural 

relationship skills,”  “traits and values,” “cognitive orientation,” “global 

business expertise,” “global organizing expertise” and “visioning” (p. 81).  

Osland et al.  (2012), highlighted the multidimensional nature of global 

leadership and their review ranged across “global business expertise” through 

“perception” and  “self-management”  to “behavioural flexibility” and 

“organizational knowledge” (p.112).  Mendenhall et al. (2012)  proposed a 

three-dimensional framework, consisting of “Complexity – the contextual 

dimension,” “Flow – the relational dimension” and “Presence – the spacial-

temporal dimension” (pp. 496-8).  Later Mendenhall  (2013) used the categories 

of traits, behaviour and situation; while Steers et al. (2013) identified three 

approaches to global leadership: “Universal approach – leader as leader (e.g., 

charismatic or transformational leadership,” “Contingency approach – leader as 

local manager,” and “Normative approach – leader as global manager (e.g., 

global mindset, cultural intelligence. (p.263) and divided global mindset into 

“Personal work style” and General perspectives” (p. 265).  Yukl (2012) divided 

effective leadership behaviours into four “meta-categories:” “task-oriented,” 

“relations-oriented,” “change-oriented” and “external-oriented,” the latter 
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including “networking” and “representing” (p. 68).  While not specific to global 

leadership, the fifteen specific behaviours were able to be mapped to every 

segment of the structure in Table 2.2 except diversity and certainly they further 

inform the current discussion. 

 

In order to bring some order and shape into this wide array of  available 

models and to establish a composite view of current global leadership 

competencies and attributes to assist me in constructing the original version of 

the Global Acumen Model in the early stages of this study, I gathered a 

representative sample ( Baker, 2011, p. 40).    As this study progressed, a more 

complete sample was collected from the wider and more current sources referred 

to in various sections of this study and is presented in Table 2.2, which appears 

at the end of this chapter.  Like the original, the table structure follows Javidan et 

al. (2010) in separating the competencies and attributes into “core” and 

“contingent.”  “Core” is further segmented using three dimensions of leadership 

identified by Joyce et al. (2003) and three aspects of globalization shaping 

leaders’ work proposed by Kanter (2010) are used to segment “Contingent.”  

While the segmentation is still somewhat arbitrary, the results highlight the 

variety of emphasis, or lack of emphasis, on strategy, uncertainty, complexity 

and diversity.  These issues are addressed by the later versions of the Global 

Acumen model presented in the next section, versions which continue to reflect 

my experience and practitioner perspective.  They represent perhaps a more 

balanced model of global leadership and certainly one that I regard as being 

more conducive to international assignment success. 
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3.3.2 The Global Acumen Model 

3.3.2.1    The What?, the Why? and the How? 

The issue of leadership credibility, or perceived competence (Lorsch, 2010), 

represents a critical component of the argument for Global Acumen and is 

included as “performance competence,”   an individual’s demonstrable 

capability rather than just a perception by others.   From my own global 

leadership experience, the concept of performance competence in a global 

context consists of four key and totally interdependent aspects: firstly, 

externally-acquired knowledge and skills; secondly, the ability to communicate 

them effectively; thirdly a willingness to adapt to local conditions; and fourthly 

the knowledge and skills to both lead and guide implementation of the adapted 

practices or processes.  Essentially, performance competence leads to leadership 

credibility, discussed in the next section, that heightens the believability of the 

leader’s vision, an important dimension of achieving global leadership 

effectiveness.  Most current models do not give it sufficient prominence.  

However, Steers et al. (2012) placed great importance on the performance 

dimension, arguing that global management skills consisted, fundamentally, of a 

combination of  “management competence,” that included “planning, 

organizing, directing, coordinating and controlling” with “multicultural 

competence,” that included understanding and working effectively across 

cultures (p. 52).   In modelling the role of Cultural Intelligence in successful 

completion of global work assignments,  Earley and Ang (2003) also recognized 

the importance of performance and consolidated many of the elements dealt with 

in part by other sources. 
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 Lorsch (2010), in identifying  “perceived competence,” as important for 

leadership success, drew attention to a major tenet of my practitioner perspective 

and global leadership experience, which is that leadership effectiveness relies 

significantly on credibility.  This in turn requires a leader to be able to explain 

not only the “What” and the “Why,” but also the “How” with the latter requiring 

a convincing demonstration of appropriate knowledge and skills.  The  Global 

Acumen Model thus includes not only Transcultural Competencies and Global 

Business Competencies  but also Performance Competencies, the latter including 

those explicit competency, knowledge and skill extensions that support 

operational capability and support leadership credibility. It is this factor, in my 

experience, that converts the liability of foreignness into an advantage of 

foreignness and thus greatly enhances the chances of global leadership success. 

3.3.2.2    Global Acumen Model Version 1 

The original aim of the Global Acumen model was to capture a mixture of 

competencies, skills and attributes that reflected both theoretical and practitioner 

perspectives, with equal weight given to all three dimensions: Global Business 

(originally called Global Business Acumen), Transcultural and Performance.  

This first version (Figure 3.5) featured in a peer-reviewed paper (Baker, 2011) 

presented at the Academy of Management Annual Conference and represents an 

early output from this study.  
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3.3.2.3    Global Acumen Model Version 2 

The second version emerged during this study, as boundary spanning came 

to be seen as a critical process within the overall practice of global leadership. 

 

Figure 3.5:  Global Acumen Model, Version 1 

 

  As can be seen from Figure 3.6, Boundary Spanning is represented as a 

sub-model, drawing on a mixture of elements from the three primary 

dimensions.  It also represents an example of how this model is intended to be 

applied (see Sections 7.5 and 8.3).  As illustrated by Mendenhall et al. (2012) in 

their discussion of the “special-temporal dimension”  relative to the  “degrees of  

global leadership in different (role) profiles” (pp. 499-500),  competencies, skills 

and traits are also role/function/location dependent. My own experience 
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underscores the fact that the requirements for an international assignee resident 

in another country are significantly different from those for a home-based leader 

overseeing cross-border operations in multiple countries (and accumulating vast 

quantities of frequent flyer points) or from a home-based leader involved in 

virtual leadership of a team or teams in other countries.  Thus, as with Boundary 

Spanning, this model can be used to construct other contextually-dependent sub-

models, as will be illustrated further in Chapters 7 and 8.  

 

 

Figure 3.6:  Global Acumen Model, Version 2 

 

3.3.2.4    Global Acumen Model Version 3 

Re-visiting and extending the tabulation of the current models presented 

above led firstly to applying the table’s core and contingent bifurcation to create 
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Version 3 of the Model.  Two criteria were applied in assigning particular 

elements to either core or contingent; firstly the requirements for international 

assignees, living and working in an expatriate context and secondly the degree of 

complexity that this entails.  The second change was to include some new 

elements identified in the tabulation: organizational knowledge, global 

networking, behavioural flexibility and cultural toughness. 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 3.7:  Global Acumen Model, Version 3 

 

The end result (see Figure 3.7) is a construct that represents both a wide 

range of opinion and research as well as balances between power and influence 

and task and relationship that were found to be lacking in some current models.   
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In its evolved form, Global Acumen represents a set of competencies, skills and 

attributes that, in my opinion, addresses the needs and implications of the 

Conceptual Model (Figure 3.4 ); it is seen as  offering a greater opportunity for 

global leadership success generally, and as particularly apposite for Chinese 

business leaders on international assignments. Clearly, this model, while 

informed by the literature and modified by my practitioner experience needs to 

be both tested and further evolved.  This testing is reported on in Chapters 5    

and 6, while a fourth iteration of the model is presented in Chapter 7.  However, 

as the objective of this study is to bring a Chinese perspective to this model, it is 

necessary firstly to examine both the theory and practice of Chinese global 

business leadership. 
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Table 3.1: Global leadership competencies, skills and attributes 

 
  CORE    CONTINGENT  
 STRATEGY EXECUTION COMMUNICATION UNCERTAINTY COMPLEXITY DIVERSITY 

Wang & Satow 

(1994) 

  Expectancy 

 Trustworthiness 

 Sentiment 

 Informativeness 

   

Harkins (1999)  Strategic 

planning 

 Running the business 

 Problem-solving 

 Human capital 

 Change management 

 Focused drive 

 Trusted influence 

 Coaching/mentoring 

 Flexible, open-

minded, 

innovative 

 Systems thinking 

 Emotional 

Intelligence 

 Negotiation 

 Focused drive 

 Conceptual thinking 

 Problem solving 

 Flexible, open-minded, 

innovative 

 Trusted influence 

 Coaching/mentoring 

Collins (2001)  Clear and 

compelling 

vision 

 Professional will 

 Vigorous pursuit of 

vision 

 Personal humility    

Rhinesmith 

(2001) 

      Cultural self-awareness 

 Ability to manage cross-cultural 

effectiveness 

Trompenaars & 

Woolliams (2001) 

      Transcultural competence 

Earley & Ang 

(2003) 

  Technical/managerial 

competence 

  Personality  Ability to work effectively with 

parent and local units 

 Cultural toughness 

 Family adjustment 

Goldsmith, et al. 

(2003) 

  Technological savvy 

 Building partnerships  

 Sharing leadership      Appreciating cultural diversity 

Bird & Osland 

(2004) 

  Hardiness 

 Build community 

through change 

 Make ethical 

decisions 

 Mindful 

communication 

 Creating and building 

trust 

 Humility 

 Inquisitiveness 

 Hardiness 

 Cognitive complexity  

 Global knowledge 

 Global mindset 

 Cosmopolitanism 

 Span boundaries 

Tsui et al. (2004)   Monitoring 

operations 

 Being authoritative 

 Showing benevolence 

 

 Articulating vision 

 Relating and 

communicating 

 Being creative 

and risk-taking 

 Being creative and risk-taking  

Johnson et al. 

(2006) 

      Communicating in other cultures 

 Adapting to live in other cultures 
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  CORE    CONTINGENT  
 STRATEGY EXECUTION COMMUNICATION UNCERTAINTY COMPLEXITY DIVERSITY 

Jokinen (2005)   Inquisitiveness   Self-awareness 

 Empathy 

 Optimism  Networking skills 

 Cognitive skills 

 Acceptance of complexity 

 Motivation to work in 

international environment 

Schein (2006)  Having a vision  Influence roles rather 

than individuals 

 Communicating the 

vision effectively 

 Leading change  Being open to inputs  Being culturally self-aware 

Cohen (2007)  World view  Functional and 

market competencies 

 Corporate and 

proprietary 

competencies 

  Change 

leadership skills 

 

 Global business acumen 

 Being open to new experiences 

 Being curious about the world 

 Cultural and geographic 

competencies 

Caliguiri & 

Tarique (2009) 

     Cultural agility 

Chen & An 

(2009) 

  Action dexterity  Harmonious 

relationships 

  Self-cultivation  Cultural profundity 

Fantini (2009)       Intercultural awareness, attitudes, 

skills and knowledge 

Fischer (2009)   Empowerment  Trust 

 Respect 

 Emotional 

Intelligence 

   Cross-cultural communication 

Fisher-Yoshida & 

Geller (2009)  

  Transformational 

leadership 

 Relational leadership    Intercultural communication 

Lane et al. (2009)      Global mindset  

Kanter (2010)   Institutional work    Integration 

 Boundary spanning 

 Identity work 

Ulrich (2010)   Create flexible, agile 

and simple 

organizations 

 Rigorous and 

demanding 

  Take risks  Recognise bureaucratic, 

hierarchical and political 

complexity 
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  CORE    CONTINGENT  
 STRATEGY EXECUTION COMMUNICATION UNCERTAINTY COMPLEXITY DIVERSITY 

Thunderbird 

(2010) 

   Interpersonal impact 

 Diplomacy 

 Self-assurance 

 

 

 

 

 Quest for 

adventure 

 Self-assurance 

 Cognitive complexity 

 Global  Business Savvy 

 Passion for diversity 

 Intercultural empathy 

 Cosmopolitan outlook 

 

Baker (2011)  Clearly 

articulated 

vision 

 Inquisitiveness 

and quest for 

adventure 

 Long-term 

perspective 

 Operational 

management 

 Integrator 

 Outcomes focus 

 People focus 

 Change management 

 Focused drive 

 

 Relationship 

competence 

 Clear vision for the 

future 

 Trustworthy 

 Humility 

 Ethical decision-

making 

 Coach/mentor 

 Emotional 

stability 

 Change agent 

 Cognitive complexity 

 Global business knowledge 

 Boundary spanning 

 Negotiation 

 Problem-solving 

 International working and living 

experience 

 Appreciating and managing 

cultural diversity 

 Trusted influence 

 Intercultural communication 

 Global behavioural skills  

 Comfortable with ambiguity 

 Language affinity 

Aquila et al. 

(2012) 

  Strengthen 

performance 

management 

   Improvement of formal and 

informal networks across 

divisions and regions 

 Driving innovation across 

regions and divisions 

 Improvement of  balance 

between global standardization 

and local responsiveness 

 Cultural and functional 

proficiency across regions 

Dorfman et al. 

(2012) 
 Visionary  Decisive 

 Performance-oriented 

 Collaborative 

 Administratively 

competent 

 Inspirational 

 Charismatic 

 Diplomatic 

 Modest 

 Humane 

 Participative 

   

Kabakoff (2012)  Creating a 

vision 

 Long-range, 

broad approach 

 Developing 

followership 

 Maintaining in-depth 

technical knowledge 

 Push to achieve 

results 

 Personal restraint 

 Cooperation 

 Empathy 

 Loyalty 
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  CORE    CONTINGENT  
 STRATEGY EXECUTION COMMUNICATION UNCERTAINTY COMPLEXITY DIVERSITY 

Osland, et al. 

(2012) 
 Inquisitiveness  Organizational 

knowledge 

 Integrity 

 Relationship 

management 

 Capable of 

managing 

paradox, duality 

and  uncertainty 

 Tolerance of 

ambiguity 

 Self-management 

 Resilience 

 

 Global mindset 

 Global knowledge 

 Boundary spanning 

 Learning capability 

 Intercultural competence 

 Behavioural flexibility 

Yukl (2012)  Planning  Monitoring 

operations 

 Problem-solving 

 Encouraging 

innovation 

 Clarifying 

 Supporting 

 Developing 

 Envisioning 

change 

 Advocating 

change 

 Problem-solving 

 Encouraging innovation 

 

Bird, (2013)  Articulating a 

tangible vision 

and strategy 

 Inquisitiveness 

and curiosity 

 Results orientation 

 

 Integrity  Emotional 

Intelligence  

 Hardiness 

 Global business savvy 

 Negotiation expertise 

 Conflict management 

 Organization networking 

 Cognitive complexity 

 Global networking 

 External orientation 

 Cosmopolitanism 

 Cross-cultural communication 

skill 

(Steers et al. 

(2013) 
 Planning  Organizing 

 Coordinating 

 Controlling 

 Directing 

 Empathy 

 Mindfulness 

 Emotional 

resilience 

 Sef-awareness 

 Flexibility and open-

mindedness 

 Ability to balance global and 

local issues 

 Ability to work across 

organizational boundaries 

 Ability to operate seamlessly in 

cross-cultural and cross-

functional environments 

 Behavioural flexibility 
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Chapter 4 : Chinese Global Business Leadership                                     

– The end of the sky 
 

  Preamble 

  

 

 

             The end of the sky and the border of the sea                                                 

(separated worlds apart) 

 

The popular representation of Chinese culture being vastly different from 

other cultures, or worlds apart, is hardly fair.  Yet, core Chinese values do form 

the basis for a range of behavioural differences that can impede progress and 

effective performance in interactions with other cultures.  In the context of this 

study, some note has been taken of the global leadership paradoxes identified by 

Rhinesmith (2001, p. 5), as they underscore the challenges of global leadership  

by highlighting competing forces such as  “direction vs. delegation” (see Section 

4.6.6).   However, it is his culminating proposition of global behavioural skills, 

specifically introducing the intercultural dimension of global leadership  that 

points to what I propose  as being the over-arching paradox, that of intercultural 

vs. intracultural.  Just as cultural distance between cultures and nations varies, 

so do aspects of a single culture exhibit regional variations, whether one is 

considering the USA, England or, indeed China, to take some obvious examples.   

However, the real nub of this intercultural vs. intracultural paradox, in the 

context of this study, is that contemporary Chinese culture has a set of 

天涯海角 
 

Tian ya hai jiao  

 
 

Zhihui de kaiduan 

shi diaoyong de 

shiqing yi zhengque 

de mincheng 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=tianyahaijiao
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contradictory paradoxes drawing on its very foundations.  Faure and Fang 

(2008) identified the following eight pairs of  paradoxical value orientations co-

existing in today’s China and  being relevant in both business and social 

contexts: “Guanxi vs. Professionalism,”  “Importance of face  vs. Self-

expression and directness,”  “Thrift vs. Materialism and ostentatious 

consumption,” “Family and group orientation vs. Individuation,”  “Aversion to 

law vs. Respect for legal practices,”  “Respect for etiquette, age and hierarchy 

vs. Respect for simplicity, creativity and competence,”  “Long-term orientation 

vs.  Short-term orientation” and “Traditional creeds vs. Modern approaches”  

(p.196).   To my mind, these eight paradoxes illustrate firstly, many of the 

aspects of cultural distance that cause difficulty in cross-cultural interactions 

between Chinese and other cultures; and secondly the transitional nature of 

Chinese culture as globalization progresses and accelerates. 

 

Lowe (2003, p. 9) positioned this Chinese cultural paradox around the 

proposition that: “Fuzzy, commonsensical, multivalued or multivalent thinking is 

the characteristic of Chinese cognition that most markedly distinguishes it from 

its Western counterparts “.  He went on to offer the Taoist yin-yang symbol as 

an emblem of fuzziness and to argue that with fuzzy thinking: 

 “…structure is temporary… nothing is black and white, as everything is in 

a constant process of changing from one shade of gray to another.  As 

opposed to the scientific world of either-or antinomies, fuzzy thinking 

considers contradiction and paradox essential and normal.” 
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  Figure 4.1:  Basic ying-yang 

 
 

Fang and Faure  (2011, p. 325) took their argument further in examining 

what they called a Chinese communication paradox and identifying five pairs of 

contradictory Chinee communication characteristics:   

 “Implicit communication vs. explicit communication,” 

 “Listening-centered communication vs. speaking-centered 

communication,” 

 “Polite communication vs. impolite communication,”   

 “ Insider-oriented communication vs. outsider-oriented communication”        

 “Face-directed communication vs. face-undirected communication.” 

 

As discussed later in this chapter, what is being sought by both theorist  and 

practitioner alike is a Chinese management model that retains key elements of 

Chinese culture.  That such a model is attainable is supported by the proposition 

by Fang (2012) that: 
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 “Seen from the Yin Yang perspective, all cultures share the same 

potential in value orientations, but at the same time they are also 

different from each other because culture is a unique dynamic portfolio 

of self-selected globally available value orientations as a consequence of 

that culture’s all-dimensional learning over time.” (p. 25) 

In support of this view, Chin et al. (2001), while also using yin yang to 

exemplify the Chinese style of thinking and discussing global communication 

paradoxes (pp. 22-23), also suggested that “there are some universal values that 

apply to some degree across cultures (p. 26).  In somewhat similar vein, Kulich 

and Zhang (2010) proposed a concept of a  “co-existing duality of value 

domains” which they explained as a mix of modern and familiar cultural values,  

”…a yin/yang type of values matrix…” (p. 249).  Specifically addressing the 

Eastern paternalistic and Western transformational leadership concepts, Cheng, 

Chou, Wu, Huang, Huang and Farh (2004) suggested that they both “…may 

contain general transnational behaviours that are applicable across cultures…” 

(p.92). 

Consistent with this paradox perspective, the topic of Chinese global 

leadership effectiveness can be seen to contain a number of paradoxes, that are 

examined in this chapter and which include the intercultural vs. intracultural 

paradox proposed above, but also paradoxes relating to communication, culture 

and leadership styles as well as the range of local vs. global paradoxes relating 

to  organizational policies and business practices. In seeking to bring some 

order and structure to the many paradoxes surrounding this topic, I suggest that 
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grouping them under one of the two dichotomies at the centre of this study 

brings some necessary order and thus clarity, as presented in Figure 4.2 with 

some example paradoxes. The further suggestion of horizontal and vertical 

interdependence, to my mind, adds additional - and substantial -weight to my 

proposition of the centrality of these two dichotomies.  

 

Figure 4.2:  Inter-related dichotomies and paradoxes 

 

The conceptual framework of this study plus the process of defining and 

describing a Chinese perspective of the Global Acumen model, commenced in 

this chapter and continued through Chapters 5, 6 and 7, are aimed at 

contributing to a better understanding of how these dichotomies and paradoxes 

impact on Chinese global leadership effectiveness. 

4.1 Beyond ‘traditional’ and ‘hybrid’ to ‘blended’ 

From interviews conducted with 35 Chinese CEO’s, Chen and Lee (2008) 

concluded that “…current Chinese business leaders draw inspiration and 

guidance not only from traditional Chinese philosophies and Chinese role 
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models but also from Western management philosophies and Western business 

role models” (pp. 15-16).   Chen and Farh (2010) took this proposition further 

by identifying three contextual components for leadership in Chinese 

organizations:  

 “Traditional Chinese Culture and Institutions (Confucianism, Daoism, 

Buddhism, Legalism, guanxi,  renqing, face, hierarchy, dynastic rules, 

patriarchalism, familism, ideographic language) 

 Socialistic Culture and Institutions (Central planning, State owned 

enterprises, Mass lines) 

 Modern Culture and Institutions (individual rights, justice, market economy, 

globalization, technology revolution)” (p. 601) 

These three components reflect the uniquely Chinese social and cultural 

traditions evolved over China’s 5,000 year history and joined more recently by 

the impacts of six decades of Communist rule and the effects of globalization.  

Thus, while Chinese culture origins are a rich tapestry of philosophers, mores 

and practices, recent Western influences have created something of a hybrid 

approach to leadership.  Nevertheless, Chen and Farh (2010) also highlighted the 

fundamental difference they saw between Chinese and Western theories of 

leadership, contrasting the key Chinese elements of “Paternalistic leadership,”  

“Daoistic leadership,” and “Holistic leadership” with the key Western elements 

of “Leader-member exchange,” “Influence tactics,” Transformational 

leadership” and “Empowering leadership” (p. 601). 
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Consistent with the value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy, Chinese core values 

will be taken as the point of departure for the following examination of Chinese 

global leadership, which will examine Chinese leadership theories, explore the 

differences between Chinese and current global leadership theories and examine 

challenges and potential impediments to Chinese business leaders on 

international assignments.  Analysis of the survey data in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 

and the OFDI case examples in Chapter 6 will expand on Chinese leaders’ 

attitudes to and readiness for global leadership roles and extend the practitioner 

perspective.  Finally, the examination of Chinese leadership practices and 

behaviours relative to those of many of the countries in which Chinese OFDI 

projects take place will complete the blending process by concluding with a 

Chinese perspective of the Global Acumen Model and one that is particularly 

suited to Chinese international assignees (see Section 8.3) 

 

4.2 Chinese cultural context 

In an examination of the research related to beliefs in Chinese culture, 

Leung (2010) supported the idea that beliefs, values, norms and personality are 

all contributors to behaviour and, based on an extensive literature review, 

defined three categories of Chinese traditional beliefs, “psychological,” “social” 

and “environmental” (pp. 222-3).  Psychological beliefs were seen as 

predominantly emanating from Confucianism (benevolence, self-cultivation), 

Daoism (optimism) and Buddism (calm).  Social beliefs - individual morality 

and self control (Confucianism)  - were seen as the basis for Chinese traditional 
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preference for flexibility over rigid rules.  This links with wuwei, the Daoist 

concept of non-action, seen as the most effective form of government and also 

has been suggested as explaining resistance to objective measures of behaviour 

and performance.  Leung (2010)  also drew attention to clearly defined roles and 

paternalistic, benevolent leadership being typical in Chinese society and 

examined the difference between the typical western probabilistic view of 

uncertainty and the non-probabilistic, possibly intuition-based view emanating 

from the Chinese culture (p. 232).  My own experience in China certainly 

supports their suggestion that this difference of intuitive versus rational 

decision-making represents a significant management challenge. 

Psychologists Schwartz and Bilsky (1987) found that the definitions  in 

the literature included five common features of   ‘values’ as being “…(a) 

concepts or beliefs, (b) about desirable end states or behaviors, (c) that 

transcend specific situations, (d) guide selection or evaluation of behavior and 

events, and (e) are ordered by relative importance” (p. 551).   In their 

examination of mainland Chinese research on Chinese values in the context of 

the traditional to modern societal transition,  Kulich and Zhang (2010) provided 

a cautionary checklist regarding epistemology and research design with values 

research, including “overgeneralization,” “ethnocentrism,” “oversimplifying,” 

“projecting Western ideologies or global uniformity,”  “imbuing positivity,” 

“adopting a linear view”, and “ignoring related factors and contextual diversity” 

(pp. 244-245).  They also presented a summary of specific core Chinese values 

included in studies from both social/indigenous psychology and from outside the 
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Chinese mainland (p. 247).  From a leadership perspective, the following are 

regarded as most relevant: jiti (collectivism and the interdependent self), mianzi 

(face); guanxi  (mutual obligations),  renqing (social relationship,  human 

emotions),  xiao (dutiful,  filial piety),  li (rites or decorum),  keqi (politeness), 

hexie (harmony), zhong (centrality) and shangsi (deference to superiors).  

Kulich and Zhang (2010, p. 249)  also argued that “Confucianism is but one 

facet of the multifarious Chinese culture” and suggested that while a common 

set of values may be shared, their prioritization may vary depending on the 

context. They suggested that while traditional core values had not disappeared, 

contemporary value orientations are more diffuse. As noted earlier, they also 

proposed a concept of a “co-existing duality of value domains” which they 

explained as a mix of modern and familiar cultural values,  “…a yin/yang type 

of values matrix…” with the latter providing comfort in the face of uncertainty 

(p. 256). 

To illustrate how different values can be linked to attitudes and behaviours, 

seven of the cultural dimensions identified by Trompenaars and Hampden-

Turner (1998) and House et al. (2004) have been  grouped according to five 

attributes regarded as central to global leadership effectiveness from a 

practitioner perspective (see Table 4.1).  Consistent with my China-centric 

approach, the table hinges on a selection of Chinese values drawn from Gallo 

(2010), Kulich and Zhang (2010) and Littrell (2002), along with zhuang yunqi  

(try one's luck) which reflects my own field experience;  the typical Chinese and 

Western attitudes and behaviours arising from the cultural dimensions are then 

http://www.nciku.com/search/en/try
http://www.nciku.com/search/en/one%27s
http://www.nciku.com/search/en/luck
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mapped to the Chinese values.  It should be noted that here “Western” in fact 

typifies particularly US-centric attitudes and behaviours and thus this tabulation 

is offered as just one example of culturally-based behavioural differences.  

Certainly, in my experience in administering Cultural Intelligence assessments 

to both Chinese and a range of Westerners, significant similarities were found 

between the cultural orientation of French and Italians and mainland Chinese.  

However, similarities were also found between the cultural orientation of 

Germans and Americans.  A more broadly-based examination of these 

differences is undertaken in Chapter 7 in a multi-country examination of 

differences in leadership practices and styles. 

 

4.3 Current views of Chinese management philosophies and theory 

Clearly, culture is central to the question of current Chinese management 

philosophies and theories.  Chen and Farh (2010) identified  “culturally specific” 

leadership concepts and models reflecting the uniquely Chinese social and 

cultural traditions evolved over China’s multi-millenia history.  Cheng et al. 

(2009) argued that Western researchers recognize the significance of cultural 

differences, and decried the lack of focus on Chinese management research by 

Chinese researchers. The debate regarding the current state of China 

management philosophies is still very much alive, as represented by the hiatus 

between a theory of Chinese management and a Chinese management theory, 

triggered by Barney and Zhang (2009) and entered into at length by Tsang 

(2009) and Whetten (2009).  Von Glinow and Teagarden (2009) were critical of 
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the either-or approach by Barney and Zhang (2009), arguing that, if 

organizational performance improvement was the objective then knowledge held 

by US scholars, indigenous Chinese knowledge unknown to US scholars, and 

undiscovered knowledge were all relevant (pp. 78-79).  Other issues include the 

notion advanced by Whetten (2009) that Western management theories could be 

improved by being validated in a Chinese cultural context, arguing that: 

 “…cross-national theory borrowing can be done in a context sensitive 

manner and that this practice can both stimulate novel insights into ‘local’ 

(e.g., Chinese) organizational practices and foster improvement in 

borrowed (i.e. Western based ‘mainstream’) organizational theory.” (p. 30) 

 

In similar vein, albeit taking a more China-centric stance, Cheng et al. (2004) 

suggested that both paternalistic leadership, which they defined as consisting of 

three important elements: “authoritarianism,” “benevolence” and “moral 

leadership” (p. 91)  as well as the Western concept of transformational 

leadership, utilising charisma, inspiration, individualized care and integrity, 

“…may contain general transnational behaviours that are applicable across 

cultures…” (p.92).  

 

What is clear, however, is that Chinese management theory is dynamic, 

evolving both through increased business interaction with the West (Hexter & 

Woetzel, 2007) and via generational change (Chen & Farh, 2010), while still 

retaining some uniquely Chinese characteristics (Tsang, 2009).  Cheng et al. 

(2009) balanced the Chinese-centric view advanced by Whetten  (2009), by 
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noting that  “The core of Chinese traditional philosophy is about trying to be 

moderate and ‘holding the middle’ dynamically, avoiding imbalance and 

extreme” which “melts Western values into the Chinese culture and 

simultaneously preserves Chinese traditions from permanent dissolution”        

(p. 95).  Furthermore, from interviews conducted with 35 Chinese CEO’s, Chen 

and Lee (2008) concluded that “… current Chinese business leaders draw 

inspiration and guidance not only from traditional Chinese philosophies and 

Chinese role models but also from Western management philosophies and 

Western business role models”  (pp. 15-16).   

 

The earlier discussion in presenting Chinese culture as dynamic, rather than 

static was supported by (Mo, 2007) in arguing that: 

“…the increased contacts among peoples of diverse cultures with 

contradictory norms, philosophies, wisdoms and knowledge…will and 

have facilitated the adaptability of the collective values and the beliefs of 

the Chinese to the new global environment…” (p. 109). 

 

Certainly, my own 20 years of doing business in China, including substantial 

experience of living and working in 21
st
 century China suggests that this cultural 

dynamism results in challenging contextual and situational dimensions for 

Chinese business leaders.  Tsui, et al. (2004, p. 7), examining Chinese leadership 

styles across different organizational types,  summed up the situation they 

found: “...Chinese executives, more than ever before, are facing the challenges 

of continuous restructuring of organizations, increasing global competition, 
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value changes in the workforce, and rapid technological developments.”  They 

concluded that “...all these challenges result in a rich variety of leadership 

behaviours among Chinese executives.”   

 

 

 

 

 

Arising from an examination of global leadership competencies in both 

American and Chinese business leaders as well as some differences in culture 

and philosophy, Chin et al. (2001) proposed a hierarchic model which they 

argued applied equally well to American as well as Chinese business leaders, 

identifying six global leadership competencies that can also serve as global 

leadership deficiencies: “ignorance,” “awareness,”  “understanding,”  

“appreciation,”  “acceptance/internalization” and  “transformation.”  In addition, 

they positioned these at three levels: “cognitive,”  “attitudinal and values” and 

“behavioural” (p. 24), which fits well with the value-attitude-behaviour 

hierarchy so central to this study.  Interestingly for the further evolution of the 

Global Acumen model, they also argued that: “Once people begin to appreciate 

other cultures, they may begin to see that there are some universal values that 

apply to some degree across cultures.”  They listed those universal values as: 

“honesty,”  ‘hard work,”  “trust,”  “integrity,” “persistence,” “courage,” 

“kindness,”  “love,”  “generosity,”  “concern,”  “patience” and  “tolerance”      

(p. 27).  It is easy to see how these could be mapped to the  Chinese values and 

behaviours discussed above. 

 

A review of empirical papers focusing on business and management in 

mainland China published between 2000 and 2005 by Quer, Claver and Rienda 

(2007) identified the major issues dealt with by this body of literature.  More that 
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80% of the 180 papers used a quantitative approach and some 66% of these were 

based on primary data from surveys, while 17% of the total were case studies 

(p.365).  The three most frequent topic categories were joint ventures and 

strategic alliances in China, strategy and behaviour of Chinese firms and  human 

resource management in China. Specific findings related to joint ventures 

included the roles of trust, boundary spanning, cultural distance and the positive 

effects of accumulating experience; all of this is seen as highly relevant for 

Chinese companies embarking on international ventures. Importantly but not 

surprisingly given the period covered by the study, they only found one paper 

dealing with outbound FDI from China. 

 

Turning again to the practitioner perspective, however, as well as continuing 

with the blending of traditional and modern perspectives, the following 

examination of  practitioner literature and sources not only provides significant 

current data but also lets the voices of the practicing leaders be heard; in both 

regards further informing the discussion. 

 

4.4 Practitioner views of Chinese business leadership 

Chinese business leadership experience, attitudes and practices vary due to a 

number of factors, not the least of which are geographic location, type and 

culture  of the organization, generational differences and exposure to 

international competition and/or international markets. Nevertheless, an 

understanding of the current status of Chinese business leadership is an 

important point of departure.  Accordingly an initial review was conducted of 
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the results from a range of recent Chinese leadership surveys, undertaken in the 

period 2004-2012 by three consulting companies:  China-based HR consulting 

firm New Leaders Group;  US-based HR consulting firm Development 

Dimensions International  and global consulting firm McKinsey. Supporting 

findings were drawn from McKinsey interviews with leaders in Chinese 

multinationals, including Lenovo  (Hexter, 2008; Orr & Xing, 2007),  

automotive manufacturer Chery (Gao, 2008), chemical giant ChemChina (Koch 

& Ramsbottom, 2008) and container and transport giant CIMC (Joess and 

Zhang, 2008); in addition, the interviews and observations of Gallo (2008, 2010) 

provided a wide cross-section of views from major Chinese and foreign 

corporations, while the reflections on emerging styles of management in 

contemporary and rapidly changing China by Bouée (2011) provided some 

valuable insights.  These sources offer quite a detailed picture of Chinese 

business leadership that both contribute to an understanding of the current 

situation and indicate the need for a model of global leadership that will increase 

the likelihood of success for Chinese business leaders on international 

assignments. 

New Leaders Group conducted a series of annual surveys of Chinese 

business leaders’ global readiness in the period 2007 to 2012.  The results of the 

first four surveys were summarised in Chinese in Fortune China (Baker & Wu, 

2007, Baker 2008, 2009, Wu & Roitman, 2011).  The report that I wrote on the 

fifth survey, conducted in 2012, remains unpublished at the time of writing. 

Reference - in English - was made to some of the findings of these surveys in 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                            

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                          145 

 

 

 

Baker (2010) and Baker (2011) and also in Cooke (2012, pp. 190-191).  

However, detailed analysis of the more than 12,000 total responses from 

predominantly C-level (Chief Executive Officer, President, Vice-President, 

Director) Chinese business leaders, will be presented in Chapters 5 and 6, 

addressing not only demographic aspects but also competencies, leadership 

styles, attitudes to global leadership and experiences with international 

assignments.  Suffice to say, at this juncture, that the findings from what is the 

largest available sample will help to inform the literature and also provide a 

strong foundation for the recommendations and conclusions of this current 

study. 

Many of the findings from the earlier surveys were supported by 

contemporaneous surveys conducted by DDI (Bernthal, Bondra & Wang, 2005; 

Howard & Wellins, 2008), although the later surveys (2009-2012) differed in 

also including respondents’ international assignment experience.  From the New 

Leaders Group survey responses, plus my own experience and anecdotal 

evidence gathered in the field, it appears that a typical scenario for Chinese 

leaders posted overseas includes: difficulties with different business practices in 

the host country; a domestically-oriented organizational culture; relative youth 

and lack of international experience; and no specific development training prior 

to departure..  Challenges  typically faced in-post include: subordinate host-

country managers and employees having greater/more appropriate management 

and technical skills; many host-country subordinates being older than the out-

posted Chinese leader; local business practices that are inconsistent with the 
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requirements of their corporate parent; lack of professional and personal 

networks/support groups; communication difficulties arising from both language 

and cultural differences; and an international posting not regarded as a positive 

career move by the majority.  These results indicate attitudes that are in sharp 

contrast to the importance of international experience stressed by the heads of 

major global corporations such as HSBC and GE (Green et al., 2003), as well as 

by Shen and Edwards (2006) and Cohen (2007).   

Two of the other surveys further illustrated some of the key issues and 

challenges Chinese leaders face, with inputs on particular points from some of 

the McKinsey interviews.  Firstly,  a survey (one of a series) by Development 

Dimensions International (‘DDI’) explored leadership development practices 

amongst 12,208 global leaders and 1,493 HR professionals  plus 768 Chinese 

leaders (22% of them at senior or executive level. 34% female, 56% in the 2-35 

year age group) and 234 HR professionals (Howard & Wellins, 2008). Findings 

regarding Chinese leaders compared with the global sample included: lower 

confidence in leader’s ability to ensure success; less emphasis on active 

leadership development programs and high potential leader identification; better 

alignment of high-potential development programs with business priorities; 

generally poor global leadership assignment preparation, as well as nearly 40% 

of respondents rating their on-assignment support either poor or fair (pp.6-13).    

Secondly, McKinsey explored the increasing competition from China in two 

parallel surveys that obtained 1,555 responses from executives globally, 28% of 

whom were C-level executives and company directors and 63 executives at 
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companies based in China, of whom 24% were C-level executives and company 

directors.  A further 27% were vice presidents, general managers and other 

senior managers (McKinsey, 2008).  At the organizational level, McKinsey 

(2008) reported that becoming a global competitor was a long-term goal for 60% 

of respondents, while three major barriers were identified as lack of management 

talent (44%), inadequate understanding of international markets (24%) and 22% 

of respondents  specified cultural barriers as making it difficult to manage 

international businesses (p.8). In another McKinsey survey,  Dietz et al. (2008) 

found  that 56% of C-level respondents had received no cross-cultural training 

(p.5).  A notable exception is Lenovo, which has a Global Leadership and 

Organization Development unit (Gallo, 2008), while Chery, recognising the 

difficulties Chinese people have adapting to overseas conditions, assigned only 

one or two of their own employees and hired local management teams (Gao, 

2008).  Similarly,  ChemChina chose not to replace local managers of its 

international acquisitions (Koch & Ramsbottom, 2008) and  CIMC, recognizing 

that they were acting contrary to the commonly held belief among Chinese 

executives, also chose this policy for the same reasons, arguing that they were 

avoiding a major reason for failure (Joess & Zhang, 2008).   

 

 

A combination of their attitudes of respondents to the 2009 New Leaders 

Group survey towards global best practice and their cultural orientation towards 

“Being” (relationship) rather than “Doing” (task completion) (Baker, 2009) 

point to many of the challenges faced by Chinese business leaders in 

international contexts.  In sharp contrast, Lenovo saw a combination of 
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“performance toughness” and “gentle people handling” as a key to the success of 

their multicultural teams (Hexter, 2008, p.4).  The top three reasons given by 

New Leaders Group  2009 respondents who had been offered but refused an 

overseas assignment were: a lack of preparedness, family separation and because 

in their opinion it was not a good career move.  Interestingly, more than 50%  of 

senior Chinese leaders surveyed by  Dietz et al. (2008)  indicated that they 

would not accept an international assignment (p. 5).  Attitudinal differences 

between Chinese and western leaders included the low importance ratings 

assigned by the Chinese respondents to issues such as resolving conflict and 

influential leadership (Bernthal et al., 2005); initiative, creativity, cultural 

empathy and emotional stability (Shen & Edwards, 2006); facilitating change, 

executing strategy, working across other cultures (Howard & Wellins, 2008); 

and global knowledge, appreciating and managing cultural diversity, clear vision 

for the future, and being comfortable with ambiguity (Baker, 2009). Similarly, 

DDI respondents indicated their lowest priorities were entering new markets, 

strengthening international presence or managing new acquisitions (Howard & 

Wellins, 2008).  All in all, the picture that emerges is one of a clear lack of focus 

on the global leadership needs to support implementation of the globalization 

strategies.  

 

Senior Beijing-based HR consultant Gallo (2008) enumerated a number of 

culture-based attributes of Chinese leadership, highlighting the clear definitions 

of distance embodied in wu lun, the five predominantly hierarchical Confucian 

social relationships.  He reported on interviews of principally senior Chinese HR 
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professionals from major international and Chinese HR consulting companies, 

as well as from international and Chinese companies, including Alcoa, Cisco 

and Lenovo.  Views from his interviewees included the need for foreigners to 

both understand and incorporate Chinese culture, while from my experience 

Chinese also need to understand Western practices and values for effective 

integration to occur.  Gallo (2008) also reported on the most unique aspects of 

Chinese leadership that were raised by various interviewees,  including risk-

minimisation, personal trust, low-key leadership, avoiding extremes, 

indirectness and holistic thinking .   

All of this arguably mitigates against success of both the individual Chinese 

international assignee and the OFDI venture.  A number of the issues identified 

are culture based, thus highlighting firstly the importance of not only of  

“Cultural Intelligence,” defined by Ang et al. (2007) as the “…capability to 

function effectively in culturally diverse settings….targeted at situations 

involving cross-cultural interactions arising from differences in race, ethnicity 

and nationality” (p. 336); and secondly the importance of changes in cultural 

patterns that can occur through the acculturation process (Rhinesmith, 2001).  

Both concepts are important for an improved understanding of the challenges 

faced by the individual Chinese leaders, especially those undertaking 

international assignments that require them to reconcile Chinese and host 

country business practices and leadership behaviours as well as behaviours in 

the host country social context. 
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4.5 Dimensions of Chinese business leadership 

The value and behavioural differences highlighted by the examples in Table 

3.2 (see Section  3.1) can be seen to apply particularly to Chinese leadership 

styles and behaviours and effectiveness, while also illuminating the 

understanding of  competencies and attributes and the challenges faced in the 

expatriate context and in both the acculturation and adaptation processes.  In 

preparation for the following examination of the dimensions of Chinese business 

leadership, firstly the extent of cultural differences will be examined in more 

depth.  

4.5.1 Chinese leadership and cultural differences 

Culture, while present in many dimensions, is particularly evident in two 

areas critical to success – communication and leadership style.  The cultural 

differences in communication between Chinese and many other cultures, 

characterized by indirect sending of messages, use of high context language and 

a disinclination to debate can and do result in significant miscommunication and 

misunderstanding.  Perhaps the most extreme example of this is wu,  signifying 

deep understanding and supportive of holistic thinking, whereby Chinese leaders 

will not give detailed instructions and employees need to guess their superior’s 

intentions.  Quite clearly, this will have a significant negative impact in many 

foreign cultures.  In many other cultural contexts, Chinese leadership styles and 

behaviours can appear quite paradoxical and confusing in other cultural 

contexts.  Reflecting on my own experience in working for several mainland 

leaders, they can be quite directive, discouraging participation or debate and at 
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the same time laissez-faire, for example via a combination of wu,  low-key 

leadership,  seeking  the middle ground, taking a long-term view and exercising 

a benevolent approach to employees.   However, it is important to avoid 

stereotyping Chinese leaders, as experience, especially overseas education and 

previous international assignments, plays an important part in both re-shaping 

and modifying attitudes and behaviours (Baker, 2010) and in developing 

essential business and social skills, as do family background, relationships 

networks,  participation in development programs and coaching, mentoring and 

role modelling by superiors. Age difference also plays a key role, as younger 

leaders have had the benefits of work and social exposure to other cultures and 

also the opportunity to achieve greater foreign language fluency, predominantly 

in English.  Many of these influences are examined in Chapter 5.   

Nevertheless, the differences remain and remain deep-rooted, especially 

amongst the older- and frequently more senior members of corporate leadership 

teams.  As part of an examination of a model of leadership competence from the 

Chinese cultural perspective, Chen and An (2009) presented four East:West 

dichotomies: “Harmonious:Confrontational,”  “Holostic:Atomistic,”  

Interconnected:Reductionist” and “Intuitive:Logical” (p. 204).  These 

dichotomies serve to underscore the fundamental nature and thus the deep 

significance of the differences.   

 

Taking this to the next level, Chin et al. (2001), in an examination of 

some of the differences in communication style and behaviour between Asians 

and Americans in order to develop an Asian-American leadership competency 
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model, drew particular attention to culturally-based contrasts of American and 

Chinese communication and behavioural styles, arguing that while Chinese 

thinking can accommodate the simultaneous occurrence of opposites,  American 

thinking tends to be more definitive, or black and white (p. 22).  This infers a 

contrast between flexibility and rigidity in leadership behaviour.   Two examples 

of Western:Chinese differences that are of particular relevance to global 

leadership from a practitioner perspective are, firstly,   communication being 

direct and low context, or explicit, as opposed to being indirect and high context, 

with vague terminology and/or hidden meanings; and secondly, respect for 

superiors being based on proficiency and knowledge rather than position and 

connections.   This latter dichotomy is regarded as particularly important in 

relation to the consideration of  leader credibility and performance competence.   

Littrell (2002, p. 11) highlighted the degree of cultural difference issues in 

terms of leadership behaviour: 

“…the prevailing theories of leadership are rather distinctly America in 

character…and…this leader behaviour reflects the achievement and 

entrepreneurial orientation of the US culture and may violate norms of 

dependency and conformity that characterise many other cultures, 

especially China.”  

 

 He also made the important point that some Western cultures also regard 

individuality as undesirable, citing the Scandinavian and Dutch cultures as 

examples. As discussed earlier (see Section 3.2), in my experience in  

administering Cultural Intelligence assessments in China, I identified a number 
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of similarities with Chinese cultural orientations with some Mediterranean 

European cultures, underscoring the necessity of taking care in not over-

generalizing these cultural differences, nor focusing only on Chinese:Western 

differences,  but rather seeking to map the Chinese orientations to specific host 

culture contexts, an approach taken in Chapter 7. 

 

4.5.2 Competencies and attributes 

While reflecting similar basic components as Western models, the Chinese 

Model of Leadership Competence proposed by Chen and An (2009, p. 200-201),  

presented a view of global leadership competency based on Chinese 

philosophical assumptions and consisting of three interactional dimensions  of 

“self-cultivation,”  “context profundity” and “action dexterity” (p. 200).  This 

model serves to highlight differences between Chinese and other cultures’ 

approaches to global leadership, with the three dimensions being defined by 

Chen and An (2009, pp. 200-201) in the following terms: “self-cultivation”  

involving empathy and universality and an ability to identify and utilise shared 

communication symbols via sensitivity and creativity; “context profundity” 

involving the elimination of cultural biases and analysis of the surrounding 

environment so that personal and group goals can be achieved in a harmonious 

and productive way via a multicultural mindset and environmental mapping; and 

“action dexterity,” an ability to appropriately and effectively initiate, maintain 

and terminate verbal and non-verbal interaction via interaction adroitness and 

coordinating the temporal and spatial contingencies and possible consequences 
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of communication in accordance with shi (choosing appropriate behaviours),  

wei (choosing the appropriate place) and ji (sensing all relevant issues).  

Through factor analysis of an exploration of differences in Chinese 

perceptions of leadership,  applying  the Chinese Implicit Leadership Scale that 

they had developed to 622 Chinese participants from five occupational groups, 

psychologists Ling, Chia and Fang (2000) identified four factors of leadership: 

“personal morality,” “goal efficiency,” “interpersonal competence” and 

“versatility” (p p. 733-4).  Chok (2006), building a model of leadership based on 

the Yijing (Book of Change) identified 26 leadership qualities that firstly were 

derived from  yin-yang attributes and principles, secondly had a contingent 

relationship with time and place and thirdly culminated in “central harmony”   

(p. 411).  Containing a number of apparently contradictory qualities, such as 

“initiative” and “caution,” “tolerance” and “regulating,” this model will be 

examined further in Chapter 7 in the context of a Chinese perspective of the 

Global Acumen Model.  However, it is through leaders’ behaviour that all these 

cultural dimensions exert a positive or negative influence on performance and 

effectiveness and much of that behaviour is observable through leadership 

styles. 

 

4.5.3 Leadership styles and behaviours 
 

 

 

The person of noble character is modest in                              

his speech, but competent in his actions.  

君子欲訥於言而敏於行 
 

Junzi na yu yan er min yu xing 
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Arising from a study of leadership styles of more than 550 CEOs of a range 

of types of mainland Chinese enterprises, based on behavioural descriptions by 

some 1,500 middle managers and professional employees, Tsui et al. (2004) 

identified a number of influences on Chinese leadership behaviour, ranging from 

Confucian values and Communist ideologies to Western management 

philosophies and practices.  They went on to advance six behavioural 

dimensions: “being creative and risk-taking,” “relating and communicating,” 

“articulating vision,” “showing benevolence,” “ monitoring operations” and 

“being authoritative” (pp. 8-9),  along with four leadership styles: “advanced 

leadership,”  “authoritative leadership,” “progressing leadership” and “invisible 

leadership,” with the definitions accompanied by case examples (pp. 10-12).   

 

The results of a study of desirable and actual leadership traits, based on the 

opinions, experience and perceptions of 122 Chinese hotel subordinates and 

peers with their foreign managers and supervisors Littrell (2002), highlighted 

leadership behavioural differences such as the Chinese managers’ orientation 

towards their standing with higher authority and the expatriate managers’ focus 

on achieving strong performance outcomes. This “traditional” Chinese 

leadership style, frequently encountered in my corporate and coaching roles, is 

represented primarily by the exercise of power in the manner of the Level 4 

leadership offered by Collins (2001, p. 20) typified by a directive leadership 

style, setting the vision, developing a plan and recruiting the helpers for 
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execution of the leader’s plan and reflective, in part at least, of Confucian 

principles of hierarchy. However, while this style is often presented as an 

“authoritarian” leadership style stereotype, it is perhaps better understood as 

“Being authoritative,” one of the behavioural dimensions identified by Tsui et al. 

(2004, p. 9),  the related leader behaviours being: “having personal control of 

most matters,” “centralising decision on himself/herself” and  “making unilateral 

decisions and taking individual actions.”    

As the study by Wang and Satow (1994) found (see Section 3.2.3), there 

was a marked contrast between the task and outcome orientation of foreign 

management and the collective decision-making and relationship orientation of 

most of the Chinese managers. To me, while there may remain debate about the 

leadership styles for “doing,” the literature, both theoretical and practitioner, as 

well as my own experience, all tend to highlight a more consistent pattern of 

“being” behaviours that reflect, to a large extent, differences in  management 

philosophy and values.  Chin et al. (2001) identified two differences between 

Chinese and US leadership styles and behaviours, with US leaders typified by 

charisma, dynamism, a desire to achieve  and a generally outgoing mien, while 

Chinese leaders were typified by serenity and a desire for harmony and balance 

(p. 21).  This connects neatly with the Intercultural Conflict Style Model 

proposed by (Hammer (2009), which maps two behavioural dichotomies,  

“direct:indirect” and “emotionally restrained:emotionally expressive” against 

four behaviours, “discussion,” “engagement,” “accommodation” and “dynamic,” 
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providing a ready tool for highlighting the differences in style and behaviour 

between Eastern and Western leaders (p. 226). 

The series of “dualities” identified by Nohria and Khurana (2010b, p.7) and 

discussed earlier (see Section 3.2.3), frame much of the consideration of how 

Chinese leadership styles differ from Western practice, especially in a global 

context. From my own experience in both corporate and coaching roles, the 

duality between “thinking and doing” and “becoming and being” strikes at the 

core of culturally different leadership styles. Similarly, Chen and An (2009,      

p. 203) argued that the five communication behaviours linked to Chinese 

communication competence (see Section 4.5.2), were fundamentally 

incompatible with the Western leadership competence concepts.  However, Tsui 

et al. (2004)  underscored the concept of cultural diversity rather than dichotomy 

by  arguing that the six behavioural dimensions and four types of styles they had 

identified (see Section 3.2.3) were indicative of a “confluence of traditional and 

modern practices embedded in Eastern values and Western ideals” (p. 8). 

 

Certainly, in practicing as an executive coach to Chinese business leaders, I 

found that both the six Emotional Intelligence-based,  purpose-specific 

leadership styles defined by Goleman (2002) and  the 5 practices and  10 

Commitments presented by Kouzes and Posner (2002) (see Section 3.2) 

provided excellent frameworks for improving their leadership effectiveness in a 

Chinese context.  My exposure over several decades to a mixture of traditional 

and modern Chinese leadership styles and the leadership styles of those in 

transition has left me with both a deep and abiding respect for the traditional as 
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well as an equally great admiration for the willingness to adapt to new and 

different circumstances and methods.  However, the desire for knowledge about 

how other nations tackled issues was always tempered by adaptation to the 

Chinese context rather than blind adoption and the implementation of these 

frameworks was no exception, undergoing what I would describe as a cultural 

filtering process.  Nevertheless, this experience supports the concept of 

confluence of leadership styles and behaviours. Contrastingly, I found that the 

“Level 5 Leadership” profile presented by Collins (2001, p. 20) was able to be 

recommended for adoption without need for cultural filtering, as the key 

attributes of “personal humility” and “professional will” were closely aligned 

with core Chinese values.  The results of the quantitative analysis in Chapters 5 

and 6 provide arguably the most informative insight available into contemporary 

Chinese attitudes and leadership behaviours, both in general and specifically 

with regard to international assignments. 

In summary, while the different degrees of cultural influence on leadership 

styles and behaviours provides challenges for Chinese in dealing with many 

foreigners it also provides challenges for foreigners dealing with Chinese, 

especially those Chinese leaders on international assignments. Differences such 

as these form the basis for an examination of effectiveness and intercultural 

competence as well as the acculturation challenges discussed later.  
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4.5.4 Effectiveness 

Earley et al. (2006) argued that “ A deep understanding of cultures around 

the world becomes imperative for effective leadership” (p. 185) and the point is 

exemplified by Chinese subordinates’ reaction to a foreign superior seeking 

feedback; from my own coaching experience they regard that superior as a weak 

leader.   This underscores the findings of Dorfman et al. (1997) that, despite 

concluding that “leadership processes, when considered in totality, are different 

across countries” (p.260), they found some leadership behaviours exhibited 

cultural universality and others were found to be cultural specific (p. 264).   An 

examination of American, Japanese and Chinese leadership competencies and  

philosophical differences via comparisons of Chinese-Japanese joint venture  

leadership styles against Chinese joint ventures  with partnerships from Japan, 

USA, Hong Kong and Taiwan, defined three leadership styles - expectancy, 

sentiment and informative – that were seen as having  a close relationship with 

organizational effectiveness (Chin et al. 2001, p. 35). Littrell (2002) brought 

culture into the centre of the  leadership effectiveness discussion by raising the 

issue of ethnocentrism , arguing that: 

 “International business is much more personal and relationship-

oriented than domestic business. Managers in the international arena 

require multiple approaches in order to deal with multiple cultures. 

Those who are skilled only in mono-cultural management rarely succeed 

in a multicultural or bicultural environment…. Cultural awareness does 
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not focus on a specific region of the world, but instead requires general 

sensitivity to other cultures.”  (p. 14)  

 

Thus, not only are the people-oriented Chinese values potentially advantageous 

for Chinese international assignees, but clearly a high degree of cultural agility is 

an essential pre-requisite for their effectiveness. 

 

4.5.5 Chinese expatriates 

As discussed earlier (see Sections 3.2.6), the individual dimension of the 

expatriate process is typified by conflicting issues such as career advancement 

versus family impact and stability versus risk, and includes not only the leader 

but the whole family unit. Given all the cultural, competency, individual and 

organizational issues discussed previously the international assignment must be 

seen as the most extreme context for Chinese business leaders to perform 

effectively and the reluctance to accept these assignments reported by Baker 

(2009) and Gallo (2010) clearly relates significantly to culturally-based issues. 

  Literature reviews by Cooke (2009) and Wood and Mansour (2010) 

highlighted the paucity of literature on Chinese business expatriates in the period 

1994-2007, with mainly narrowly-focused papers by Bunchapattanasakda and 

Wong (2010), Cooke (2007), Deng and Walker (2007), Selmer (2010), Selmer et 

al. (2007),  Shen and Jiang (2011) and  Wang et al. (2013) being indicative of 

the continuing shortage of literature.  In addition, the focus of much of the 

literature is on organizational rather than individual issues, whereas it is argued 

in Chapter 2 that both dimensions are important. Wood and Mansour (2010)  
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investigated both conceptual and empirical studies published between 1996 and 

2007 that were focused on adjustment and performance improvement 

interventions explicitly for Chinese expatriates.  Relevant general findings 

included, firstly that few international firms provided cross-cultural training for 

expatriate assignees; secondly, that there was a positive relationship between 

expatriate work adjustment and performance; and thirdly that the extant research 

addressed discrete factors rather than what they termed “a set of interrelated 

variables” (p.196).   From the total of only 14 studies that met all the criteria, the 

categories covered were “training,”  “spouse and family support,” “performance 

management,” “corporate office communication,”  “socialization” and 

“compensation and rewards” (p. 199).  The authors highlighted the paucity of 

both practitioner- and theoretically-focused literature concerned with Chinese 

working on expatriate assignments outside China. 

Their findings regarding the positives and negatives of spouses 

accompanying the Chinese expatriates links closely with the family-related 

reservations regarding international assignments reported by Baker (2009), 

while the authors argued that family participation in expatriate assignments was 

particularly important in the Chinese cultural context, along with pre- and post-

arrival training for both the expatriate assignee and the spouse and other family 

members.  Importantly, mention was also made of the need to establish 

communication processes to help maintain guanxi, which otherwise would be 

weakened during the assignment.  Usefully for the research model set out in 

Chapter 4, Wood and Mansour (2010) argued that: 
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 “The primary limitation of the extant literature is the focus on either 

adjustment or psychological well-being as the dependent variable. These 

variables should not be the primary dependent variables; rather, they 

are actually moderators of the desired dependent variable of 

performance.” (p.209) 

 

Cooke (2009) reviewed 265 articles dealing with research studies on human 

resource management in China from 34 major journals published between 1998 

and 2007, encompassing much broader scope than other studies conducted 

within or covering the period reviewed, with stated objectives including the 

identification of gaps and trends.  Of the ten broad themes explored, the one that 

related most directly to expatriates, HRM in Chinese MNCs overseas was 

represented by only 8 articles; other relevant aspects were included in the 

broader themes such as training and development comparative studies of HRM. 

The findings included a “…continuing and at times strong, influence of Chinese 

culture on employee behaviour and organizational management” (p. 20) and 

identified the HRM aspects of Chinese MNCs’ globalization as an important 

area for further research.  

 

4.6     Challenges and potential impediments to Chinese business leadership 

success on international assignments 
 

The research questions set out in Chapter 1 addressed a range of influences 

and possible impediments that include culture, attitudes, experience and resultant 

responses, as well as organizational policies and business practices.  The 
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analysis of global leadership theory and practice in Chapter 3 confirms the 

categorization of the influences into individual and organizational, with national 

culture an overarching influence over both.  Examination of the influences and 

possible impediments for Chinese global leaders earlier in this chapter, 

examining both Chinese culture and Chinese management theory and practice 

has drawn attention both to the extent and nature of cultural differences as well 

as the resultant values and behaviours. 

In now addressing the challenges and potential impediments to success 

specifically for Chinese international assignees, I think that the starting point 

should be the “mouse in the bellows” proverb and the  Journey to the West 

analogy, both referenced in Chapter 1;  the proverb, supported by the holistic 

view diagram (Figure 1.1) encapsulates both the organizational and individual 

influences, whereas the literary analogy captures the intensity of the contextual 

dimensions, including the important expatriate elements, while also highlighting 

the ubiquitous influence of national culture.  Specific issues addressed below  

include: culturally-differentiated leadership styles; a lack of international 

experience, not only amongst the international assignees but, equally 

importantly, amongst senior management and those directly administering 

international assignments; global leadership competencies; and China-specific 

business practices. 
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4.6.1    Chinese global business leadership challenges                                                                                            

The possible impediments to success of Chinese OFDI identified by 

previous research include distinctive styles of Chinese management (Cheng et. 

al.,  2009) along with what Child and Rodrigues (2005, p.406-7) termed 

“socially-derived liabilities of foreignness” in suggesting that the preference for 

acquisition and organic growth strategies by internationalizing Chinese 

companies suggested a preference “to retain their distinctive administrative 

heritage.”      As discussed earlier and explored in some detail in Chapter 7, 

neither the retention of a distinctly Chinese administrative heritage nor an 

uncritical adoption of Western management practices may provide the answers 

for improved success rates in the face of the various challenges.  It is interesting 

to note that Shen and Edwards (2006, p. 46) reported failure rates for Western 

expatriates over the period 1979-99 that ranged from 5% up to 70%. 

Reporting on an extensive study on Chinese global leadership, Dietz et al. 

(2008) identified a number of challenges.  Firstly,    “...managing by people 

instead of process is deeply rooted in Chinese culture,”  secondly “...many 

Chinese companies struggle to frame, update and execute new organizational 

designs” and thirdly  “…many executives in the leadership of Chinese companies 

lack international experience and as a result, are not well-prepared to assume 

responsibility for global operations” (p. 4-7).  The challenges for Chinese 

business leaders are arguably most acutely experienced by leaders on 

international assignment in host countries where the differences in culture, 
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business practices and leadership styles are often the greatest and where the 

Chinese leader is the foreign expatriate.   

Previous research suggests a number of more specific challenges.  A 2005 

survey by international HR consulting company Development Dimensions 

International found that Chinese leaders were weak in four critical skills: 

“getting results,” “relationship management,” “coaching and development” and 

“managing performance” (Bernthal et al., 2005, p. 8).  A report by Accenture 

(2005) identified problems faced by Chinese companies going global as 

including “...very different management styles, cultures, priorities and 

mindsets...” and a “...lack (of) managerial expertise and experience” (p.6), 

while a McKinsey report  added   “...a disinclination to adopt business practices 

widely applied in the Western world...(a lack of)  a profound understanding of 

European and American markets…(and) real cross-cultural knowledge or 

experience managing foreign talent” (Dietz et al., 2008, pp. 4-5).  

When Japanese corporations began to expand overseas, the Japanese 

executives found themselves in significantly different work and social cultures  

(Rao & Hashimoto, 1996).  However, as mentioned in Chapter 2 (see Section 

2.2.1) they took with them extensive training plus well-established management 

and production processes that were fully integrated with their corporate culture 

and imposed both the processes and the corporate culture on their local 

employees and operations in the various foreign countries (Whitley, Morgan, 

Kelly & Sharpe, 2003).  It is suggested here that, to a significant extent, the 

Japanese managers benefited from what my own experience in global leadership 
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suggests can be described as an “advantage of foreignness,” being the opposite 

of the “liability of foreignness” propounded by Child and Rodrigues (2005).  

This advantage derives from bringing knowledge, skills and established 

processes not generally available in the host country. The typically ill-prepared 

Chinese executives being sent overseas by their companies take with them both 

the national and corporate culture, which are very different to those in many 

other countries.  However, unlike the Japanese, Chinese leaders also take 

distinctively Chinese management processes and leadership styles that may be 

far less effective in other countries (Child & Rodrigues, 2005).  Thus, it is 

argued that Chinese leaders could be burdened with both a liability of 

foreignness as well as a lack of offsetting capabilities, thus being doubly 

disadvantaged in the pursuit of international assignment success.  

Opportunity to learn and willingness to comply were highlighted by Hexter 

and Woetzel (2007, p. 7):  “The best of both domestic and foreign companies in 

China are working to apply global standards” and the suggestion that much 

Chinese leadership behaviour can be described in terms of a culturally-based 

approach of compliance with the basics of standard business processes 

(Accenture, 2005; Dietz et al., 2008).  Also, many Chinese business practices, 

attitudes and leadership styles that strongly reflect the influence of Chinese 

culture remain deeply embedded and resistant to change.  As already suggested, 

this resistance to change appears to be stronger at the organizational rather than 

individual level, an issue that is discussed below and will be examined further in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 
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4.6.2    National culture and organizational issues 

 From the contextual framework (see Figure 3.2) and the ensuing 

examination of the various components, it is clear that both  national culture and 

organizational policies, practices and organization culture are not only important 

influences on but also potential impediments to Chinese business leadership 

effectiveness in international assignments. At the organizational level, the 

organization’s policies, practices and organization culture reflect the national 

culture’s values, attitudes and accepted behaviours to varying degrees, 

depending on the stage of globalization of the organization and the cultural 

influence of the CEO and other senior executives, whose State-Owned 

Enterprise-era legacy may have a significant impact on both their attitudes and 

company policy and practices.  At the individual level, which includes both the 

internationally assignee and the senior parent company executives, the impact of 

national culture relates to the degree of cultural distance between the Chinese 

cultural context and that of the host country.  At both levels, the often significant 

differences with the host country business and social environments clearly are 

impediments to success. 

 

4.6.3   Organizational culture, policies and business practices 

It also seems quite clear that the organizational culture, policies and 

practices play a major role in the impact of the consistency-adaptation 

dichotomy on success of the assignment and therefore the business venture. The 

organizational culture and business practices set the shape and content for the 

business approach required by the organization and the adaptation pressure on 
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the international assignee is increased in direct proportion to the level of 

flexibility exhibited by the organization in general and the senior executives in 

particular,  a matter taken up in a closer examination of the adaptation process 

from the Chinese perspective (see Section 4.6.5).  

 

The organizational policies, especially those related to international 

assignment selection, development, compensation, support, repatriation and 

career planning play significant roles in facilitating or inhibiting the individual’s 

successful performance and present an organizational context for the perhaps 

equally significant individual differences. Paul (2000) described this issue in 

terms of the concept of  global corporate mindset, arguing  that it was the major 

determinant of the encouragement and value of cultural diversity embraced by 

senior management. International assignment selection criteria also play an 

important role and can be seen to reflect organizational cultures as well as 

policies.  Shen and Edwards (2006) found that criteria applied at multinational 

corporations for selecting Chinese executives for international postings  included 

previous international experience and language ability, but otherwise focused on 

mainly ‘hard’ (e.g., management and technical) skills, along with their domestic 

track record and a good relationship with senior management, plus a willingness 

to undertake international assignments (p. 52).  This latter point will be tested 

against the sample data in Chapter 6. 

 

In describing his global paradoxes, Rhinesmith (2001) highlighted what I 

regard as the core elements of the consistency:adaptation dichotomy:  
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“On an organizational level, paradoxes play out between different 

groups. Global headquarters will usually push for standardization of 

functional processes in IT, accounting, and HR to gain economies of 

scale, while local country managers will defend the need for 

customization to deal with local competition, cultural differences, or 

regulatory differences.” (p. 6) 

 

Bouée (2011) also drew attention to two important organizational-level 

challenges for Chinese companies going abroad: firstly, what he termed the 

usual problems of an “…inability to feel the pulses of local markets and 

detachment from China’s history and culture” (p.194); and secondly the reality 

that most Chinese companies were both monolithic and have one key leader.  As 

mentioned previously (see Section 3.2.9), the resultant impact of the CEO on the 

organizational culture and practices can be very significant (Cook, 2008b; Paul, 

2000; Tsui et al, 2004). 

4.6.4     Individual dimensions 

Challenges facing Chinese international assignees enumerated earlier (see 

Section 4.4) included different business practices, lack of appropriate 

knowledge and skills, communication difficulties and lack of personal support 

networks; overall, they are faced with challenges in both business and social 

contexts.  However, as illustrated in Figures 1.1 and 3.4, from an individual 

perspective differences can be segmented into two distinct although inter-related 

categories: “external,” including matters such as experience, training, family and  

role models and “internal,” particularly personality, Cultural Intelligence and 
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Emotional Intelligence, with resultant attitudes and behaviours having either 

positive or negative impacts. Culture, while present in many dimensions, is 

particularly evident in two areas critical to success – communication and 

leadership style.   

 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the cultural differences in 

communication between Chinese and  many other cultures, characterized by 

indirect sending of messages, use of high context language and a disinclination 

to debate can and do result in significant miscommunication and 

misunderstanding.  Quite clearly, differences such as these will have a 

significant negative impact in many foreign cultures.  As discussed earlier (see 

Section 4.5.1), in many other cultural contexts, Chinese leadership styles and 

behaviours can appear quite paradoxical and confusing.  

 

4.6.5 Acculturation and Enculturation 

 

 

 
An orange becomes another variety when 

transplanted in another place 

 

The five key dimensions of the acculturation process identified by Black et 

al. (1991) (see Section 3.2.7)  drew attention to two items of particular 

importance for all international assignees but especially challenging for Chinese 

assignees; firstly the response of the family, which will differ depending on 

whether they accompany the assignee or remain at home; and secondly, the 

橘化为枳 
 

Ju hua wei zhi 
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extent - or lack - of the pre-departure and at-post training that can help in the 

development of  “cultural agility” (Cailgiuri & Tarique, 2009), or the “cultural 

toughness” that Mendenhall and Oddou (1985, p. 43) saw as needed for 

assignments in some host nations. 

Consideration of the tension  between  the maintenance of the home culture 

and the adjustment to the host culture gave rise to the concept of an 

enculturation:acculturation dichotomy  (see Section 3.2.5 and Figure 3.4), well-

illustrated by ju hua wei zhi (an orange becomes a different variety when 

transplanted in another place). This is particularly important in this Chinese 

context, given the degree of cultural distance between most of  the home and  

host cultures at both  the organizational and individual  levels, with the former 

expected  in many cases to present the greater obstacle to effective performance 

of the internationally assigned leader.   

Acculturation issues identified earlier (see Section 3.2.7)  present a range of 

challenges for the Chinese international assignee, including from the socially-

related aspects (home, recreational) and from communication and language 

difficulties, as well as from an  inability to fully understand behaviour of 

members of the host nation in both social and work contexts.  From my own 

expatriate experiences in both very different cultures (Papua New Guinea and 

China) and one supposedly more similar culture (England), family issues, or 

what Mendenhall and Oddou (1991, p. 293) termed “family responses,” play a 

very significant role.  On the one hand, if the assignee is accompanied by family, 

the family can suffer from a high degree of isolation, being left to deal with 
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household maintenance and general living in a strange environment with a 

significant language barrier and little, if any, support from friends or fellow 

nationals.  This isolation is compounded by the fact that the assignee’s work 

interaction provides a contrastingly greater acculturation opportunity.  

Nevertheless, it is still a shared experience, although, certainly in my own 

expatriate experience and experience in managing many expatriates, family 

unhappiness is a major cause of international assignee failure.  If, on the other 

hand, the family has not accompanied the assignee, both the extended absence 

and the lack of shared experiences again contribute to family unhappiness and 

stress for the assignee. 

 

This second scenario also highlights what can become one of the key 

organizational issues, that of increased acculturation on the part of the assignee 

conflicting with the enculturation-maintenance expectation of both the family 

and the organization,  a challenge that I have experienced personally in an 

organizational context.  For the assignee, this represents a significant challenge 

and delicate balancing act between fundamentally conflicting requirements and 

is a critical element in boundary spanning. Given the degree of cultural 

difference, a very different spoken language that is equally different in its  

ideographic written form and the collectivist cultural values such as jiti,  guanxi 

and renqing  discussed in Section 4.2, I would argue that the Chinese 

international assignees faces more extreme challenges than assignees from many 

other cultures when separated or isolated from their home culture. 
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4.6.6 Consistency and Adaptation  

 

 

 

 

Rivers and mountains may be changed easily, 

but it is hard to alter a single person’s nature  

 

As discussed earlier (see  Section 4.2.8)  job factors such as role conflict 

occur when the actions and behaviours of the international assignee, shaped by 

experience in the parent organization are carried over into the host-culture 

environment, where they may prove inappropriate or in need of adjustment;   an 

organizational refusal to permit the necessary adjustment brings the consistency-

adaptation dichotomy into play.  In addition, a lack of organizational support 

and flexibility with regard to training and access to specialist skill sets along 

with limited discretion in reflecting local business practices are likely to limit 

the chance of success, as the realities of the host-country environment may not 

be well-understood at the geographical and functional distances at which such 

organizational decisions are made. In the Chinese MNC context, these 

challenges can be seen to derive in large part from two inter-related sources:  

firstly, the mindset of the older generation of leaders heading the organization, 

reflecting policy and cultural legacies from an earlier era (and potentially more 

resistant to change than rivers or mountains);  and secondly the extent of 

required role discretion  - or delegated authority -  may be well beyond that 

normally ascribed to the individual’s level in the domestic hierarchy and  the  

necessary special dispensations may not be forthcoming.  

江山易改, 本性难移 
 

Jiangshan yigai benxing nanyi 
 
 

http://www.nciku.com/search/zh/detail/%E6%B1%9F%E5%B1%B1/1307411
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The adaptation issues are well summarised in most of the paradoxes that 

Rhinesmith  (2001) identified as needing to be managed when operating in a 

global context, including   “individual vs. team,” “stability vs. change,” 

“centralization vs. decentralization,”  “direction vs. delegation” and 

“standardization vs. customization” (p. 5). All of these are particularly apposite 

to the Chinese MNC and its internationally assigned leaders, and all represent 

challenges to be addressed for improved success. 

 

4.7 Towards a Chinese perspective on global business leadership    

 
Arising from an empirical study of MBA programs, Datar, Garvin and 

Cullen (2011) highlighted the  three interdependent dimensions of management 

and leadership, “knowing,”  “doing” and “being” (p. 456).   Senior, experienced 

China business advisor Bouée (2011) argued that the emerging Chinese 

management model  “…places more emphasis on “being” and “doing” and tends 

to develop its “knowing” on the run” (p. 56), which relates to my own frequent 

observation of the Chinese management behaviour zhuang yunqi (trying one’s 

luck).  He also spoke of a Chinese approach to knowledge being more like 

“fuzzy logic” than western objective logic, which links to the spontaneity and 

flexibility dimensions emanating from the core culture.  Further, he suggested 

that the concept of “being” was indicative of a convergence of western with 

Chinese management models.  He concluded that “A distinctly Chinese 

management model is emerging from the interplay of the “spirit, land, energy” 

trinity in modern China” (p. 63). 
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Discussing the emerging Chinese management model further,  Bouée (2011, 

pp. 132-148) described nine qualities of management style: “dynamic,” 

“adapted,” “flexible,” “synthetic,” “mutual,”  “consensual,” “spiritual,” 

“disciplined” and “natural.”  He  viewed the emerging Chinese management 

style as a hybrid reflecting China’s culture but also incorporating western ideas 

and principles and argued that its competitiveness in the global context would 

depend on three distinctive qualities, “spirit, land, energy,” “the boss” and 

“scale” (pp. 185-186).  He also suggested that western management could learn 

from the Chinese managers’ emphasis on vision and tactics, rather than on 

strategy and their focus on group as opposed to individual performance (p. 195).  

 

 When these styles and distinctive qualities are combined with the four 

factors of Chinese leadership identified by Ling et al. (2000) (see Section 4.5.2), 

the three interactions of Chinese leadership competence identified by Chen and 

An (2009) (see Section 3.2.2) and the six behavioural dimensions and four 

leadership styles proposed by Tsui et al. (2004) (see Section 4.5.3), an emergent, 

contemporary Chinese management style, blending theory and practice, begins 

to take some shape.  However, to paraphrase Kulich and Zhang (2010), 

traditional core values have not disappeared and contemporary value 

orientations are more diffuse (p. 256),  reinforcing Bouée (2011)’s hybrid style 

and Tsui (2004)’s concept of a confluence of traditional and modern, Eastern 

and Western (see Section 3.2.3). Chen and Miller (2010) took this issue to a 

logical conclusion in their proposal of a convergent or ambicultural approach to 
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management, taking the best of both Western and Eastern managerial practices 

(see Section 3.1.5), an excellent example of zhong yong. 

 

4.8 Conclusions 

Background issues are dealt with in depth and detail by the literature. 

However, there is a paucity of explicit research on the experience and 

performance of Chinese business expatriates on international assignments. The 

importance of this issue in the context of China’s economic globalization clearly 

indicates a need of further exploration.  For Chinese international assignees, the 

greatest challenges stem from the high degree of cultural distance at both the 

organizational and individual levels, coupled with the related global behaviour 

skills discussed earlier.  

 Consideration of Chinese global leadership effectiveness clearly needs to 

address a number of specific issues.  The first is to take account of national 

culture and organizational cultures, policies and business practices, as well as 

individual differences and a balanced set of competencies, all of which draws 

attention to the importance of the consistency:adaptation dichotomy.  Secondly, 

the significance and complexities of cultural distance encountered with Chinese 

international assignments is closely linked with the debate between Chinese and 

Western management theories and practices as well as the importance of the 

enculturation:acculturation  dichotomy.   

Thirdly, while both greater international exposure and generational change 

are increasing,  the success of Chinese MNCs and their international assignees 
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can only benefit from a cross-fertilization of management practices, with some 

lessening of  emphasis on Western management  practices, and more on the use 

of zhong yong, choosing the middle ground, in this case between Western 

practices and Chinese cultural heritage. In this way, liabilities such as 

competency shortfalls can be addressed while advantages such as more people-

focused leadership styles can be leveraged.  Lenovo’s “tough on performance, 

gentle with people” approach is heralded as key to success in a company with 

large numbers of multicultural teams (Hexter & Woetzel, 2008, p. 4) and 

illustrates this latter point. An important and related issue is the question of 

balance between task (“doing”) and relationship (being”), also deeply imbued 

with cultural connotations;  the Global Acumen Model addresses this issue of 

balance by explicitly recognizing the interdependence between transcultural 

competence, global business competence and performance competence.  

Fourthly, there is a need to address a clear lack of the competencies, 

knowledge or skills  that create an advantage of foreignness in order to balance 

or overcome the inherent liability of foreignness, often complicated by role 

novelty, all having serious implications for Chinese companies’ global 

leadership development policies and programs.  The fifth and final issue is that 

of the cultural barriers faced by Chinese MNCs in managing their international 

operations via the ‘hands-off’ approach taken by companies such as Chery, 

ChemChina and CIMC; while international assignees will not be involved, those 

leaders interacting with the host country companies’ leaders need to draw very 
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heavily on the Global Acumen Model’s core competencies and more selectively 

on the contingent competencies.    

The emergence of major Chinese companies, such as ChemChina, CIMC, 

Haier, Lenovo and Huawei not just as global players, but increasingly as leading 

global players, demonstrates that they can reach those levels while still retaining 

key elements of their Chinese heritage and examples such as theirs can make a 

key contribution to the  debate with respect to Chinese management theories. It 

may not be too early to claim that the unique blend of Chinese heritage and 

international practice to be found in Chinese MNCs that have achieved global 

leadership status have already laid the foundations for an operational model of 

Chinese global leadership at the organizational level. Their success not only 

impacts on the national psyche, but also encourages individual business leaders, 

perhaps comforting the older members who bear a greater cultural legacy and 

may have had less opportunity or exposure to other cultures and international 

markets, while encouraging the younger members, who are clearly exhibiting 

their wider international exposure, both social and business, in the wave of 

generational change that is building momentum 

Most of the issues relate, in one form or another, to behaviours, the vehicle 

via which all the competencies, traits and skills exert either a positive or 

negative influence.  In summing up, it is worth revisiting Rhinesmith (2001)’s 

model addressing global business paradoxes (see Section 4.6.6) which 

culminated in what he termed “global behavioural skills.”   It is perhaps this 

model that both encapsulates much of the previous theory and, like the Global 
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Acumen Model, points to behaviour as one of the key topics for further research, 

specifically around the value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy, thus focusing 

specific attention on both the origins and impacts of attitudes in this context.  

The quantitative and qualitative analysis of data relating to both individuals and 

MNCs in Chapters 5 and 6 will both illustrate and inform this dimension of the 

debate and also help to build a greater understanding of the nature of a 

sustainable and generalizable model of Chinese global leadership that can be 

successful on a truly global scale.  
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Table 4.1:  Examples of Chinese values as sources of behavioural differences 

Attribute Cultural dimension 

differences 

Chinese:Western 

Relevant Chinese values Typical Chinese 

attitudes/behaviours 

Typical Western 

attitudes/behaviours 

Trust Universalist:Particularist guanxi (relationship,  mutual obligation) Reliance on relationship Reliance on person’s word 

or written contract 

High uncertainty 

avoidance:Low uncertainty 

avoidance 

guanxi (relationship,  mutual obligation) 

renqing  (social relationship,  human 

emotions) 

Informal processes, reliance 

on trust 

Formal processes, reliance 

on contracts, rules, policies 

Communication Specific:Diffuse 

 

wu (deep understanding, to become aware) 

di diao   (low-key, low profile) 

hexie  (harmony) 

Communication is indirect 

and high context (vague, 

hidden meanings) 

Communication is direct 

and low context/explicit 

Internal control:external 
control 

zhongyong  (the mean, the middle) 

di diao   (low-key, low profile) 

junzi (person of noble character, nobleman) 

Focus on others, emphasis on 

harmony and responsiveness 

Focus on self and own 

group, debate and different 

opinions the norm 

Relationship Achievement:Ascription 

 

Wulun (The five Confucian human 

relationships) 

shangsi  (superiors - deference to) 

Respect for superiors is based 

on position and connections 

Respect for superiors is 

based on proficiency and 

knowledge 

Individualist:Collectivist jiti  (collective, group)   

renqing (social relationship,  human 

emotions) 

Group goals take precedence Individual goals take 

precedence 

Thinking Sequential:Synchronic linghuoxing (flexibility)  

zhengti fangfa (holistic approach) 
zifaxing (spontaneity) 

zhuang yunqi  (try one's luck, rely on fate) 

Schedules and plans are 

flexible 

Spontaneity 

Scheduled and according to 

plan 

 

http://www.nciku.com/search/en/try
http://www.nciku.com/search/en/one%27s
http://www.nciku.com/search/en/luck
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Chapter 5 : Global readiness of Chinese business leaders                        

– View from the bottom of the well 
 

Preamble 

 

 

 

                   Suit the remedy to the illness (find out the real problem                           

and solve it with effective means) 

 
In 2004, with continued and growing inbound FDI in China, international 

research companies began to focus on Chinese managers’ capabilities, with the 

emphasis very much on their suitability for working within foreign MNC 

subsidiaries in China.  Nevertheless, the issue of “global readiness” began to be 

addressed.  However, studies were either small in scale and broad in scope and 

very much addressing domestic market requirements.  Nevertheless, the findings 

were very clear, describing significant shortfalls and capability gaps (see 

Sections 1.1 and 4.4). 

The issue took on another dimension with local market-leading Chinese 

companies coming to the realisation that they needed to better equip themselves 

to combat competition from foreign companies entering their markets. By 2008 

the rapid acceleration of Chinese OFDI examined earlier (see Section  1.6) 

extended the concept of “global readiness” of Chinese business leaders from an 

ability to participate in the domestic  market to the ability to be effective in 

international assignments. 

对症下药 
 

Dui zheng xia yao  
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In 2006, the Fortune China editorial team began to plan a special lead 

article, to be accompanied by supporting research, addressing this rapidly 

emerging issue of the global readiness of Chinese business leaders.  They turned 

to their established research partner New Leaders Group, to design a survey and 

write a report, while Fortune China staff distributed the questionnaire to their 

total readership and gathered and collated the responses. So began what became 

an annual series of lead articles addressing different aspects of global readiness 

supported by a report on the survey results, tailored to Fortune China’s editorial 

and commercial requirements and including quotations from relevant 

practitioner literature as well as “ lots of graphs” requested by the Fortune China 

editors.  However, the brevity of these summary reports, along with the fact that 

they were published in Chinese and were based on single-dimensional analysis 

of responses, while attracting significant attention from the Fortune China 

readership, meant that they could make only a limited contribution to 

understanding of the topic.  

Here, for the first time, the full story can be told, in English, based on new 

and extensive analysis of the raw data from all five surveys, reflecting not only 

the broad ranging review of theoretical and practitioner literature in Chapters 1, 

3 and 4, but also the Global Acumen Model, which is evolving through this study 

to become a vehicle for operationalizing the findings.  In so doing, this study 

follows the Chinese proverb  dui zheng xia yao (find out the real problem and 

solve it with effective means).  
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5.1 Survey background 

5.1.1 Origins 

The Global Leader survey series was conducted with the recurring theme of 

Chinese business leaders’ global readiness, expressed in the survey 

questionnaire heading as “How global are you?”  As mentioned previously (see 

Section 2), the first survey was conducted in 2007  with follow-up surveys 

conducted in 2008, 2009 and 2011, all reported on in Chinese in Fortune China 

(Baker & Wu, 2007; Baker, 2008; 2009; Wu & Roitman, 2011).  Due to 

editorial changes at Fortune China, the 2012 survey was conducted amongst the 

New Leaders Group client base and my report on the results remains 

unpublished at this point in time.  Some of the results from 2007, 2008 and 2009 

were also reported on in conference papers presented to ANZAM (Baker, 2010), 

to the Academy of Management (Baker, 2011) and in a monograph (Cooke,  

2012, pp. 190-191). 

Given the fundamental purpose of the surveys, which was to provide 

research support for Fortune China leading articles targeting Fortune China’s 

readership, the survey design and content was practitioner- rather than 

theoretically-focused and essentially exploratory in nature, while the emphasis 

and thus part of the content changed from year to year, to meet editorial choices.  

Nevertheless, there is a recurring core theme and sufficient continuity to provide 

a linear perspective for the purpose of identifying trends over the total period. 



______________________________________________________________________

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                       185 

 

 

 

The survey questionnaires evolved from an initial focus on an assessment of 

respondents’ leadership competencies relative to global best practice to an 

examination of respondents’ readiness for and experience with international 

assignments (see Table 5.1). The 2007 and 2008 surveys explicitly examined 

both personal leadership styles and importance ratings of leadership best 

practice, as well as testing global general knowledge.  Leadership competencies 

were assessed via a number of predominantly Emotional Intelligence-based 

questions.   

The 2009 survey was the first to explicitly address global leadership 

aspirations, motivations and perceived challenges, as well as international 

assignment experience, including reasons for refusing an offered assignment.  

The 2011 survey delved further into experience with international assignments 

and working with foreigners, while global leadership competencies were 

assessed via a number of predominantly Cultural Intelligence-based questions. 

The 2012 survey, conducted during this study, retained core longitudinal 

elements of the earlier surveys while extending the exploration of global 

leadership motivations and interests, seeking respondents’ importance ratings on 

a number of global leadership competencies drawn from the Global Acumen 

Model described in Chapter 3 and enquiring more deeply into international 

assignment experiences (see Section 4.4).  In combination, the results of these 5 

surveys, totalling more than 12,000 responses, offers demonstrably the most 

detailed examination of Chinese business leadership attitudes, aspirations, 

competencies, experience and readiness for global leadership in existence (see 
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Section 4.4).  Given that more than 90% of the respondents had no international 

experience, many of the opinion-based responses clearly reflect aspirations and 

desires and can be regarded as representing the view from the bottom of the well 

(dui zheng xia yao). 

 The following analysis, based on the raw data, both explores the data at far 

greater depth than previously and combines the results to identify trends, in the 

process informing both the extant theory examined in Chapter 4 and testing the 

new Global Acumen Model presented in Chapter 3).  Importantly, it highlights 

the influence of both individual and organizational dimensions, as summarised 

in Figure 5.1. 

 

Figure 5.1:  Global readiness, individuals and companies, 2009, 2011 

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Individuals (2011)

Companies (2009)



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                       

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                              187 

 

 

 

5.1.2 Purpose 

The purpose of the analysis contained in this chapter and in Chapter 6 is to 

present a new, richer and more extensive picture of Chinese business 

leadership’s readiness for global leadership and thus both inform and extend  the 

current literature.  The following analysis in this chapter aims to:  

(a)   present the fullest-possible profile of Chinese business leaders, with the 

results taken to be both representative of the national population and 

indicative of the talent pool from which international assignees are selected;   

(b)   identify profile trends over the period covered by the surveys;  

(c)   explore the readiness of respondents for international assignments;  

(d)   identify the influence of the control variables (role, age and company type) 

on the results; 

(e)   test the applicability of the Global Acumen Model as a tool for 

operationalizing the findings. 

In Chapter 6 the analysis will be focused on those respondents who have 

undertaken international assignments, to: 

a) examine their experiences 

b) assess their suitability for international assignments 

c) assess the effectiveness of respondents’ employing companies’ policies and 

practices in selection, preparation for and administration of international 

assignments.  
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Throughout, the findings will be linked to the existing theoretical and 

practitioner literature examined in Chapters 3 and 4, to identify confirmation or 

divergence and to seek additional insights, while my own practitioner experience 

will be reflected in the interpretation of the results.  

 

5.1.3 Sample  

The participants self-selected from convenience samples consisting of the 

Fortune China subscription list from 2007-2011 and New Leaders Group client 

list  and the HR Excellence Centre membership in 2012.  Accordingly, the 

surveys are classified as quasi-experiments.  All 12,057 responses were included 

in the analysis, as the objective was to establish a set of results that could be 

taken as representative of the national population  (see Table 5.2).  Given the 

small sample size and different sample source for 2012, detailed examination 

will be focused on the 2009 and 2011 results. 

 

5.1.4 Instruments 

The instruments were specially developed for the purpose of conducting 

these surveys.  Most of the questions were developed initially in English and 

administered in Chinese, the exception being the predominantly Emotional 

Intelligence-related questions, the original versions of which were in Chinese, 

which explains the occasional somewhat unusual English terminology.  As 

illustrated in Table 5.1, the 2009, 2011 and 2012 questionnaires drew on those 

used in 2007 and 2008 and included new material specifically addressing 

international assignments. I served as the principal researcher and questionnaire 
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designer for all surveys except 2011, although part of that questionnaire was 

based on the 2009 version. Questions in all the surveys addressing values, 

leadership styles, personality and experience were drawn from the practitioner 

literature and my own experience and those addressing Cultural Intelligence and 

Emotional Intelligence were drawn from instruments owned or licensed by New 

Leaders Group.   

The 2007 and 2008 surveys were taken as suitable pre-tests for the 

continuing questions.  For the new questions introduced for 2009, pre-test 

consisted of careful evaluation by both New Leaders consultants and Fortune 

China editorial personnel.  The 2009 results were taken as the pre-test for the 

continuing questions in the 2011 and 2012 instruments.   The key competencies 

and skills elements introduced in the 2012 instrument were based primarily on 

the findings of the literature review (See Chapters 3 and 4) and the subsequent 

development of the Global Acumen Model (see Chapter 3). 

 

5.1.5  Data analysis and interpretation 

Allowing for limitations arising from the origins and contexts of surveys 

that produced these data, as well as the cautionary discussion of validity in 

Chapter 2 (see Section 2.8.2), nevertheless content validity can be seen to be 

reasonably demonstrated by the items that have been measured. In addition, a 

number of examples of concurrent validity are identified in the findings.  

Furthermore, frequent cross-tabulation of results enabled the influence of the 

control variables (company type, role and age) to be tested, while results 
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restricted to those respondents who had undertaken international assignments 

have been extracted and used in Chapter 6.  By the very nature of these data, 

the results can be seen to be impacted by several of the internal validity threats 

listed by Cresswell (2009, p. 163), especially “history,” as the commercial, 

political and social changes occurring in China in the 6 years over which the 

surveys were conducted clearly influenced the responses, while “selection” is 

evident in the significantly different results from the sample change for the 2012 

survey. Notwithstanding all of the limitations, these data are extensive, and the 

repetition of various elements over at least several surveys presents some 

longitudinal views and enables an assessment of the stability of results over 

time, while at the same time enabling the identification of trends.  Finally, 

instrument testing was an integral part of the survey repetition, as some re-used 

items were modified from one survey to the next.  

As indicated in Chapter 2, the approach is both explanatory and 

exploratory in addressing the research questions, and the extensive presentation 

of the results in descriptive figures and charts in both this chapter and in 

Chapter 6 is aimed both at illustrating the interpretations as well as facilitating 

the reader’s further exploration and interpretation.  To my mind, given no 

similar data exist, the limitations are more than compensated for by the richness 

of the results presented in this chapter and Chapter 6.  
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5.2 Demographics 

5.2.1 Role 

The strength and importance of the insights provided from these data is 

underscored by the high proportion of senior management responses over all 

surveys from Presidents/CEO’s (25%), Vice-Presidents (20%) and Directors 

(13%)  (see Figure 5.2).  What is particularly interesting is the increased 

responses from Presidents/CEOs and Vice-Presidents in 2009 and 2011, 

suggesting heightened interest in the issue of global readiness.  The lower 

proportions for these roles in 2012 reflect the different data source. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.2:  Roles, 2007-2012 

 

5.2.2 Company type 

The relatively low proportion of respondents from SOE’s (18%) is 

somewhat at odds with the proportion of the Chinese economy that they 

represent, but perhaps can be taken as an indication of a lower level of interest in 

the topic (See Figure 5.3).  Not unexpectedly, foreign companies were well-
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represented and in the majority in 2007 and 2012, as were private companies.  

The steady increase in publicly listed companies can be taken as a reflection of 

the changes in China’s corporate structure over the period and is explored 

further in Section 6.4.1. With 72% of responses from Chinese companies, the 

data clearly reflect a Chinese perspective of the issues addressed. 
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Figure 5.3:  Company type, 2007-2012 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.4:  Industries, 2012 
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The only indications of industry representation came from the 2012 survey 

responses (See Fig. 5.4), with 25%  from manufacturing, while “Other” included 

wholesale/retail/distributor/agent (8%), real estate and professional services, 

both at 5%, diversified businesses (4%) and telecoms (3%).  Because of the 

different sample source, this distribution cannot be assumed to be applicable to 

the data from the other surveys. 

 

5.2.3 Age 

Almost half of the respondents in each year were in the 30-39 year-old age 

group  with a further 22-36% in the 40-50 year-old age group, and 8-11% from 

the over-50’s  (see Fig. 5.5). The more detailed break-down of age groupings in 

the 2007 and 2008 surveys indicated that while the bulk of over-50’s 

respondents were in the 51-60 years age group, 80 were in the 61-70 age group 

and 12 were over 70. 

 
 

Figure 5.5:  Age, 2007-2012 
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Over the surveyed period there was a significant reduction in the number of 

responses from the 30-39 age group and an opposite increase in the number of 

responses from the 40-50 age group, as well as a steady increase in the over 

50’s. Given that respondents self-selected, this may indicate an increasing 

interest on the survey topic on the part of that age group who, as illustrated in 

Table 5.6, tended to be in the more senior roles.   

 

An examination of the age profile of the 2011 respondents relative to their 

role and company type (see Figure 5.6)  sheds further light on the age factor.  

Firstly, as might be expected, the proportion of Presidents/CEOs in the over-40 

years categories was somewhat greater in SOEs (55%) than in other company 

types, but significantly greater in the case of over-50 years group (35%), 

although the differences are least between SOEs and foreign companies. 

 

The pattern is not dissimilar at the Vice-President level, except for the 

private companies, where there were far fewer respondents in the over-50 years 

category.  At Director and Manager/Supervisor level, the number of over 50’s 

respondents declined dramatically, except for SOE respondents.  The opposite 

trend can be seen for the 30-39 year age group, with dominant  proportions at 

Director and Manager/Supervisor level in all company types - except SOEs 

again - as well as significant representation in the President/CEO and Vice-

President roles. Overall, these data underscore the greater concentration of older 

incumbents in more senior roles in SOE’s.  However, the significance of these 

age profiles and the trends  can be construed in some of the attitudinal and 
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competency responses examined later in this chapter (See Sections 5.4, 5.5 and 

5.6). 

 
 

Figure 5.6:  Age by role and company type, 2011 
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There was a startling change between 2007-2008 and 2012, with the proportion 
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category across all company types.  It was only in the foreign companies that the 

proportions of females in more senior roles reached higher levels – 15% for 

Vice-Presidents and 16% for Directors. 

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

2007 2008 2012

Male

Female

 
 

Figure 5.7: Gender, 2007-2008, 2012 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.8:  Gender by role and company type, 2008 
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5.2.5    Locations 

The location of respondents at the time they completed the survey was only 

captured in the 2007 and 2008 surveys and while the detailed responses have not 

been examined by city/region of origin, these data can still be taken as an 

indicator of regional differences. Certainly there were a number of noticeable 

differences in the 2007 and 2008 responses that appear to reflect the greater 

diversity of location of 2008 respondents. In 2007, 73% of responses came from 

four main centres, Beijing (24%), Shanghai (24%),  Guangzhou (13%) and 

Shenzhen (12%) while in 2008 only 40% of responses came from those four 

cities. (See Figure 5.9)  
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Figure 5.9:  Location, 2007-2008 

 

5.2.6 Work experience 

In each of the years from 2007 to 2012, the proportion of respondents with 

11-20 years of work experience was consistently the highest, averaging 43%  
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over the period. (See Figure 5.10). The next highest group was those 

respondents with 3-10 years’ experience, followed by the 21-30 years’ group. 

From 2007 to 2011 there was a substantial decline in respondents with 3-10 

years’ experience, from 31.96%  in 2007 to 22.01% in 2011 and an even more 

substantial increase in respondents with 21-30 year’ experience, from  15.92%  

to 22.10%. Given the short survey period, these trends are more likely explained 

more by the increased response rates amongst those in more senior roles 

identified earlier (see Section 5.4.3).  Once again, the differences in some of the 

2012 results reflect the different sample source. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.10:  Work experience, 2007-2012 

 

Paradoxically, the overall work experience profile remained fairly constant 

across 2007-2011, although the proportion of respondents with 21-30 years work 

experience increased substantially in 2009 and 2011, consistent with earlier 

results, while the work experience profile for 2012 confirmed the more junior 
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nature of the respondents illustrated in earlier figures. The focus on seniority in 

SOE’s was highlighted again in an examination of respondents’ work experience 

by role and company type  for respondents to the 2011survey (see Figure 5.11).  

Again, SOE’s stand out in terms of seniority preference, not only for 

Presidents/CEOs and Vice-Presidents, both roles having  40% with 21-30 years 

of work experience, but with 30% of Managers/Supervisors falling into the same 

category.  Private companies had the greatest concentration of respondents with 

3-10 years experience both overall and notably at the President/CEO level,  

indicating a lower reliance on seniority than in other company types, while 

respondents with 11-20 years of work experience were widely represented in the 

three senior roles across all company types. 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 5.11:  Work experience by role and company type, 2011 
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5.2.7 Languages 

Respondents were asked to indicate both the foreign languages they spoke 

and indicate whether they were fluent or only capable at a conversational level. 

The questionnaires did not differentiate between social and business fluency, 

offering only the options of “fluent” or “conversational level/basic dialogue;” 

nevertheless, as discussed in more detail in Section 6.1.2.3, the results for 

fluency should be treated with some caution, especially in the context of 

complex business dealings such as contracts and other negotiations.  Of the 

seven languages specified in the surveys, fluency in English was consistently the 

most frequent response, from 39.29% in 2007, dropping in 2008 to 25%, then 

increasing to 32.67% in 2009 and 33.48% in 2011 (See Fig. 5.12).  It seems 

clear from this that over the surveyed period, little emphasis had been placed on 

improving capability in English or recognizing it as the universal language of 

business. 
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Figure 5.12:  English fluency, 2007-2012 
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 The other languages included in the questionnaire were all well-represented 

in the responses, with the exception of Spanish and French in 2007 (see Figure 

5.13).  “Fluent” responses rates for French, German, Korean and Russian all 

increased over the period 2007-2011, while those for Spanish and Japanese 

declined. Again the 2012 data reflect the different sample, as does the low 

occurrences of all languages other than English.  In 2008, the only “Other” 

language that returned multiple responses was Guangdonghua (Cantonese) with 

single responses for a number of other Chinese dialects, for Nepalese and 

Mongolian, with no representation of other languages related to OFDI 

destinations.  However, in 2011, “Other” responses included Burmese, Italian, 

Romanian, Thai and Vietnamese - but still no Arabic. 

 

 
                         

Figure 5.13:  Languages spoken fluently, 2007-2012 

 

Analysis of English language capability by role and company type (see 
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this may well reflect the language policy of the parent company, especially 

Japanese and Korean MNC’s.  From my own experience, most European MNCs 

with a presence in China have adopted English as their global language, with 

notable exceptions such as BMW.  Responses from all three Chinese company 

types indicated a uniformly low level of English fluency, ranging between 25% 

and 35%, with little variation based on role.  Not surprisingly, English language 

fluency ranged between 40% and 65% in the foreign companies. 

 
 

           Figure 5.14:  English language capability, by role and company type, 2011 

 

Generational change in the ranks of Chinese business leaders is not fully 

evident in an analysis of English language capability by age groups (see Figure 
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reported the highest rates for no English capability, 30% and 35% respectively. 

For SOEs, the fluency rate was relatively consistent across the three lower age 

groups, ranging between 31% and 39%; the pattern was similar for public 

companies (27% and 34%) and private companies (27% and 32%).  While 

foreign company results are higher (53% to 60%), the pattern across the age 

groups is very much the same as for the other company types, suggesting that 

neither age nor company type exerts much influence on English language 

capability. 

 
 
 

         Figure 5.15:  English language capability, by age and company type, 2011 
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5.3 Attitudes towards global leadership 

Having established a basic demographic profile of respondents, along with a 

number of trends across the surveys timeframe, the next step is to examine the 

responses to a series of questions relating to attitudes to global leadership as a 

precursor to identifying respondents views on key attributes of global leaders 

(see Section 5.4) and leadership styles (see Section 5.5), all of which lays the 

foundations for an assessment of respondents competencies, skills and attributes, 

using the Global Acumen Model, as well as further informing the responses to 

international assignment motivations in Chapter 6.  

 

5.3.1 Desire for global leadership 

Respondents to the 2009, 2011 and 2012 surveys were asked “Do you want 

to become a global leader?”  with more than 70% positive responses in all years 

(see Figure 5.16). The questionnaire actually used guojihua de lingdaozhe 

(internationalized leader), however, the global theme of the overall questionnaire 

was quite clear from its title. As illustrated below (see Section 5.3.2), these 

responses are very aspirational, nevertheless, they do indicate a strong career 

interest in international work. 
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Figure 5.16:  Desire to be a global leader, 2009-2012 

 

When the 2011 responses were examined by role and company type, 

respondents from the three Chinese company types reported uniformly across all 

roles(see Figure 5.17), while a clear age effect was observed, with greatest 

interest amongst the youngest respondents and a consistent pattern across all 

three Chinese company types of interest declining with age (see Figure 5.18).  
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  Figure 5.17:  Desire to be a global leader, by role and company type, 2011 

 

 
 

                  Figure 5.18:  Desire to be a global leader, by age and company type, 2011 
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5.3.2 Global leadership perception of self 

Respondents to the 2009, 2011 and 2012 surveys were asked: “Do you think 

you are a successful global (internationalized) leader?”  The responses from the 

2012 survey accentuate the impact of the sample difference and should not be 

taken as broadly indicative. The 2009 and 2011 results highlight the difference 

between the aspirations illustrated in Figure 5.16 and self-perception (see 

Figure 5.17) and suggest the absence of any social desirability response bias for 

this item. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5.19:  See themselves as global leader, 2009-2012 

 

Role and age influences were clearly evident; not unnaturally, responses were 

highest for President/CEO across all company types, declining in a consistent 

pattern across all three Chinese company types (see Figure 5.20).  Similarly, 

responses were highest for the older respondents across all company types (see 

Figure 5.21), while the dramatically higher responses for foreign companies 

highlighted the greater international exposure and influences obtaining in that 

company type.  
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       Figure 5.20:  See themselves as global leader, by role and company type, 2011 

 

 

  

        Figure 5.21:  See themselves as  global leader, by age and company type, 2011 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

P
re

si
d

e
n

t,
 C

EO

V
ic

e-
P

re
si

d
en

t

D
ir

e
ct

o
r

M
an

a 
ge

r/
Su

p
e

rv
is

o
r

P
re

si
d

e
n

t,
 C

EO

V
ic

e-
P

re
si

d
en

t

D
ir

e
ct

o
r

M
an

a 
ge

r/
Su

p
e

rv
is

o
r

P
re

si
d

e
n

t,
 C

EO

V
ic

e-
P

re
si

d
en

t

D
ir

e
ct

o
r

M
an

a 
ge

r/
Su

p
e

rv
is

o
r

P
re

si
d

e
n

t,
 C

EO

V
ic

e-
P

re
si

d
en

t

D
ir

e
ct

o
r

M
an

a 
ge

r/
Su

p
e

rv
is

o
r

SOE   n=597 Foreign  n=886 Private  n=947 Public  n=898

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

>
3

0
 y

rs

3
0

-3
9

 y
rs

4
0

-5
0

 y
rs

>
5

0
 y

rs

>
3

0
 y

rs

3
0

-3
9

 y
rs

4
0

-5
0

 y
rs

>
5

0
 y

rs

>
3

0
 y

rs

3
0

-3
9

 y
rs

4
0

-5
0

 y
rs

>
5

0
 y

rs

>
3

0
 y

rs

3
0

-3
9

 y
rs

4
0

-5
0

 y
rs

>
5

0
 y

rs

SOE   n=597 Foreign  n=886 Private  n=947 Public  n=898



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                       

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                              209 

 

 

 

This enormous gap between global leadership aspirations and self-

perception is important, as it lays some foundations for interpreting and 

understanding the motivations, attitudes and experiences of those respondents 

who had completed an international assignment (see Sections 6.1.3, 6.1.4 and 

6.3.3).  This can be illustrated broadly by separating responses into those who 

have had international work experience and those who hadn’t (see Figure 5.22).  

What emerged was both a heightened rating of capability on the part of those 

with international experience sharply contrasting with a much lower desire for 

global leadership.  

          

                  Figure 5.22:  Impact of experience on aspirations and perceptions, 2011 

 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

W
an

t 
to

 b
e

 in
te

rn
at

io
n

al
 le

ad
e

r

Se
e 

m
ys

el
f 

as
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 le
ad

e
r

W
an

t 
to

 b
e

 in
te

rn
at

io
n

al
 le

ad
e

r

Se
e 

m
ys

el
f 

as
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 le
ad

e
r

W
an

t 
to

 b
e

 in
te

rn
at

io
n

al
 le

ad
e

r

Se
e 

m
ys

el
f 

as
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 le
ad

e
r

W
an

t 
to

 b
e

 in
te

rn
at

io
n

al
 le

ad
e

r

Se
e 

m
ys

el
f 

as
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 le
ad

e
r

SOE
n=597

Foreign
n=886

Private
n=947

Public
n=898

No international work
experience

International work
experience



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                       

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                              210 

 

 

 

5.4     Key characteristics of global leaders 

The very subjective responses regarding self-perception were able to be 

tested and expanded upon with questions about key global leadership attributes 

and leadership styles, with responses providing a clearer picture of respondents’ 

understanding of the nature of global leadership. 

 

Respondents to the 2007, 2008 and 2009 surveys were asked to rate eight 

key characteristics of successful global business leadership in order of 

importance to them (see Table 5.3 for definitions). The translations to Chinese 

lost some nuances of meaning; for example,  “effective in leading change” was 

translated as lingdao biange (leading change), while  “appreciating and 

managing cultural diversity” was translated as kuawenhua de guanli nengli  

(intercultural management capability) and “strong” was omitted from the desire 

to succeed.  However, “Comfortable with ambiguity” was translated as shiying 

bu queding hunjing de nengli (ability to adapt to uncertain circumstances or 

environment) and the translation of the other items also conveyed the meanings 

very accurately. Overall, the main sense of the concepts carried through into the 

Chinese versions. 

 

Figure 5.23 presents the most important characteristic chosen by each 

respondent.  In 2007, “global perspective” (21%) and “appreciating and 

managing cultural diversity” (20%) were the two highest-rating attributes while 

in 2008 and 2009, with responses coming from more cities and regions, “global 

perspective” was clearly regarded as far more important than any of the others, 
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scoring 44% and 49% respectively (see  Figure 5.25), suggesting a possible link 

to the global leadership aspirations results discussed earlier (see Section 5.3.1)   

 

 
 

Figure 5.23:  Key attributes of global leaders, 2007-2009 

 

The disparity between the importance ratings for Global Perspective and 

Global Knowledge was acute across all roles and company types, with only 

private company presidents scoring above 10% (see Figure 5.2.4).  However, 
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Faced with a range of general knowledge questions, such as “The headquarters 
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Vancouver, (c) London, (d) Athens, or (e) Rio de Janieiro” the overall 2008 

results (61% correct) were somewhat better overall than for 2007 (48% correct), 

with virtually no difference in total correct responses between the various age 

groups. 

 

Only 25% of respondents to the 2008 survey correctly identified China as 

the major source of greenhouse emissions, with the vast majority of votes (75%) 

going to the USA;  only 30% correctly identified Washington as the location of 

the World Bank’s headquarters, with Geneva (35%) and Paris (27%) being the 

other popular answers. However, 97% correctly identified the Russian currency 

unit as being the rouble, while 78% correctly identified Gordon Brown as Prime 

Minister of the United Kingdom. Finally 74% correctly identified London as the 

venue for the 2012 Olympics (with Paris receiving another 16% of the votes). As 

in 2007, the questions were not linked to limited travel opportunities and thus 

the results must be taken to represent the level of interest in or awareness of 

global matters amongst many of the respondents.   

This linkage between “global perspective” and global leadership aspirations 

looks more likely when the 2009 results are analysed by company type and role;   

the uniformity of response across all company types in the 2011 results (see 

Figure 5.22) is repeated, suggesting that choices were not influenced by 

company type.   
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As can be seen from Figure 5.24,  “Appreciating and managing cultural 

diversity” was identified as the second most important characteristic, with 

ratings of between 10% to 20%  across roles and company types; surprisingly, 

the ratings for respondents from foreign companies were only slightly higher 

than those for the private and public Chinese companies, while Vice-Presidents 

and Managers/supervisors gave it the highest rating amongst SOE respondents. 

“Leadership style” was accorded a uniformly low importance rating across all 

roles and company types except SOE Directors, who also gave the highest 

ratings for “Appreciating and managing cultural diversity” and “Clear vision for 

the future,” as well as the highest rating for “Effective in leading change.” It is 

interesting to note that while “Optimism and a strong desire to succeed” is most 

highly regarded across all roles from private companies, this characteristic is 

more highly regarded by senior SOE respondents than by their counterparts in 

public Chinese companies, suggesting  some counter-intuitive differences in 

corporate cultures. 

Whilst the relatively high importance given to global perspectives and 

cultural diversity is indicative of some global readiness potential, this is more 

than outweighed by the exceptionally low importance given to the other 

characteristics across all roles and company types.  
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Figure 5.24:  Key characteristics of global leaders, by role and company type, 2009
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However, when the preference for “Global perspective” was analysed by 

age (see Figure 5.25), it was the older age groups in private and public 

companies that scored it most highly, clearly demonstrating an age effect. 

Interestingly, these same groups rated it more highly than the same age groups in 

the foreign companies.  

 

“Leadership style” was low across most age groups in SOEs and public 

companies, with the exception of the older groups from the private companies 

and the over-50’s age group from the SOEs as well as the youngest respondents 

from private companies and foreign companies.  The reasons for this age 

effective can only be speculated on. 

In all three Chinese company types, the importance of “Appreciating and 

managing cultural diversity” declined in the older age groups, although this 

decline was most acute in the public companies and much more evenly 

distributed across the age groups in the SOE’s.  However, amongst the Chinese 

company types, it was most highly regarded in the public companies. 
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Figure 5.25: Key characteristics of global leaders, by age and company type, 2009 
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5.5  Leadership styles  

Consideration of leadership styles brings us back to the value-attitude-

behaviour  hierarchy discussed earlier (see particularly Sections 3.2.9 and 4.8), 

as leadership styles represent one of the behavioural manifestations of values 

and attitudes and arguably exert significant influence over organizational 

outcomes via both direction and motivation of others. The literature contains 

many theory- and practice-based examples of Chinese leadership styles; in this 

section the voices of some 8,500 Chinese Presidents/CEOs, Vice-Presidents, 

Directors and Managers/Supervisors from SOEs, foreign companies and public 

and private Chinese companies who responded to the 2007, 2008 ad 2009 

surveys, not only identify what they regard as desired leadership styles but also 

describe their personal leadership styles.  These responses are not only linked to 

the literature examined in Chapters 3 and 4 but also inform the individual and 

organizational OFDI experiences analysed and described in Chapter 6.  Finally, 

they feed into the comparisons between Chinese leadership styles and those in a 

range of Chinese OFDI host countries presented in Chapter 7. 

5.5.1 General leadership styles 

Respondents to the 2007, 2008 and 2009 surveys were asked to indicate the 

relative importance they placed on a specified set of leadership styles, rating 

them as either “Most important,” “Important,” or “Least important.”   Their 

“Most  Important” styles responses  indicated a clear preference for a “common 

vision and set of values”, followed by “being a role model for trust” and “being  
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 innovative” (see Figure 5.2.6). Unfortunately, “being a role model for trust” 

was translated as yi cheng dairen (treating people honestly), rather than   ke 

xinlai de (able to be trusted), the translation for “trustworthy” used in the 

personal leadership styles (see Section 5.5.2), so the role model aspect was lost.  

Lowest importance was attached to “leading at all times,” “following established 

and proven processes,” and “focusing on completing projects.” Broadly 

speaking, these results are consistent with the “being” rather than “doing” 

orientation illustrated in Table 4.1. 

 However, these results also contain some apparent contradictions, the most 

striking being the importance ratings for “common vision and set of values” 

(62%-77%) and “communicating your vision and plans to your staff“ (16%-

25%).  Clearly the low rating of the latter can be related directly to wu, (the 

indistinct communication of specifics), as indeed can “issuing clear and direct 

instructions about what you want done”(17%-28%) and “leading at all times” 

(2%-3%). Similarly, “ensuring employees clearly understand rules and 

procedures (12%-17%) is very much at odds with the rating for “following 

established and proven processes” (2%-4%), as is “empowering individuals” 

(28%-36%) and  “sharing leadership”(5%-8%).   In reporting on these results in 

Fortune China (Baker, 2009) I used the term “rhetoric to reality gap” to 

categorize these contradictions, a term I had found myself using frequently in 

both my corporate and consulting roles in China, and one that is revisited both 

here and in the context of another set of responses in Section 6.1.4.1. 
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Figure 5.26:  Leadership styles, importance, 2007-2009 
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Examination of the 2009 responses for a subset of the leadership styles by 

role and organization type (see Figures 5.27, 5.28, 5.29 and 5.30) identified  

both role and company type effects. Firstly, “being a role model for trust” was 

rated the most important style across all four roles, with generally consistent 

ratings across all company types, with the exception of respondents from foreign 

companies, with lower ratings given by all roles (and all in a narrow range – 

30%-32%).  This exception and the consistency across roles certainly suggests a 

cultural difference and one that might be attributable to differences in business 

practices and corporate cultures.   

 

      

           Figure 5.27:  Leadership styles, importance, Presidents, by company type, 2009 
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Not surprising, from a practitioner perspective, was the significant 

difference between the importance ratings for “focusing on completing projects” 

at the two senior levels, with far greater importance given to this by foreign 

company presidents/CEOs and vice-presidents.  However, this pattern changed at 

the more junior level and at the manager/supervisor was most highly regarded by 

private company respondents, indicating both role and company type impacts.   

 

  Figure 5.28:  Leadership styles, importance, Vice-Presidents, by company type  2009 
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“empowering individuals;” combining these with their very high rating for  

“trust” suggests that, rather than not being concerned about completion, they 

were effectively delegating that responsibility to their subordinates, although 

among the Chinese companies only the private company managers/supervisors 

rated “completion”  substantially above the average of 5%-6% for both roles and 

company types.  

 

          

      Figure 5.29:  Leadership styles, importance, Directors, by company type, 2009 
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SOE vice-presidents and private directors proved to be exceptions to this pattern; 

they indicated preferences for less reliance on motivation and empowerment and 

more on directing and instructing. 

 

       Figure 5.30:   Leadership styles, importance, Managers, by company type, 2009 
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personal leadership styles, this time categorizing the specified list of descriptors 

as either “Most appropriate,”  “somewhat appropriate,” or “least appropriate.”  

Examination of their “Most appropriate” choices (see Figure 5.31) shows the 

differences between the samples in terms of respondent location discussed 

earlier (see Section 5.2.3), with the more broadly-based samples for 2008 and 

2009 both quite consistent and giving substantially lower importance ratings in 

most cases than the 2007 sample.  For the 2007 respondents, nearly three-

quarters of whom came from four major cities, “focus,” “future-oriented” 

“motivational” and “trustworthy” registered the highest response rates, closely 

followed by “collaborative,” “disciplined,” “logical” and “open.”  

Their lowest ratings were for “personally ambitious,” not surprising in a 

collectivist culture and “authoritarian,” hardly surprising when in the 

questionnaire it was translated as ducai (dictatorship).  This obviously presented 

a translation challenge, as the only suitable alternative would appear to be 

zhuanzhi (autocracy, dictatorship), no doubt producing a similar result.  

“Driving” attracted more support, although it was translated as kongzhi 

(controlling), while “collaborative” and “democratic” were rated as far more 

appropriate.  Interestingly, given the low importance attached to completion, 

here “disciplined” is rated more highly than “flexible,” while there is little sign 

of Confucian benevolence in the low rating for “caring.” 
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Figure 5.31:  Personal leadership styles,  most appropriate, 2007-2009 
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As with leadership styles, examination of the 2009 responses for a subset of 

the personal leadership styles by role and organization type (see Figures 5.32, 

5.33, 5.34 and 5.35) identified  some role and company type effects.  Firstly, 

however, the consistent pattern that emerged across all roles was high 

appropriate ratings for “open,” motivational” and “collaborative,” lower for 

“disciplined” and “focused” and very low for “authoritarian” and “personally 

ambitious.”  Closer examination of the  responses for “personally ambitious” 

showed that the highest number of responses not unexpectedly came from the 

under 30’s age group, with responses from all three Chinese company types of 

between 9% and 10% and responses at 5% for private and public company 

respondents in the 30-39 years old age range but only 2.5% for SOE 

respondents.  Thus while there was an age impact, there was no company type 

impact, while a stronger or more vestigial influence of the cultural value jiti 

(collectivism) could explain the SOE results.  

There was a high degree of consistency between company types for many of 

the items.  Notable variations reflecting both role and company type impacts 

included the highest ratings by SOE respondents’ for “open” (presidents/CEOs) 

and “motivational” (directors) and the lowest for “collaborative” (directors); 

private company respondents’ presidents highest rating amongst the Chinese 

companies for “disciplined” and “focused;” comparatively higher ratings given 

by managers to “open” (public), “disciplined” and “focused” (SOE) and 

“flexible” (private); and  comparatively lower ratings given to “collaborative” by 

private company presidents and  to “disciplined” by public company directors.  
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  Figure 5.32:  Personal leadership styles,  most appropriate, Presidents, 2009 

 

 

  
 

        Figure 5.33:  Personal leadership styles, most appropriate, Vice-Presidents, 2009 
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               Figure 5.34:  Personal leadership styles, most appropriate, Directors, 2009 
 

 

 

 

 
 

        

       Figure 5.35:  Personal leadership styles,  most appropriate,  Managers, 2009 
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5.6 Global leadership competencies – individuals 

5.6.1 Overview 

When viewed through the prism of Western culture management theory and 

Western thinking, these results (see Sections 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4) can be regarded as 

indicative of an overall lack of readiness for successful leadership in an 

international context.  Nevertheless, when viewed through the prism of Chinese 

culture and management theory, close correlations can be seen between culture 

and behaviour, thus reinforcing the importance and centrality of the value-

attitude-behaviour hierarchy to the research questions being addressed in this 

study (see Section 1.4) and accentuating the central influence of national culture.  

Furthermore, given that it is not the China:Western paradigm that is being 

examined here, but rather a China:World paradigm, any judgement of these 

results needs to be suspended until these Chinese leadership behaviours are 

considered in the context of leadership styles and behaviours in other, non-

Western cultural contexts (see Chapter 7) as well as values that have been 

proposed as being universal (see Section 4.3). 

However, consistent with the China:World paradigm, it is necessary to build 

on this initial profile of Chinese business leaders by exploring their global 

leadership competencies. As indicated earlier (see Section 5.1.2), the purpose 

here is to both extend the assessment of their global readiness and to test the 

Global Acumen Model by applying it to real data.  To this end, a matching 

exercise was undertaken between the competency-related questions in the 2011 

survey (this being the most recent large sample) and the competencies, skills and 
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attributes represented in the Global Acumen Model (see Table 5.4 for examples) 

and these data were used in the following analysis of all respondents, consistent 

with the objectives of profiling the talent pool and establishing a national 

population view. This analysis will be repeated in Chapter 6 specifically for 

respondents who have undertaken international assignments to provide one of a 

number of inputs to the exploration of individual and organizational OFDI 

experiences. 

Two views of the summary results - for all respondents (see Figure 5.36) 

and respondents by role and company type (see Figure 5.37) - are followed by 

more detailed analyses of each of the main dimensions of the Global Acumen 

Model, “Global Business Competencies”(see Section 5.6.2), “Transcultural 

Competencies”(see Section 5.6.3) and “Performance Competencies” (see 

Section 5.6.4),  as well as an analysis of “Boundary Spanning Competencies” 

this being the first example of  role-specific sub-models (see Section 5.6.5). 

Allowing for the limitations of these results due to the necessarily selective 

matching and the self-reporting method, the summary of results from all 

respondents (see Figure 5.36) still presents a general profile of relative 

competencies, skills and attributes across the three dimensions.  The highest 

competency ratings for “passion for diversity” and “inquisitiveness and quest for 

adventure” were followed closely by “relationship competence.” Overall, it is 

clear that respondents score relatively highly in elements related to interest, 

enthusiasm, relationships, change management and diversity, with language, 

emotional stability and dealing with ambiguity presenting some challenges. 
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    Figure 5.36: Global leadership competencies, 2011 
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regarding desire to be a global leader (see Section 5.3.1), coupled with quite 

strong relationship capabilities, but offset by functional shortcomings, perhaps 

representing, if not another rhetoric to reality gap certainly an aspirational 

perspective coloured by the lack of international experience, as illustrated earlier 

(see Figure 5.22). 

When these summary results were examined more closely to explore the 

impact of role and company type, a quite consistent pattern emerged (see Figure 

5.37), with competency scores generally declining from senior to junior roles, 

except in the case of SOEs. Foreign company respondents’ results were very 

much the same as those for Chinese companies (with the exception of foreign 

presidents/CEOs) and produced higher scores for Transcultural Competence, 

while the SOE results overall were slightly higher than for public and private 

Chinese companies. In many of the earlier comparisons, the focus has been 

predominantly on Chinese company responses, as representative of at least the 

bulk of the talent pool.  Here, however, the foreign company results can be 

regarded as a benchmark for the Chinese companies and the comparisons are 

very favourable.  Overall, both role and company type impact is slight. 

 

Notwithstanding, with scoring mostly in the 45%-55% range, these results 

hardly depict a profile of global leadership competency strength.  From my 

experience, similar results could be expected from respondents from many 

western companies and countries; nevertheless this broad view suggests that 

Chinese business leaders at all levels and from all company of all types are far 

from well-equipped for global success. 
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Figure 5.37:  Global leadership competencies,  by role and company type,  2011 
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Analysis of the 2011 results by role and company within each dimension 

enabled more precise identification of both the impacts of these two control 

variables and the relative competencies in each of the elements.  Commencing 

with the Global Business dimension, this analysis was repeated for Transcultural 

competencies (see Section 5.6.3) and Performance competencies (see Section 

5.6.4). The analysis enabled observation of the actual competencies, and their 

distribution by the two variables. However, as global leadership competencies, 

skills and attributes are role-, function- and location- dependent (see Section 

3.3.2.3), the results were subjected to further examination and interpretation with 

regard to role and function.  In the context of this study, all elements were 

regarded as location-dependent, that is, in a host country while all elements were 

regarded as role-dependent and relevant to all four roles.  However, in my 

experience the level of competency required varies between roles and this 

proposition is supported by the general patterns to be seen in Figures 5.38, 5.39, 

and 5.40 (see Sections 5.6.2, 5.6.3 and 5.6.4). 

Function-dependency is quite different, in two respects; firstly, it applies to 

very specialized requirements and involves much higher levels in particular 

competencies, skills and attributes; secondly it is role-independent and can be 

found at any role level.  For example, while the functions of “boundary spanner” 

and “post-integration integrator” normally will be undertaken by 

presidents/CEOs or vice-presidents, a function such as purchasing is more likely 

to be undertaken by a manager.  The Boundary Spanning sub-model will be 

examined in more detail below (see Section 5.6.5) as it provides an example of 
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function-dependent competencies, while this and other examples will be 

explored a little further later in this chapter (see Section 5.7) and in Chapter 8. 

 

5.6.2 Global business competencies 

 

 

 

Look at the sky from the bottom of a well (to have a narrow view            

of the world, to have only superficial knowledge of something)  

  

The elements contained within the Global Business dimension can be 

categorized as: general operational elements - “global business knowledge ” and 

“cognitive complexity;”  specialist operational elements - “boundary spanning;”  

and personal attributes - “passion for diversity” and “international living and 

working experience.”  Some of these are interdependent; for example  

“global business knowledge” is  derived partly from “international living and 

working experience,” as well as from  interaction with foreigners and foreign 

companies domestically and from various formal and informal learning 

activities.  Furthermore, I see “passion for diversity” as an 

aspirational/enthusiasm attribute that, in combination with the Performance 

dimension’s “emotional stability” element, can sustain international assignees - 

and others - in the face of the challenges and difficulties encountered. 

 

As discussed in an earlier Chapter (see Section 3.1.4 ) a principal difference 

between   domestic and global management is the greatly increased degree of 

complexity encountered in the latter.  Accordingly, “cognitive complexity” 

坐井观天 
 

Zuo jing guan tian 
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represents a critical competency, although it can be regarded as role-dependent, 

given the likelihood of a link between complexity and seniority of role, 

suggested by some - but my no means all - of the results for this element (see 

Figure 5.38).  Similarly, “global business knowledge” can be regarded as role-

dependent, also being less important in more junior roles, although in all 

company types directors represent the exception.  “Change agent” clearly is 

function- rather than role-dependent and, represents a critical competency for 

performing functions such as the post-acquisition integrator, as illustrated in one 

of the OFDI case examples (see Section 6.5).   

 

Examination of Figure 5.38 firstly illustrates the generally senior-to-junior 

pattern of role dependency of the elements, with the notable exception of 

directors, notably those from SOEs, who were scored higher than vice-presidents 

on some elements.  Closer examination of the two highest scoring elements 

suggests some caution in interpretation.    Firstly, the results for “passion for 

diversity” were derived from questions related to attitudes to situation novelty 

and cultural context flexibility, with the latter clearly largely aspirational, given 

that 90% of respondents had no international experience.  Secondly, unlike the 

global knowledge results in earlier surveys, which were based on responses to 

factual questions, the 2011 results for “global business knowledge” were based 

on questions relating to perspectives and knowledge acquisition activity.  While 

clearly interaction with foreign companies and their foreign personnel would 

offer opportunities for learning, the fact that most respondents had no  
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             Figure 5.38:  Global business competencies, by role and company type,  2011 
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international experience makes this element, like “passion for diversity,” based 

very much on the view from the bottom of the well. 

5.6.3 Transcultural competencies 

The elements contained within the Transcultural dimension, while all 

effectively relationship-based, can be categorized as: diversity elements – 

“comfortable with ambiguity,”  “global behavioural skills” and “appreciating 

and managing cultural diversity;” communication elements – “intercultural 

communication,” “relationship competence” and “language affinity;” and 

personal attributes – “inquisitiveness and quest for adventure.” 

 

Even more so than “passion for diversity,” from my experience 

“inquisitiveness and quest for adventure, ” combined with a reasonable degree of 

“emotional stability, ” can compensate for shortcomings in the other elements, 

with the important exception of “comfortable with ambiguity,” which I regard as 

a critical competency, especially in the case of new or different ventures. In 

addition, I see a clear link here with the open, optimistic and flexible personal 

leadership styles discussed earlier (see Section 5.5.2). 

 

In terms of role- and function-dependency, as with the Global Business 

dimension, the results (see Figure 5.39) indicate a generally consistent pattern of 

competency ratings reducing from senior to junior roles; however, in this case, 

the ability to function effectively in another cultural context would, in my 

experience, require a more even pattern of these competencies across all roles, 

especially “intercultural communication” and “global behavioural skills.”   
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Figure 5.39:  Transcultural competencies, by role and company type, 2011 
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From a functional dependency perspective, both a purchasing manager and a post-

acquisition integrator, for example, would need higher degrees of competency in 

elements such as “intercultural communication” and “global behavioural skills” along 

with elements from the other dimensions, such as “global business knowledge” and 

“negotiation,” in order to be effective. 

 

From a closer examination of Figure 5.39, the highest-scoring element was again 

a personal attribute, “inquisitiveness and a sense of adventure” which, as indicated 

above, can be regarded as a foundation stone for this dimension, especially given the 

extent not only of the cultural differences typically encountered especially by Chinese 

international assignees but also the extent of social, cultural and psychological 

dislocation involved.  However, “comfortable with ambiguity,” which I regard as both 

another foundation stone and a critical competency, was scored much lower.  This 

scoring was based on questions that not only addressed difference and 

unpredictability but also called for a preference between structured programs (teding 

chengxu) and unstructured situations (mohu qingkuang).  This low score is consistent 

with the low scoring for flexibility in personal leadership style (see Section 5.5.2) but 

certainly is at odds with the Chinese cultural dimensions of low uncertainty avoidance 

(low need for predictability), diffuse communication, flexibility and spontaneity (see 

Section 4.2 and Table 4.1), suggesting either reduced cultural influence on this 

competency or, conversely a continued adherence to Confucianism in this particular 

case. 
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The other relatively highly-scored elements across most roles included: firstly, 

“relationship competence,” with scoring based on questions relating to cross-cultural 

communication and the ability or willingness to understand different viewpoints; 

secondly, “cultural diversity,” with scoring based on having both an interest in and 

specific knowledge of other cultures and their differences with Chinese culture; and 

thirdly, “intercultural communication,” with questions exploring the ability to 

negotiate with people from other cultures and to understand their specific responses, 

as well as understanding other perspectives and communicating when views differ.  

This latter aspect, in particular, relates to the important Chinese value hexie 

(harmony).  

 

Results for “global behavioural skills,” were less consistent across roles and 

company types.  Scoring was based on questions relating to two quite different 

aspects; firstly an ability to adapt to host country business practices and secondly, 

being sensitive to, and patient with, people from other cultures.  This first point, of 

course, relates fundamentally to the consistency:adaptation dichotomy, one of the 

three cornerstones of  the conceptual model for this study (see Section 3.2.9)  and one 

of the major challenges for international assignees.  The results almost all ranged 

between 47%-56% and generally followed the senior-to-junior pattern, thus indicating 

role-dependency, with no distinctive company type impact.  However, an expressed 

willingness to adapt to local business practices from respondents with very little 

international working experience and thus no exposure to corporate consistency 

pressures, coupled with the Chinese value shangsi (deference to superiors) must be 
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regarded as fundamentally aspirational and this result thus should be treated with 

considerable caution. 

 

5.6.4 Performance competencies 

 

 

 
 

Fight only on paper (only engage in discussion,                                                    

unable to deal with practical problems)  

 

In explaining the origins of the Global Acumen Model (see Section 3.3.2.1),         

I defined the Performance dimension as encompassing those explicit competency, 

knowledge and skill extensions that support operational capability and thus support 

leadership credibility.  As can be seen from Version 3 of the Model (see Figure 3.7), 

most of the elements can be regarded as variously role- or function-dependent, while, 

in the context of this study, as indicated earlier (see Section 5.6.1), all elements, 

including “emotional stability,” are deemed to be location-dependent.  As mentioned 

above “emotional stability” is key in helping international assignees deal with the 

challenges and difficulties encountered; as a high level of competency is required 

across all roles, I regard it as role-independent.  However, based on my experience in 

performing both boundary spanning and post-acquisition integrator functions, at least 

these two functions require extremely high degrees of “emotional stability” 

competency; thus it can also be seen as function-dependent in certain instances. 

 

 

纸上谈兵 
 

Zhi shang tan bing 
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Examination of the results (see Figure 5.40) clearly illustrates role dependency 

for “change management” and “negotiation,” while the scoring for both elements 

mostly followed the familiar senior-to-junior pattern, except for the higher change 

management score for SOE directors.  However, not only are “emotional stability” 

scores much lower, the distribution across roles and companies is quite uneven.  The 

scoring for SOE presidents/CEOs is not only substantially lower than for their 

counterparts in the other company types, but equal lowest with managers/supervisors 

amongst  the SOE respondents.  Conversely, managers/supervisors scored second 

highest in public companies and higher than vice-presidents in private and foreign 

companies. Overall, however, the results suggest a low degree of competence in what 

I regard as one of the linchpin elements.  With the sole exception of the foreign 

company presidents/CEOs, “change management” scores were somewhat higher than 

for “negotiation.” However, the high scores for both elements are not consistent with 

the low personal leadership style scores  for “driving” and “focused” for the former 

and “flexible” for the latter, suggesting that these high scores, like some other results, 

should be treated with some caution, based both on these inconsistencies and the 

limited basis for the scores.  

As discussed above, the central importance that I place on emotional stability 

across all roles, combined with these low scores, highlights the need for both further 

research and the use of psychological assessments, which specifically were found not 

to be in use in the study undertaken by Shen and Edwards (2006). The importance 

particularly for the use of psychological assessments in international assignee 

selection will be addressed later (see Section 8.5.3.3). 
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Figure 5.40:  Performance competencies, by role and company type, 2011 
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5.6.5 Boundary spanning 

 

 

 

               A mouse in a bellows, pressured from both sides 

 

The mouse in the bellows analogy is deliberately repeated here as being even 

more apt for boundary spanners in particular than for international assignees in 

general as, in performing this function, international assignees are much more 

intensely exposed to the pressures (and I can speak from extensive personal 

experience).  This intensity was described by Beechler et al. (2004): 

“Boundary-spanning positions typically require taking risks and moving beyond 

the fulfilment of the day-to-day requirements or easily measurable attributes of 

the position.  The very nature of a boundary spanning position presents the 

individual with situations that will require professional, career and sometimes 

personal risks.”  (p. 128) 

The boundary spanning function is examined in more depth not only because of 

the central importance that I have accorded it in the Global Acumen Model but also 

because it represents the first function-specific sub-model (see Sections 3.3.2.3 and 

3.3.2.4) and thus, like the main model, needs to be tested. As a sub-model, Boundary 

Spanning draws on elements from each of the three dimensions, with element 

selection, within the limits imposed by the question-matching (see Table 5.5),   

reflecting a combination of my own views, given both my experience in performing 

this function and the competencies identified in the literature (see Section 3.2.4).    

老鼠钻进风箱里-两头受气 
 

Laoshu zuanjin fengxiang li -  liangtou shouqi 
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While my selection of competencies, skills and attributes are similar to those 

identified by Beechler, et al., (2004), they concentrated on communication- and 

relationship-based attributes, whereas I have also included negotiation skills. 

All of these elements have been addressed in the earlier sections that dealt with 

the three main dimensions of the Global Acumen Model.  The focus here is on the 

respondents scoring on this combination of elements, to assess their readiness to 

perform this function (see Figure 5.41).   

 
                                

Figure 5.41:  Boundary spanning competencies, 2011 
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As each of the elements included in the boundary spanning sub-model have been 

discussed above (see Sections 5.6.2, 5.6.3 and 5.6.4), a more detailed examination of 

the responses, based on roles and company types (see Figure 5.42), illustrates the 

particular combination of elements to ascertain the capability of respondents in the 

boundary spanning function.  The highest-scoring elements were “negotiation” 

followed by “cognitive complexity,”  elements that are reflective of Chinese values 

such as zhongyong (seeking the middle ground) and ying-yang (fuzzy thinking and 

accommodating contradictions), both values that contribute to effective performance 

of this function.  Conversely, “comfortable with ambiguity” and “emotional stability” 

were scored much lower and must be seen as shortcomings in this context.  Scores for 

“negotiation” were uniformly higher in the more senior roles across all three Chinese 

company types.  Interestingly, scores for “comfortable with ambiguity” were 

generally higher with the more junior roles in SOEs, whereas the opposite was the 

case in both private and public Chinese companies. 

 

The implications for these results and further interpretation and discussion 

regarding the boundary spanning function will be addressed in subsequent chapters as 

the nature and shape of this and other sub-models is developed and refined (see 

Sections 6.2.4, 7.5.2.1 and 8.3.2). 
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Figure 5.42:  Boundary spanning, by role and company type, 2011 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

President, CEO

Vice-President

Director

Mana ger/Supervisor

President, CEO

Vice-President

Director

Mana ger/Supervisor

President, CEO

Vice-President

Director

Mana ger/Supervisor

President, CEO

Vice-President

Director

Mana ger/Supervisor

SO
E

Fo
re

ig
n

P
ri

va
te

P
u

b
lic

Negotiation

Emotional stability

Comfortable with ambiguity

Global behavior skills

Intercultural communication

Change agent

Cognitive complexity



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                       

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                              252 

 

 

 

5.7 Summary 

As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, the purposes of this broad analysis 

of the total sample population and closer examination of the 2011 results were to 

build a profile of the respondents and their global readiness, to examine the influences 

of the control variables and to conduct a first test of the Global Acumen Model.  In the 

process, not only were demographics, attitudes and leadership styles examined, but at 

various points, cultural influences were highlighted, while the Global Acumen Model 

proved useful in illuminating the results and the additional analysis of boundary 

spanning helped to illustrate the use of functional sub-models as the means by which 

the Model could be operationalized. 

Notable features of the demographics of the sample included firstly the high 

proportion of presidents/CEOs (25%) and vice-presidents (20%), along with the 

increased interest exhibited by respondents in these roles in the later surveys, which is 

consistent with the growth in OFDI activity in the survey period.  Secondly, the 

relatively low representation of SOE respondents (18%) is not inconsistent with the 

rapidly increasing part played in China’s OFDI particularly by private companies (see 

Sections 6.4 and 6.5); while this trend may be more recent, it accentuates the value of 

these findings.  

Interest in and enthusiasm for the idea of global leadership came through strongly 

in all the attitude-related results and this was true across roles and companies and 

most age types.  While the vast majority of respondents didn’t regard themselves as 

currently ready for global leadership, not unnaturally older respondents and those who 

had international experience exhibited greater confidence, although they also 
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exhibited a much lower level of interest in being a global leader, suggesting that the 

reality of assignment experience was quite different from their expectation.  It is 

indicators like this, plus the expressions of high enthusiasm and interest amongst a 

sample containing only some 10% with international experience, coupled with very 

high responses for “global perspective” and very low importance given to “global 

knowledge”  that makes the analogy with the view from the bottom of the well so apt. 

The combination of responses to the personal leadership style questions and the 

analysis of response against the Global Acumen Model highlighted a number of 

cultural influences and served to further inform the literature.  Firstly, the general 

leadership styles regarded as important tended to be more related to relationships 

(being) rather than operational issues (doing), which was only to be expected.  

However, the strong emphasis on “common vision,” “trust” and “empowering” across 

all roles and company types speaks to leadership behaviours reflecting the Chinese 

value wu (the indistinct communication of specifics).  Similarly, some of the findings 

in the analysis of the Global Acumen Model analysis, showing SOE presidents/CEOs, 

unlike their counterparts on the other company types, to score lower on some more 

operationally-focused competencies, suggest the influence of  shangsi (deference to 

superiors based on the role rather than their knowledge) along with di diao (taking a 

low key approach), pointing to substantial differences in leadership styles in SOEs. 

The examination of personal leadership styles identified some inconsistencies, 

notably with the high rating of “optimism,” “open” and “collaborative” contrasting 

with low ratings for “flexibility;” along with zifaxing (spontaneity), flexibility 

(linghuoxing) is one of the most commonly observed Chinese values. However, it is 
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the analysis using the Global Acumen Model that highlights cultural influences on 

those competencies and on resultant likely effectiveness.  While mostly the cultural 

influences were found in the specific competencies in the Transcultural dimension, 

being predominantly communication-related, in fact their influence can be observed 

across all three dimensions. The view from the bottom of the well is most evident in 

the enthusiasm of responses regarding “desire to be a global leader,”  “passion for 

diversity” and  “inquisitiveness and quest for adventure,” while the high self-reported 

results for “global perspective” as a key leadership characteristic are in similar vein.  

As noted earlier, these responses can be attributed substantially to a combination of 

interest and a lack of international experience, as well as being subject, at least in part, 

to socially acceptable response bias.   The responses given relating to “emotional 

stability,” “comfortable with ambiguity” and “cognitive complexity,” while not as 

high,  also should be treated with some caution, given the same lack of international 

experience issue and the very significantly greater pressures and complexities of 

international leadership.  

Closer examination of a number of the Global Acumen Model elements reveals a 

number of cultural influences, giving rise to what I have termed “culturally-imbued 

ambiguous responses,” responses that on the surface indicate a stated level of 

competence but actually  - or potentially - are subjected to countervailing cultural 

influences that suggest the reality of a much lower level of competence or skill. The 

most basic example can be found in “intercultural communication,” where a 

combination of keqi (politeness) and hexie (harmony), often accompanied by shangsi 

(respect for superiors) can produce many responses, such as the high context yes-that-
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doesn’t-mean-yes response, that can be totally misread by a low context recipient, 

thus casting some doubt on the respondents’ claims that they can easily communicate 

with people from different cultures. Cultural differences can also influence “global 

behavioural skills,” with the typically rational Western values giving rise to 

sequential, direct, low context and formal attitudes and behaviours (see Table 4.1).  In 

sharp contrast, typically intuitive Chinese values give rise to fuzziness and co-existent 

contradictions (yin yang),  linghuoxing (flexibility), zifaxing (spontaneity), zhengti 

fangfa (a holistic approach) wuwei (non-action) and zhuang yunqui (try one’s luck, 

rely on fate).  These values certainly support the validity of responses used in scoring 

“cognitive complexity” and “comfortable with ambiguity” (see Table 5.4), while at 

the same time presenting challenges in adapting to local business practices in host 

country contexts.  

In the context of Relationship Competence, culture influences attitudes and 

behaviours in both interpersonal relations and leadership styles.  For example, the 

classic Chinese values of  xin (trust) and ren (benevolence), along with guanxi 

(interpersonal connections) and mianzi (face) all contribute to the approach to and 

conduct of interpersonal relations and leadership; the contemporary influence of some 

of these are clearly illustrated in the results relating to  leadership characteristics and 

both general and personal leadership styles, particularly those relating to trust, 

empowerment and motivation. 

 

In the Performance Competencies dimension, the “negotiation” element provides 

another good example of cultural influences; in this case I see the influences as 

primarily beneficial rather than inhibiting.  Firstly, a negotiation that is based on the 
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value of zhong (the middle), coupled with xie (harmony) and enabling mianzi (face) 

for both parties, should result in a win-win outcome.  This depends, however, on both 

parties taking a similar approach, which is not necessarily the case, where opposing 

negotiators attitudes and behaviours are influenced by differing cultural values.  

Similarly, zhenfangfa (holistic approach) and a long-term time orientation, while 

potentially maximising successful outcomes, clearly contends and conflicts with a 

typical Western focus on specific and short-term outcomes based on sequentially 

structured and formalised plans.  In addition, as noted earlier (see Section 5.2.7), 

negotiation effectiveness demands a much higher degree of language fluency and 

vocabulary than for social interaction or basic business proceedings, which is the 

likely level of competence reflected in these results.  

To sum up, Chinese business leaders’ overall global readiness, as measured 

primarily against a selection of the Global Acumen Model competencies, skills and 

attributes, while measured overall at only 45-55% in this large sample, is not 

inconsistent with what my experience suggests could be expected if this analysis was 

conducted on a sample drawn from Western companies. Despite the limitations 

related to response matching and availability of suitable responses, plus some isolated 

translation issues, nevertheless these results provide a useful profile of the 

international assignment talent pool, highlighting competency strengths and 

shortcomings, as well as highlighting cultural, age, role and company type impacts.  

This first test of the Global Acumen Model, as well as the testing of  a first example of 

a functional sub-model, not only illustrated critical elements specific to international 

assignments, but also only confirmed my view that it makes both a contribution to the 
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literature and a tool that can  - and should be -  operationalized by Chinese MNC 

management.  

Clearly, more analysis than was possible within the scope of this study is both 

warranted and necessary to establish a more comprehensive picture; this would 

involve both wider and deeper mining of this rich lode of data and offers considerable 

opportunities for further research.  In addition, while this analysis is much more 

detailed than the superficial findings arrived at for the as preliminary findings reports 

in Fortune China, as rightly pointed out by Cooke (2012), when reporting on some of 

those preliminary finding:  

”Without in-depth interviews with these managers to develop a more 

comprehensive understanding of what happens and why, it is difficult to establish 

more informatively what the aspirations of these managers are  and what 

competence gaps may exist. (p. 191) 

Surveys and interviews of corporate managers from a number of Chinese MNCs and 

of individual assignees was included as part of the initial research design.  As 

indicated in Section 1.3.1 the few survey responses that were obtained clearly 

demonstrated the benefits that could be obtained from further research employing a 

survey and interview approach.   

However, now that a profile of the talent pool has been established, the next steps 

are to listen to the individual and organizational voices from the field, firstly by 

examining the attitudes and experiences of international assignees and assessing their 

competencies, skills and attributes using the Global Acumen Model; and secondly to 
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examine actual case examples widely representative of the geographical and cultural 

diversity of Chine OFDI, in order to determine both individual and organizational 

causes of failure or success factors.  The West:China leadership paradigm highlights 

the diametric differences of values and resultant behaviours; however the 

China:World leadership paradigm adopted for this study requires a much broader 

comparative analysis and the case examples in Chapter 6, when combined with a 

similarly geographically broad comparative analysis of leadership styles in Chapter 7 

are designed to bring some substance to the China:World paradigm. 
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Table 5.1:  Items surveyed 2007-2012 
 

Survey 

categories 

Items surveyed 

2007 2008 2009 2011 2012 
Demographics  Position 

 Age 

 Marital status 

 Parental status 

 Company type 

 Work experience 

 Languages 

 Gender 

 City 

 Overseas travel 

 Position 

 Age 

 Company type 

 Work experience 

 Languages 

 Gender 

 City 

 Overseas travel 

 Position 

 Age 

 Company type 

 Work experience 

 Languages 

 Position 

 Age 

 Company type 

 Work experience 

  Languages 

 Salary 

 

 Position 

 Age 

 Company type 

 Work experience 

  Languages 

 Salary 

 Gender 

 Industry 

 

Leadership   Knowledge sharing 

 Professional networking 

 Leadership styles 

 Personal leadership styles 

 Knowledge sharing 

 Professional networking 

 Leadership styles 

 Personal leadership styles 

 Leadership styles 

 Personal leadership styles 

  

Global 

leadership  
 Global knowledge 

 Key characteristics 

 

 Global knowledge 

 Key characteristics 

 

 Global leader aspirations 

 Motivations 

 Challenges 

 Key characteristics 

 Global leader aspirations 

 Motivations 

 Challenges 

 

 Global leader aspirations 

 Motivations 

 Challenges 

 Key competencies & skills 

Leadership   Leadership styles 

 Personal leadership styles 

 Leadership styles 

 Personal leadership styles 

 Leadership styles 

 Personal leadership styles 

  

EQ 

competencies 
 25 items 15 items  14 items   1 item 

CQ 

competencies 
 2 items  2 items  1 item  26 items  22 items 

Experience 

with foreigners 
 Studied overseas  Studied overseas   Work with foreigners 

 Foreigners as boss 

 Foreigners as subordinates 

 Studied overseas 

 Work with foreigners 

 Foreigners as boss 

 Foreigners as subordinates 

  Studied overseas 

Overseas 

assignment 

experience 

   Reasons for refusing 

 Assignment experience 

 Assignment experience  Reaction to offer 

 Assignment experience  

 

Career outlook    Career in 5 years   
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Table 5.2:  Sample sizes and types 

Year No. of respondents Sample type 

2007 1,583 convenience 

2008 3,883 convenience 

2009 3,030 convenience 

2011 3,366 convenience 

2012  195 convenience 

Total responses 12,057  

 

 

 

Table 5.3:  Definitions of the 8 key characteristics 

A global perspective viewing the whole world as their business and professional 

arena 

Global knowledge being interested in and knowledgeable about what is 

happening in the world at large 

Effective in leading 

change 

the ability to plan, lead, motivate and effectively 

implement change 

Leadership style being caring, sharing your feelings, operating in a 

collaborative, inclusive and trustworthy manner, sharing 

leadership when appropriate 

Appreciating and 

managing cultural 

diversity 

being sensitive to cultural differences and able to 

successfully manage people from differing  cultural 

backgrounds and manage in different cultural environments 

Comfortable with 

ambiguity 

being able to operate and lead effectively in new, uncharted 

or ill-defined situations 

Optimism and a strong 

desire to achieve 

remaining confident in the face of setbacks and using a 

focus on long-term goals to help overcome short-term 

difficulties 

A clear vision of the 

future 

able to articulate and communicate a clear sense of 

direction and purpose that motivates and focuses others 

 

(Source: Baker, 2009) 
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            Table 5.4:  Examples of competency measurement items - Global Acumen 

Competency Matched statement examples 

GLOBAL BUSINESS COMPETENCIES 

Global business knowledge I will consider global issues and trends when I 

make decision(s). 

I spend time and energy on understanding the 

global trends. 

Cognitive complexity I could work much better under the volatile and 

fuzzy situation than the particular program. 

I am open to the creative ways which I could get 

opportunities in different cultures. 

TRANSCULTURAL COMPETENCIES 

Appreciating and managing cultural 

diversity 

I always look forward to learn more from the 

other culture. 

I know the main differences between Chinese 

culture and the other cultures. 

I know the sensitive questions among the people 

from different cultures. 

Intercultural communication For me, it's not difficult to negotiate with people 

from different cultures. 

I can communicate with people from different 

cultures easily. 

Global behavioural skills I can predict the sensitive things among the 

people from different cultures, in order to avoid 

conflict. 

For me, the way I do business should adapt to the 

special environment when I work in different 

culture's market.  

For me it was easy to adapt to the business 

practices in the other country 

Comfortable with ambiguity I feel very comfortable even if I am in the 

different and unpredictable environment 

Inquisitiveness and quest for adventure I feel exciting when I face to new situation. 

PERFORMANCE COMPETENCIES 

Negotiation It is not difficult for me to negotiate with 

people from different cultures 

Emotional stability I feel very comfortable in different and 

unpredictable environments 

Even when life is complex, my sense of 

purpose helps me know what's most 

important. 

Change management I know how to motivate staff from different 

cultures 
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Table 5.5:  Examples of Competency measurement items - Boundary Spanning 

Competency Matched statement examples 

BOUNDARY SPANNING 

Cognitive complexity I could work much better under the volatile and fuzzy 

situation than the particular program. 

I am open to the creative ways which I could get 

opportunities in different cultures. 

Change agent I know how to motivate staff from different cultures. 

Intercultural communication I can communicate with people from different cultures 

easily 

Global behavioural skills For me, the way I do business should adapt to the special 

environment when I work in different culture's market. 

Comfortable with ambiguity I feel very comfortable even if I am in the different and 

unpredictable environment 

Emotional stability I feel very comfortable even if I am in the different and 

unpredictable environment 

Negotiation For me, it's not difficult to negotiate with people from 

different cultures. 
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Chapter 6 : Chinese global leadership in practice                                     

- The mantis and the chariot 

 

Preamble 

 
 
 
 

 

Drawing water with a bamboo basket – achieving nothing 

 
“UGLY HIGHWAY CRASH FOR CHINESE FIRM IN POLAND” 

 

“THE TCL-THOMSON DEBACLE” 

 

There are many well-documented examples of Chinese OFDI failures, 

including the two notable cases headlined above.  Indeed, Spigarelli, Alon and 

Murcelli (2013, p. 192) cited a report in the People’s Daily that, “by the end of 

2008, 70% of overseas M&As had failed,” – drawing water with a bamboo 

basket and achieving nothing (zhulan dashui, yichang kong). The authors listed 

management practices, governance regulations, cultural problems and 

inadequate training as major causal factors. 

 

However, there is also clear evidence of successes; examination of both 

types of cases not only illustrates causal factors, but also serves to confirm the 

importance of what much of the literature calls “institutional frameworks,” 

typically explained in terms of organizational culture and ownership structure.  

What becomes clear is the fundamental difference between SOE and private firm 

performance;  their institutional framework differences can be seen as analogous 

to the concept of cultural path dependence advanced by Wang & Hu (2012) who 

竹篮打水,一场空 

Zhulan dashui, yichang kong 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=zhulandashuiyichangkong
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=zhulandashuiyichangkong
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=zhulandashuiyichangkong
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highlighted the impact of culture on Chinese OFDI projects, drawing on several 

Confucian sayings to illustrate the point.  They used, firstly, “Junzi yu yu yi, 

xiaoren yu yu li (The gentleman knows what is right; the small man knows what 

is profitable)” and secondly “Yu su, ze bu da, jian xiaoli, ze dashi bu cheng (You 

cannot reach your goal if you want to be quick, and you cannot accomplish great 

things if you seek petty gains)” (p. 92) to underscore the emphasis on national 

interest in the OFDI activities of Chinese SOE’s, to which they ascribe much 

blame for many SOE  M&A failures.  However, this characterization also 

underscores the difference in approach exemplified by many of the privately 

owned Chinese companies’ international ventures (the “small men” seeking 

profits) examined in this chapter.  

 

This fundamental bifurcation of approach reflects many of the individual 

and organizational issues identified and discussed in Chapters 3 and 4 and it 

accentuates the importance of organizational type as a control variable in the 

examination of survey data in Chapter 5 and the early sections of this chapter.  

As illustrated in Figure 6.1, there appear in fact to be three institutional 

frameworks – SOE’s, former SOEs and privately owned companies (POE’s) – 

but only two sets of characteristics, with former SOEs (whether publicly 

invested enterprises (PIEs) or privately owned) exhibiting the OFDI 

characteristics of either SOEs or POEs, an issue discussed by Liu and Woywode 

(2012) in their examination of Chinese M&A activity in Germany. Many of the 

characteristics are inter-dependent; for example, technology acquisition by a 

private company involving a wholly-owned R&D subsidiary lends itself to      
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de-centralised control and provides channel and efficiency benefits to both 

parties. Closely aligned with the type of project is the basic project rationale, 

being national interest on the part of the SOEs (albeit with commercial 

components in some manufacturing cases) and commercial interest on the part of 

the private companies.  Furthermore, the national vs. commercial interest 

appears in reality to be more focused on asymmetric benefits for SOEs, as 

opposed to the symmetric benefits for both acquirer and acquired in many of the 

private firm examples examined below. 

  

 

Figure 6.1:  Institutional frameworks and OFDI characteristics 

 

However, the increasing level of participation in OFDI by Chinese 

entrepreneurs introduces an additional dimension, as the institutional 

frameworks of private companies can be seen to include three sub-groups; firstly 

established, organizationally mature companies, such as the very large PIE 

Lenovo and the much smaller POE Li Ning; secondly smaller family companies 
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growing via international expansion, often for the first time (see Section 6.5); 

and thirdly, the rapidly-increasing number of billionaire-led entrepreneurial 

companies, investing in significant offshore investments, such as Dalian Wanda, 

described by Zhang (2014) as one of China’s largest and most ambitious 

conglomerates, with recent and diverse investments including AMC 

Entertainment in the USA and  luxury yacht maker Sunseeker in Great Britain 

(see Table 6.1).  The significance of this sub-grouping is that both the strategic 

perspectives and the organizational policies and practices, both of which impact 

on the success of the project and the international assignee, are, by virtue of the 

companies’ origins, at varying stages of maturity, while, according to 

Cunningham and Rowley (2010, p. 141), in the post-WTO era, “…economic 

reforms resulted in  SMEs in China becoming more market-oriented and more 

profit-driven.”  While the examination of survey findings in this chapter 

separates many responses by company type, further research that identified the 

sub-group type would serve both to illustrate the impacts these different stages 

and identify the improvements that would contribute to improved success for 

each type. 

 

Nevertheless, this explanatory framework both provides an informative 

backdrop for exploration of both the individual experiences of the more than 

1,100 Chinese leaders responding to the New Leaders Group surveys who had 

completed international assignments (see Sections 6.1-6.3) along with examples 

of organizational experiences in a wide range of countries and cultural contexts 

(see Sections 6.4-6.7) and also serves to bring greater understanding to causes of 
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failure and success for success or failure, which are discussed in Section 6.6 and 

summarised in Table 6.2. 

 

6.1 Individual experiences 

 

 

 

A mantis trying to halt a chariot (trying                                     

to do what is beyond one’s ability) 

 

The competencies, skills and attributes analysis in Chapter 5 takes on even  

greater importance when considered in the context of actual international 

assignments, the types of projects for which those assignments were completed 

and, as discussed above, the type and nature of the employing company.   

Commenting on China’s skill gap (in the context of China’s global 

competitiveness), Rosselet (2009)  reported that: 

 “ The shortage of competent managers and their lack of international 

experience (ranking last in 57
th

 place) are huge problems for multinationals 

and locally-owned companies…China’s ranking in terms of management 

practice is also low (ranking no.51), indicating that Chinese managers need 

to acquire more leadership qualifications and develop soft skills.” (p. 2) 

In similar vein, Gao Xiqing, Vice-Chairman of China Investment Corporation 

was quoted as saying, in January 2012, that: 

螳臂当车 
 

Tang bi dang che 

 

 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=tangbidangche
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=tangbidangche
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"A major challenge for China's new overseas investment drive is a lack of 

experience.  Then comes a lack of understanding of foreign cultures and 

societies. Some countries have developed complex feelings towards China 

as it has rapidly grown. So we must research diligently and find top-notch 

consultants before investing. One big difference between Chinese overseas 

investment and that of developed Western nations is that we lack talent.  

Our greatest challenge is to establish a mechanism to attract talents, retain 

them and allow talents to rise to their full potential. It is not enough just to 

hire them; we must also be able to train them and build a reserve of talented 

individuals.” (Hawley, 2013, p. 1) 

 

While the emphasis is on the lack of talent, the thrust of these comments is 

on the organizational responsibility for talent acquisition, development and 

retention and the survey responses in both Chapter 5 and this chapter (see 

Section 6.3) draw particular attention to shortcomings in these and other 

organizational policies and practices.  When the causes of failure identified in 

the cases discussed in Section 6.5 are summarised (see Table 6.2), the nature 

and extent of the organizational impacts could easily lead to the conclusion that 

the individual assignees frequently find themselves with little influence over the 

outcome,   like a mantis trying to halt a chariot (tang bi dang che).  Firstly, 

however, having established a representative profile of the talent pool from 

which international assignees are drawn (see Chapter 5), this early part of the 

Chapter focuses on the experiences and resultant attitudes of those survey 

respondents who had actually completed international assignments. 
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6.1.1 Experience with foreigners 

Experience with foreigners can be obtained in a variety of ways, including 

from studying overseas as well as working with foreigners either overseas or in 

China.  Similarly, the nature of that experience will be different depending on 

the work relationship (foreigners as superiors or subordinates) and the social 

interaction.  These aspects were explored in the 2009, 2011 and 2012 surveys 

(see Figure 6.2), as well as selectively (particularly overseas study) in the earlier 

surveys.  In this section, all respondents are included, on the basis that 

experience with foreigners is important not only for the international assignees 

but also for those who are selecting, training and managing them, as well as 

those setting the organizational policies and business practices relative to 

international assignments. 

In terms of limited or no exposure, firstly less than 10% of all respondents 

had studied overseas and the number declined over the surveyed period, perhaps 

being indicative of an increased preference for studying in Chinese universities.  

Secondly, around 25% of respondents had never worked with foreigners, 

although this declined over the period.  Conversely, however, substantial 

numbers of respondents reported having had experience of working with 

foreigners in China, rising from 49% in 2009 to 57% in 2011, while a further 

20% reported that they were currently working with foreigners.  Also, the 

experience of working with foreigners overseas showed a steady increase, with 

this sample thus reflecting the increased international activity driven by the “Go 
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global” policy directive.  Overall, this large and increasing work-related 

exposure to foreigners suggests substantial general experience with foreigners.   

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

2009 (n=3030)

2011 (n=3366)

2012 (n=195)

 

                  Figure 6.2:  Experience with foreigners, 2009-2012 

 

However, in the context of this study, the type of experience is important, as 

well as the organizational context.  Firstly, while not surprisingly, more than 

20% of 2009 and 2011 respondents reported that they were working for a 

foreigner, only a little more than 10% of respondents indicated that they were 
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currently managing foreigners, valuable experience for international assignee 

candidates - but not one that has been identified as a selection criterion (see 

Section 4.6.3).  Not surprisingly, the greatest proportion of respondents 

currently managing foreigners were in the most senior roles in foreign 

companies (see Figure 6.3), but interestingly, the next highest were Presidents 

in SOE’s. Across all company types except “foreign,” the number of 

respondents managing foreigners declined through the less senior roles, 

suggesting that, in Chinese companies, foreigners were mostly employed in 

senior roles.  Unfortunately, due to the survey structure, it was not possible to 

isolate international assignee responses regarding managing foreigners during 

their assignments. 

 

Figure 6.3:  Currently managing foreigners, 2011 
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The responses regarding Chinese and foreign cultures provides a good 

example of the surveys’ use of cross-correlation of questions designed to offset 

the effect of social desirability response bias (see Section 2.8.2)   In the 2009 

survey, respondents who indicated having experience working with foreigners 

were asked whether foreigners were interested to learn about Chinese culture, 

history and people, with positive responses from only 15%, while only some 

14% indicated that they learned a lot about the foreigners’ culture, history and 

people. In the 2011 and 2012 surveys, respondents were asked whether they 

enjoyed helping foreigners learn about China’s cultural history and cultural 

knowledge, with 38% providing positive responses in 2011, growing to 51% in 

2012. Thus, respondents evinced a greater interest in teaching foreigners about 

their culture and history than learning about the culture and history of other 

countries (14%).  However, while this may seem to be at odds with the 

competency rating for transcultural competencies examined in Chapter 5 (see 

Section 5.5.3), it is clear from Table 5.4 that both understanding and knowledge 

of differences between Chinese and other cultures play key roles in those 

competencies and, from my own experiences in China and in other cultural 

contexts, much comparative information could be expected to be gained from 

helping foreigners learn about China.  

 

6.1.2 International assignees profile 

6.1.2.1    Overseas working experience 

Previous international experience is not a universally adopted selection 

criterion for international assignments amongst Chinee companies (see Section 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        274 

 

     

 

4.6.3), despite the very strong emphasis placed on it by foreign-owned MNCs 

(see Section 4.4).  Only the 2009, 2011 and 2012 surveys explicitly identified 

respondents having overseas work experience; the results, ranging from 16% in 

2009 to 22%  in 2012 (see Figure 6.4) indicate that, for this attribute, the talent 

pool is quite limited.  However, there is clear evidence that some organizations 

place great importance on this in selecting assignees.  The CITIC Pacific 

leadership team (see Section 6.5.6.1) typically had completed at least six 

previous assignments, while a survey response from a former employee of one 

of China’s major construction-based MNCs also reported six assignments.  

 

               Figure 6.4:  Overseas work experience, 2009-2012 

6.1.2.2    Assignees by role and company type 

When these responses are examined by role and company type (see Figure 

6.5),  an interesting pattern emerges; in the case of all except private companies, 

the frequency of responses is generally greater for the more senior roles, with 

presidents of foreign companies not surprisingly the highest response rate, at 

over 30%.   
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                  Figure 6.5:  International assignees  by role and company type, 2011 

 

 

                  Figure 6.6:  International assignees, by age and company type, 2011 
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This would appear to be consistent with the age and role profile of all 

respondents (see Figure 5.6), with the over-40yrs more predominant in the more 

senior roles, while the age and company analysis of international assignees (see 

Figure 6.6) confirms the predominance of that age group and certainly 

challenges what, from my experience seemed to be a popular view that it was 

mainly the younger age groups that were being sent overseas. 

6.1.2.3    English language fluency 

Given the generally accepted view that English is the global language for 

business, fluency in English must be seen as an important skill for international 

assignees, especially those who undertake multiple assignments in widely varied 

cultural contexts.  As mentioned in Section 4.6.3, language ability was identified 

as a selection criterion, but with no indication of required standards.   

Examination of English language ability amongst respondents to the 2011 

survey revealed that 58% of those who had undertaken international assignments 

claimed to be fluent, 35% claimed only conversational capability, while 6% 

reported no English ability. Although almost the same percentage respondents 

who had not worked overseas reported some capability in English, only 30% of 

them claimed fluency.  
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                Figure 6.7:  International assignees, by English language fluency, 2011 

 

 

These data indicate the inclusion of English language capability amongst 

selection criteria, although in some of the OFDI examples examined in Section 

6.5 this clearly was not the case, while in others interpreters were added to the 

leadership teams to bridge language gaps.  Furthermore, the term “fluent” (luili), 

while accurately translated in the survey questionnaires, was not defined or 

qualified, so these results give no indication of the relative fluency in terms of 

the differing levels required to perform basic business procedures compared with 

the complexities involved with, for example, contract negotiation as discussed 

earlier (see Section 5.7). Similarly, from my own experience in learning foreign 

languages, there is a great difference between basic conversational ability 

(presented as “basic dialog” - jiben duihua - in the questionnaire) and 

conversational fluency.   

Finally, the relative distribution of English language capability by company 

type (see Figure 6.8) indicated that 50% of respondents from all Chinese 
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companies claimed fluency, clearly demonstrating that the company type control 

variable had impact only in the case of foreign companies.   

 
 

             Figure 6.8:  International assignees, by English language fluency and 

 company type,  2011 

 

6.1.3    Assignment experience 

In terms of overall preparedness, more than 80% of respondents in both 

2009 and 2012 indicated that they felt they were “well-equipped to fulfil the 

international assignment.”  However, more detailed analysis of the 2009 

responses by role and company type (See Figure 6.9) revealed a very uneven 

distribution of preparedness.  Notably, presidents of private and public 

companies expressed a far greater degree of preparedness than presidents/CEOs 

of SOEs, despite the equal ranking given by all three in terms of career 

importance (see Figure 6.12).   
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Figure 6.9:  International assignment preparedness, 2009 

 

Equally intriguing was the great disparity between the declared preparedness of 

SOE managers, far outstripping their counterparts in private and public 

companies, despite, in this instance also, a common rating for career importance.  
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agreed with the statement that with the statement “For me it was easy to adapt to 

the business practices in the other country” – however only 17% of respondents 

strongly agreed; similarly, while 85% agreed with the statement that “For me it 

was easy to adapt to the foreign staff” only 21% strongly agreed; although 71% 

agreed with the statement that “For me to was easy to adapt to the foreigners 

outside of work time,” only 12% of respondents strongly agreed                      
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(see Figure 6.10) .  Whilst these data are drawn from a different sample, they 

tend to suggest that general ratings of preparedness should be treated with some 

caution. 

 

 

Figure 6.10:  Adaptability, 2012 

 

6.1.4 Attitudes 

Given that willingness to undertake international assignments was identified 

as one of the primary selection criteria (see Section 4.6.3), an understanding of 

attitudes amongst the total talent pool to working abroad in general, of the 

motivating factors for undertaking assignments, as well as of the challenges and 

reservations are obviously important not only for selection but also for 

management of assignees during and after the assignment. Also of interest is the 

impact of assignment experience on the nature and extent of attitudinal 

difference between those who had undertaken assignments and those who 

hadn’t. 
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6.1.4.1    Key motivators 

Respondents to the 2009, 2011 and 2012 surveys were asked “If you want to 

be an international leader, what are the two main reasons?” “Important for 

career” was clearly the key reason for respondents across all three surveys (see 

Figure 6.11), while “Interest in international work” was the next most frequent 

choice followed by “More pay.”  It is interesting to note that between 10-20% of 

respondents gave “Important for my motherland” (the survey questionnaire used 

zuguo, literally “ancestral land” or “homeland”) as one of their reasons, an 

indication that national pride still played a role well into the transition to a 

market economy, while up to 10% of respondents indicated that, while they 

weren’t interested for themselves, their team or company needed them to take on 

international roles. At this level of analysis, career advancement was clearly the 

major motivator. 

    

Figure 6.11:  Motivating factors for being  a global leader,  2009-2012 
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However, as with other issues, a closer examination of the 2011 responses 

by role, age and company type highlights both differences and similarities in 

responses emanating from the three Chinese company types.  Examination of the 

responses by role and company type (see Figure 6.12) indicated that, across all 

three Chinese company types, “Better compensation” (the term used in the 2011 

survey) was least important for presidents and most important for directors. The 

major differences by company type with were for SOE vice-presidents, who 

rated more pay as less important than their counterparts and public company 

managers, who rated it significantly higher than their counterparts. Overall, 

better compensation clearly was not a major motivator. 

“Important for career” was uniformly high across all three Chinese company 

types, the only variations being managers/supervisors in SOEs and private 

companies, while interest in international assignments was again uniformly 

distributed, with the sole exceptions of SOE managers/supervisors, whose 

interest was lower and public company managers/supervisors, whose interest 

was higher.  

Overall, response rates for “Important for my motherland” were slightly 

higher for SOE respondents generally, with SOE directors the highest overall.  

Somewhat surprisingly, the response rate for this was lower for SOE 

presidents/CEOs than for presidents/CEOs of private or public companies.  

Finally the highest response rates for “Team wants me to, but I am not interested 

for myself” came from the SOE vice-presidents, while the lowest reluctance was 

shown by SOE directors. 
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Figure 6.12:  Motivating factors for being  a global leader, by role and company type, 2011
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While application of role and company type as the control variables only 

identified minor differences, application of age as the control variable clearly 

identified greater variation, both by age group and by company type (see Figure 

6.13).  Firstly and predictably, the frequency of response to “Better 

compensation” is greatest in the youngest age group (30%-40%) and declines 

steadily through the older age groups to 5%-15%, with a similar pattern across 

company types.  Similarly, career importance is ranked most highly by the under 

30 year-olds, with the response rate of those in SOEs reaching 75% and even the 

over 50’s uniformly over 40%.  These results certainly are not consistent with 

the very low importance ratings given to personal ambition by respondents to the 

2007, 2008 and 2009 surveys (see Section 5.4.2); the differences are so great 

that they cannot be dismissed due to the different time periods in which the data 

were gathered and once again illustrate the benefit of the cross-checking 

question design of the surveys. 

 

Interest in international assignments again followed a similar pattern, with 

the SOE under 30’s group evincing the greatest level of interest, while there was 

still substantial interest in the  over 50’s age group.  Not surprisingly, “Important 

to my motherland” resonated most strongly with the over 50’s age group across 

all company types, but counter-intuitively, was rated lower  by the younger age 

groups in SOEs than in public or private companies.  The great disparities 

between recognising career benefit and not being personally interested in 

international assignments is quite striking across all age groups and company 

types and is indicative of what could be seen on the one hand as a socially  
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Figure 6.13:  Motivating factors for being  a global leader, by age and company type, 2011 
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desirable response regarding career and on the other hand a more accurate 

response to a more reality-based question, an example of a phenomenon that I 

described earlier as a “rhetoric to reality gap” (see Sections 5.3 and 5.4). 

 

Another way of examining the rhetoric to reality phenomenon is to separate 

the theoretically-based responses of those who have not undertaken an 

international assignment and the experience-based responses of those who have 

(see Figure 6.14). Firstly, there is a huge disparity between the responses across 

all items and company types as attitudes are modified by experience.  Secondly, 

this “expectation to reality gap” was noticeably greater in public and private 

companies, which could be attributed to more dynamic or less mature 

institutional frameworks; certainly this issue warrants further research as, from 

my own expatriate and international assignment experience, plus my experience 

managing expatriates, reality shock plays a significant role in both on-

assignment performance and post-assignment retention. 
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                              Figure 6.14: Impact of experience on  global leadership motivation,  2011 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

B
e

tt
er

 c
o

m
p

en
sa

ti
o

n

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

ca
re

er

In
te

re
st

e
d

 in
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 w
o

rk

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

th
e 

m
o

th
e

rl
an

d

te
am

 n
ee

d
s 

m
e

, n
o

t 
in

te
re

st
e

d
 m

ys
e

lf

B
e

tt
er

 c
o

m
p

en
sa

ti
o

n

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

ca
re

er

In
te

re
st

e
d

 in
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 w
o

rk

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

th
e 

m
o

th
e

rl
an

d

te
am

 n
ee

d
s 

m
e

, n
o

t 
in

te
re

st
e

d
 m

ys
e

lf

B
e

tt
er

 c
o

m
p

en
sa

ti
o

n

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

ca
re

er

In
te

re
st

e
d

 in
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 w
o

rk

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

th
e 

m
o

th
e

rl
an

d

te
am

 n
ee

d
s 

m
e

, n
o

t 
in

te
re

st
e

d
 m

ys
e

lf

B
e

tt
er

 c
o

m
p

en
sa

ti
o

n

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

ca
re

er

In
te

re
st

e
d

 in
 in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 w
o

rk

Im
p

o
rt

an
t 

fo
r 

th
e 

m
o

th
e

rl
an

d

te
am

 n
ee

d
s 

m
e

, n
o

t 
in

te
re

st
e

d
 m

ys
e

lf

SOE   n=597 Foreign  n=886 Private  n=947 Public  n=898

Worked overseas

Not worked overseas



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        288 

 

     

 

In  summary, willingness to undertake international assignments was  

influenced by a range of motivating factors, with some impact of age, role and 

company type;  career and interest in international work was far more important 

than better compensation, and national pride still played a role and a not-

insignificant number of responses were reluctant participants, despite the 

importance given to career benefit.  However, the gaps that are apparent between 

rhetoric and expectation on the one hand and reality on the other, while not 

surprising to a practitioner, certainly need both further investigation and close 

management attention in order to improve international assignment success 

rates.  

6.1.4.2    Reasons for refusing international assignment 

The 2009 survey results enable the reluctance issues to be examined further 

(see Figure 6.15), with the respondents posed the question “If you have been 

offered an overseas assignment and refused it, please indicate the major 

reason(s).” While the career and interest responses represent the obverse of the 

responses in Figure 6.11, concerns about preparedness were significantly higher 

than those expressed by 2011 respondents who had undertake assignments (see 

Section 6.1.3)  However, the equally high response rate for family concern 

highlights what, in my own experience, represents potentially the greatest cause 

of expatriate failure, regardless of whether or not the family accompanies the 

assignee.   
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    Figure 6.15:  Reasons for refusing an international assignment, 2009 

 

  

Even though the 2012 sample was different, 40% of respondents, asked 

about their potential responses to the offer of an overseas assignment, indicated 

that they felt it would be a good experience for their family; to me, this 

represents another example of the expectation to reality gap. Although 

“spousal/child adjustment” features in Earley and Ang’s Success in Global Work 

Assignment model (see Sections 4.2.7 and 4.3.2) and  Shen and Edwards (2006, 

p.53) gave “family-related” issues as one of the major reasons for failure, this is 

an aspect that certainly warrants further research. 
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6.1.4.3    Challenges to becoming a global leader 

 

 

 

In charge of the Pacific Ocean – excessive responsibilities                                         

(too big to control)  

 

In order to ascertain perceived barriers to becoming a global leader - and, in 

fact, in a further cross-check of the willingness and reluctance issues -  

respondents to the 2009 and 2012 surveys were asked “in your opinion, what are 

the challenges on the way to becoming a global leader?” and were invited to 

chose from the list provided.  Lack of opportunities for overseas assignments or 

study, along with insufficient training were the most frequently chosen 

challenges, followed by the need to learn foreign languages (see Figure 6.16).  

None of the response levels for 2009 respondents was exceptionally high (25% 

or less); however the 2012 sample produced much higher response rates for 

every item, which can only be explained here in terms of the sample difference 

and the results suggest that the 2012 respondents, unlike those from 2009, were 

more likely to be concerned at the difficulties, as in the saying Taiping Yang 

shang de jingcha  – guan de kuan (like being in charge of the Pacific Ocean).  

 Following the earlier discussion regarding family issues in the preceding 

section, family clearly was not a concern for most 2009 respondents. 

 

太平洋上的警察 – 管得宽 

Taiping Yang shang de jingcha  – guan de kuan 

 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=shang
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=shang
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=jingcha
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=guan
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=guan
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=kuan
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Figure 6.16:  Challenges to becoming a global leader,  2009, 2012 

 

6.2     Global leadership competencies – international assignees 

6.2.1    Global Acumen  

In Section 5.5, the Global Acumen Model proposed in Section 3.3.2 was 

tested extensively against all 3,366 respondents to the 2011 survey in order to 

establish a representative view of their competencies, skills and attributes  

profile vis-à-vis this model.  In order to test the model further, as well as to 

illustrate effectiveness of the selection process (see Section 6.3.2), the Model 
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was tested again, this time against the 600 respondents to the 2011 survey who 

had undertaken international assignments.  

 

6.2.2 Global Business competencies – international assignees 

Competency ratings were highest in two of the contingent competencies, 

skills and attributes, namely a “passion for diversity” and “cognitive 

complexity” and somewhat less so for the two core competencies of “global 

business knowledge” and “change agent” (see Figure 6.17).  Importantly, 

“boundary spanning” competencies achieved a 56% rating, although only some 

14% of respondents had prior “international living and working experience.”  

When these results are compared with those for all respondents (see Figure 

5.38), it can be seen that international assignees are rated substantially lower for 

“global business knowledge” and “boundary spanning” but higher for “cognitive 

complexity” “change agent” and marginally higher for previous “international 

experience.” Looking at these results through the prism of the Global Acumen 

Model, the selection processes clearly did not result in the choice of most 

appropriate assignees. 
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Figure 6.17:  Global Business competence, international assignees, 2011 

 

6.2.3 Transcultural competencies, international assignees 

Most of the transcultural competencies, skills and attributes are, by their 

very nature contingent rather than core and all except “appreciating and 

managing cultural diversity” and “relationship competence” are categorized in 

the Global Acumen Model as contingent.  Competency ratings were highest for 

“inquisitiveness and quest for adventure” (see Figure 6.18); considering the 

enormous variety of cultural contexts and the range of project types in which 

Chinese international assignments are undertaken (see Section 6.5), this could 

well be regarded as the most important attribute of all, although the much lower 

rating for “comfortable with ambiguity” suggests to me a lessened ability to deal 
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with the realities faced on-assignment. Notably, “language affinity” is rated 

highly, based on the level of fluency in English, while, to my mind, the overall 

transcultural profile would be regarded favourably in the majority of foreign 

MNCs.  Again, when comparing these results with the total 2011 sample, it can 

be seen that the assignees rate higher on all items except “global behavioural 

skills,” suggesting that the election processes resulted in very appropriate 

assignees profiles.  Comparing these results with those for all assignees (see 

Figure 5.38), international assignees rate higher on all items except “global 

behavioural skills” and “comfortable with ambiguity,” a much more positive 

outcome than for Global Business competencies.  

 

      Figure 6.18:  Transcultural competence, international assignees, 2011 
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6.2.4 Performance competencies 

The Global Acumen Model includes mainly core performance competencies, 

skills and attributes, including items such as “operational management,” 

“integrator,” “problem solving” and “disciplined implementation,” along with 

the  contingent item “coach/mentor,” none of which were able to be used in 

these tests of the Global Acumen Model  and thus not included in Figure 6.19.  

Furthermore, the total sample responses to the 2007, 2008 and 2009 surveys 

regarding leadership attributes and styles (see Sections 5.3.4 and 5.4) assigned 

very low importance ratings to most performance-related items. Accordingly, 

the results presented here, while accurate, should be regarded as far from 

indicative of high performance competence. 

 

         Figure 6.19:  Performance competence, international assignees, 2011 

   

Compared with all respondents, international assignees rated higher on 
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“emotional stability.” Of these three items, I hold the view, based on experience, 

that “emotional stability” is a fundamentally important contingent competency, 

given the complexities, ambiguities and stresses faced by international assignees 

and its importance and impact are certainly supported in the literature (Gabel et 

al., 2005; Shen & Edwards, 2006).  

 

6.2.5 Boundary Spanning competencies, international assignees 

Given the importance ascribed to boundary spanning (See Sections 3.3.2 

and 6.7) due to its pivotal OFDI role, international assignees’ competence in 

these items clearly is equally important.  From my own extensive experience 

with boundary spanning, competency in this area could be regarded as a critical 

success factor and thus this set of competencies, skills and attributes should play 

a central role in the selection of international assignees. 

 

    Figure 6.20:  Boundary spanning competence, international assignees, 2011 
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While these items have all been addressed in the preceding three sections, 

the focus here is on the particular combination of competencies, skills and 

attributes.  What is clear firstly, is that only the competency ratings for 

“intercultural communication” and “negotiation” are greater than 60% and three 

of the items are rated below 45%.  Secondly, the reservations expressed earlier 

regarding the realities of language fluency in complex business situations, 

especially negotiation (see Section 6.1.2), tend to cast doubt on that rating.  

Nevertheless, the results do demonstrate that the competencies of the 

international assignees as a group provide a solid foundation for dealing with the 

complexities, ambiguities, emotional stress and cultural diversity encountered in 

boundary spanning roles.     

 

6.3 Impact of organizational policies and business practices 

6.3.1   Overview 

As discussed at length in the earlier chapters, individual international 

assignees are subjected to many external influences, not the least of which are 

the organizational policies and business practices relative both to the overall 

conduct of OFDI activities and to the management of international assignments, 

all of which makes the “mouse in the bellows” analogy so apt. In the previous 

section, both process- and attitude forming- issues were identified that are 

related to organizational issues, while selection criteria are influenced by both 

policies and by elements of the organizational culture.  In this section, the voices 

of the international assignees continue to be heard, with the organizational 

impacts examined in the context of selection, development, career development 
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and retention.  The OFDI case examples in Section 6.5 also bring some of these 

issues to light.   Broader consideration of relevant organizational policies and 

practices appears in the discussion and conclusions in Chapters 7 and 8. 

 

As mentioned earlier (see Section 3.3.2.3), competencies, skills and 

attributes are role-, function- and location-dependent.  The focus on selection 

criteria appropriate to international assignees in general and Chinese assignees in 

particular firstly uses the phenomenological approach, identifying and inferring 

criteria from the survey responses and secondly (see Chapter 8) seeking to 

define a best practice set of selection criteria for future use. 

 

6.3.2 Selection   

Apparent inconsistencies and inadequacies in the selection process 

identified in the preceding examination of international assignee competencies, 

skills and attributes include very low levels of previous international studying 

and working experience, low levels of global knowledge and change agent 

competencies and a low level of comfort with ambiguity. In addition, the uneven 

distribution of preparedness across roles and company types identified (see 

Figure 6.9) certainly suggests that role-dependent selection criteria have been 

applied, but the results suggest a distinct lack of overall effectiveness.  While 

Shen and Edwards (2006, p. 52) found that psychological tests were not used in 

selection, they did not make the qualifying point that some are frequently 

regarded as more appropriately used  in development programs. 
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On a more positive note, experience and maturity obviously influenced 

selection, with a significant proportion of assignees were drawn from the over-

40s age group, while assignees were rated highly with regard to  “passion for 

diversity,” “cognitive complexity” and “inquisitiveness and a sense of 

adventure.”  Indeed, assignees were rated highly on most of the transcultural 

competencies, although the selection criteria reported by Shen and Edwards 

(2006, pp. 51-53) identified a number of selection criteria that were explicitly 

not applied, including “initiative,”  “creativity,”  “cultural empathy,” suggesting 

that the high transcultural ratings might be more accidental, rather than the result 

of deliberate choice. Finally, the level of English fluency was high, but given my 

reservations as to its utility in practice (see Section 6.1.2.3) this aspect needs to 

be subject to further investigation. 

 

6.3.3 Development, career benefit and retention 

Only 26% of international assignee respondents to the 2009 survey 

indicated that they had received specific pre-departure development training (see 

Figure 6.21); however no information can be gleaned from the results as to its 

nature, duration or scope.  Furthermore, no information was available regarding 

on-arrival induction or in-country training. Career benefit was very high, with 

94% of respondents indicating that completing an overseas assignment had 

helped with their career progress since returning to China; nevertheless, only 

57% of respondents stayed with their company on their return.  Clearly, while 

the international experience itself was valuable, there were other aspects of the 
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assignment experience that caused many of them subsequently to change 

employer. 

 

Figure  6.21:  Training, career benefit and retention rate,  international 

assignees, 2009 
 

 

 

Examination of the relative distribution of training, career benefit and 

retention by role and company type (see Figure 6.22) produces some interesting 

insights into the organizational practices. Firstly and most noticeably, while the 

emphasis of pre-departure training in SOEs is heavily concentrated in the 

manager/supervisor role, the pattern is quite the opposite in both the private and 

public companies.  From my experience, this suggests a culture effect, connected 

with respect for seniors and issues of face, rather than role dependency.  It also 

raises questions regarding the training content.  
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Figure 6.22:  Relative distribution of training, career benefit and retention, by role and company type, 2009 
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This pattern is repeated with regard to career benefit, suggesting that, in 

SOEs, international experience has more relevance to the career progress of 

more junior staff whereas, quite clearly, in the private and public companies the 

benefit was mostly reported by presidents and vice-presidents.  It is intriguing to 

wonder whether there is any connection to company size, corporate culture or 

nature of OFDI activities with these results.  Similarly, the low retention rates 

for all three SOE senior roles, sharply contrasting with those in the private and 

public companies, suggests that the low career benefit of international 

experience might have been a contributing factor that caused them to move to 

another company. 

 

Career benefit and retention rates form only part of the career management 

process for international assignees; other dimensions not able to be examined 

from these data include compensation and contractual arrangements (including 

provision for families) plus repatriation policies and processes and long-term 

career management.  These all offer themselves as areas for further research, as 

only a whole-of-life-cycle approach, encompassing the complete expatriate 

process, will be sufficient to ensure maximum effectiveness of this dimension of 

international assignments. 

 

6.4 Organizational experiences 

6.4.1 Chinese companies abroad 

As discussed in the preamble to this chapter, distinct differences can be seen 

in the overall approach of Chinese SOE’s and POEs, while a China Daily report 
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published at the end of 2013 noted a shift of emphasis from resources towards 

the services and industrial sectors, noting, inter alia, that China’s OFDI 

continued to grow rapidly, totalling US$73bn for the first three quarters of 2013 

and that private Chinese companies accounted for 28% of all M&A’s in North 

America and Europe  (Cai & Liu, 2013).  Clearly, as the pace of globalization 

continues to accelerate and as government regulatory controls continue to be 

eased, the profile of Chinese OFDI activities continues to evolve. What is also 

clear is that while the political drivers remain, perceived barriers of “liability of 

foreignness” and what Rios-Morales and Brennan (2010, p. 217) refer to as 

“psychic distance” are less evident with the increasing frequency of Chinese 

entries into developed markets in North America and Europe, with a 

concomitant increase in the number of success stories. 

This section builds on the overview of Chinese OFDI presented in Chapter 

1 (see Section 1.6) and serves to introduce the examination of Chinese global 

M&A activity by country and region in Section 6.5.  While coverage is 

deliberately neither exhaustive nor balanced, both the range and scope of OFDI 

projects are illustrated, providing the organizational context for the individual 

experiences described in Sections 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 above and enabling the 

identification of causes of project failure (see Section 6.6 and Table 6.3).  The 

range and diversity of countries referred to underscores the necessity and benefit 

of the examination of differing business practices and culture-specific leadership 

styles in Chapter 7.  Both compilations highlight the challenges of establishing 
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a China:World leadership paradigm, despite this being seen as an essential 

component for Chinese global leadership success. 

The compilation of the OFDI projects and activities coverage in Section 6.5 

was hampered not so much by a paucity of information as by the diffuse sources.  

Apart from a few monographs, notably Cooke (2008, 2012), Alon, Chang et al. 

(2009) and Alon, Fetscherin et al. (2013), the sources ranged from the more 

formal (World Bank reports, international and country-specific business and 

economic journals, theses, conference proceedings);  through case studies, 

reports and interviews from Ernst & Young, McKinsey, Harvard Business 

Review); plus  a range of foreign financial and daily press (Business Spectator, 

China Spectator, Financial Times, International Business Times, Reuters, Wall 

Street Journal, The Australian), Chinese press (Caixin, China Daily, People’s 

Daily, South China Morning Post and Xinhua News Agency); to Chinese 

industry sources (Chinese Overseas Development Association, company 

websites).  

Given the centrality of the Go Global policy to Chinese OFDI, it is 

interesting to examine project performance in the light of the Nine Principles on 

Encouraging and Standardizing Outward Investment set down by the State 

Council in 2006 (Bernasconi-Osterwalder et al., 2013, p. 10), especially those 

relating to compliance with local laws and regulations and preservation of 

corporate reputation, both of which were not very evident in the COVEC project 

failure in Poland.  Similarly, the evolution of OFDI activity is illustrated by the 

change in focus between the 11
th

 Five Year Plan’s emphasis on investing in 
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overseas processing and infrastructure construction and the current 12
th

 Five 

Year Plan (covering 2011-2015), which called for an acceleration of the strategy 

with particular emphasis on energy resources, manufacturing and agriculture, 

plus the creation of international sales channels and famous brands (Bernasconi-

Osterwalder, et al., 2013, pp. 9, 12). 

Williamson and Raman (2011), while cataloguing some of the most notable 

(and earlier) Chinese M&A failures, also identified a new approach evident from  

their analysis of six more recent takeovers, describing it in terms of a three-

pronged strategy aimed at improved M&A performance.  This new strategy 

involved firstly a shift to acquiring hard assets, which were easier to assess and 

value and also easier to leave substantially alone from a management and 

operational perspective.  They noted that by 2009 the energy or natural resources 

sectors accounted for 70% of deals,  although by 2013 this had dropped to 56% 

(Cai & Liu, 2013).  The second part of the strategy involved acquiring emerging 

and new technologies and offshore R&D facilities and skills, an approach 

common to many of the more successful projects examined below.  Thirdly, 

foreign takeovers are being used to strengthen their domestic operations and 

capability;  Geely’s $1.8bn acquisition of Volvo (Conklin & Cadieux, 2010) 

represents an excellent example.  Finally, Williamson and Raman (2011)  found 

evidence of increased M&A sophistication:  

“Knowing when to walk away from a deal is usually the hallmark of M&A 

sophistication. At least some Chinese acquirers are finally doing it… Ten 

years ago, Chinese companies would have insisted on clinching a deal at 
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any price. That they no longer do so is perhaps the brightest sign that China 

Inc. is learning from its M&A mistakes. (p. 7) 

 
What becomes clear, from the Government agencies down, is the realization 

of the necessary capabilities plus the increasingly pivotal role played by private 

Chinese firms in increasingly large transactions.  Paradoxically, many of these 

entrepreneurial firms, while having the financial capacity – especially the 

increasing number of billionaire-led entrepreneurial companies referred to in the 

preamble to this chapter -   lacked the requisite management skills and 

international experience in target selection and post-acquisition. Nevertheless, 

Section 6.5 does serve to illustrate the range and scale of Chinese OFDI and 

provide a basis for examining strategic choices made relative to benefit 

symmetry and structural integration effectiveness. 

Rather than dwell at length on the most-recognised and most-globally active 

Chinese MNCs  (such as CNOOC, Haier,  Huawei and  Lenovo), all of whose 

activities are well-documented, I have chosen to introduce the country- and 

region-based case examples by illustrating the dynamic nature of notable 

Chinese OFDI participants. Firstly, in 2013, Forbes reported: 

“China’s corporations are rising in the global economy.  According to this 

year’s list of Fortune Global 500 Companies, 89 Chinese companies made 

to the list, up from 73 last year, 61 two years ago, and 34 in 2008; three 

companies made to the top ten, beating the US and Japan.” 

(Mourdoukoutas, 2013) 

http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/global500/index.html
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Secondly, in a more graphic illustration of the rate and nature of change in 

participants,  Backaler  (2012, 2014) identified the top globally active  Chinese 

companies for 2013 and 2014 (see Table 6.1).  Whilst he didn’t declare the 

selection criteria, these listings are indicative of the evolution of Chinese OFDI; 

indeed, some of the companies are included in the examples dealt with in 

Section 6.5.  Of at least equal interest is that, when the 2104 list is compared 

with the top 100 Chinese companies of 2009 (Zhang & Alon, 2010), only 6 of 

the 2014 companies appear in the earlier top 100 list.   

The other graphic illustration of the dynamism of Chinese OFDI is that 

Wang Jianlin, billionaire entrepreneur and chairman of Dalian Wanda, which 

has been described as one of the most internationally aggressive Chinese 

conglomerates (see Preamble and Table 6.1) is not included in a biographical 

dictionary of new Chinese entrepreneurs and business leaders (Zhang & Alon, 

2009), yet by 2013 he topped the list of China’s 168 billionaires, with an 

estimated wealth of US%14.1bn (Flannery, 2013).  In addition, not only are the 

participating companies changing, but so are the industries and the markets 

being entered, as well as relevant Chinese Government policies; overall, Chinese 

OFDI is diversifying, growing and maturing at a bewildering speed. 
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6.5  Projects by country or region 

6.5.1 Africa 

6.5.1.1    General 
 

“Today, there are thousands of Chinese own (sic) factories, farms, retail 

shops, mining, oil exploration and construction companies that are now 

operating or doing business in Africa and with Africans.” (Matondo, 2012, 

p. 10655). 

Based on analysis of data from 43 African countries, Biggeri and Sanfilippo 

(2009) identified Chinese OFDI activities to include oil production, resources 

exploration and extraction, agriculture, distribution of Chinese manufactured 

goods and infrastructure construction (including roads, railways, telecoms and 

factories), with Alland (2012) finding a greater resources focus on metals than 

fuels.  Oyeranti, Babatunde and Ogunkola (2011, p. 189) reported that Chinese 

investment in oil, gas and minerals infrastructure  across a number of African 

countries ran into the billions of US dollars, with a relatively small  proportion 

of investment in manufacturing, notably agro-processing, pharmaceuticals and 

telecommunications, while the vast majority of Chinese companies involved 

were SOEs.   

A 2013 World Bank study of private Chinese investment in Africa (Shen, 

2013) found significant sector differences, with the private companies 

predominantly concentrating on manufacturing and distribution, wheareas the 

government investments focused on construction and mining, while at the same 

time providing a number of very useful insights.  Popular criticisms of Chinese 
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OFDI in Africa cited by Shen (2013, p. 4) included a heavy concentration on oil, 

gas and mining, dependence on political deals made at high levels, and Chinese 

companies bringing their own workforce; the contrary view was that these 

projects created jobs and assisted the host country’s early-stage industrialization.  

However, by 2011, 923 projects, representing 55% of all Chinese projects on the 

African continent, were registered to the private sector and described by Shen 

(2013, p.4) as “..seldom run by large Chinese SOEs, but mostly by small and 

medium sized private Chinese investors, who are often producing outside China 

for the first time, and who hardly speak any language other than their mother 

tongue.” Similar distinctions between SOE and medium companies operating in 

Sub-Saharan Africa were identified by Kaplinsky and Morris (2012).  In terms 

of geographic distribution, while Chinese OFDI projects were found in 44 

countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, some 40% of the total projects were located in 

Nigeria, South Africa, Zambia, Ethiopia and Ghana, with another 25% located in 

Tanzania, Congo, Angola, Sudan and Kenya (Shen, 2013, p. 8). 

Shen also identified a number of differences between the SOE operations 

and those of private Chinese companies. Unlike the typical case with SOEs, no 

evidence was found that private firms depended on imported Chinese labour, 

with a typical 1:15 Chinese to local labour, with most technical and managerial 

positions held by Chinese; some private company managers who were 

interviewed spoke of the need to respect local cultures and religions; private 

company CEO’s  differed from their SOE counterparts in terms of profitability 

and different business attitudes, while their smaller size and largely wholly-
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owned structure enabled them to be more flexible and responsive.   One SOE 

project studied was facing significant delays and financial difficulties but “could 

not withdraw because it was a project based on high-level government-to-

government agreement” (Shen, 2013, p. 31). 

6.5.1.2    Congo 
 

Other difficulties faced by Chinese SOEs in Africa include an overall 

negative perception based on low levels of compliance, unfair trading practices 

and disregard for environmental concerns (Maurin & Yeophantong (2013) and 

the different languages and cultural and historical backgrounds.  Addressing 

these issues with regard to the Congo, Matondo (2012) stressed that:  

“..it therefore becomes important and imperative for managers of Chinese 

construction companies operating in Congo to understand the national 

cultures of Congo and the impacts of this culture on the attitudes and 

behaviour of the local workers. With its 3.8 million people, ethnologists 

recognize 62 spoken languages, principal 15 ethnic groups and more than 

70 subgroups in Congo.”  (p. 10656)  

6.5.1.3    Nigeria 
 

In Nigeria, Oyeranti et al. (2011) reported that China National Offshore Oil 

Corporation (CNOOC) and China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) were 

engaged in oil exploration production, with other Chinese SOEs engaged in 

major rail construction projects, including the Lagos-Kano rehabilitation project 

and the Abuja Rail Mass Transport System; they also cited the issue of a lack of 
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investment in technology transfer and training, with Chinese companies 

criticised for employing few local experts and bringing  in necessary equipment 

accompanied by Chinese technicians.  Huawei addressed the skills transfer issue 

by the establishment of a centre to train 2,000 Nigerian telecoms engineers per 

year (Oyeranti et al., 2013, p. 190). 

 

6.5.1.4    Uganda and Zambia 

Elsewhere in Africa, CNOOC has recently announced plans to spend US2bn 

developing Uganda’s oilfield (China Overseas Development Association, 

2013e), while by 2007 China was the third-largest FDI investor in Zambia, with 

the bulk of the companies engaged in manufacturing (43%), services (21%) and 

construction (16%)  (Kragelund, 2009, p. 483).  Chinese Government facilitation 

was found to be significant in Zambia, with Bank of China branches, 

establishment of trade cooperation zones and soft loans from Chinese trade and 

agricultural development banks. 

 

6.5.2 Asia 

 
Chinese OFDI examples from Asia examined here fall into three distinct 

categories: strategic resources investments (oil in Kazakhstan, hydro 

construction in the Mekong region), minerals and timber extraction (Myanmar, 

Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam) and high-tech and automotive manufacturing (Japan 

and Korea).  
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6.5.2.1     Kazahkstan 

The focus on Chinese OFDI in Kazahkstan rests primarily on the strategic 

importance of access to its oil supplies and concerns about the production 

capability of China’s domestic fields, leading to the acquisition of a 60% stake 

in AktobeMunaiGaz in 1996, at the time outbidding established global players 

such as Texaco and Amoco, while in 2005 CNPC followed this up with the 

US$4bn acquisition of PetroKazakhstan (McCarthy, 2013).  Additionally, there 

was strong Chinese Government interest in establishing an overland oil pipeline 

to China, to address national security concerns regarding shipping routes passing 

through the Malacca Straits. 

6.5.2.2 Mekong Region 
 

Chinese OFDI activity in the Mekong region includes bauxite mines, large-

scale rubber and timber plantations and hydropower, with more than 40 Chinese 

SOEs and private companies engaged in dam construction, according to Maurin 

& Yeophantong (2013, p. 296).   However, they noted that: 

“As is the case for Africa’s mining sector, Chinese companies have entered 

the Mekong region with limited awareness and concern for the local 

customs and socio-political climate of the host countries. This has 

consequently led them to underestimate the damaging effects that 

mismanaged community relations can have on their operations, as the lack 

of a “social license to operate” has, in many occasions, translated into a 

hostile investment environment.” (p. 299) 
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6.5.2.3    Japan 
 

The example from Japan is part of a study focused on smaller Chinese 

private companies seeking strategic assets, new markets and improved efficiency 

in a developed economy.  The 2012 study, by Gao and Li involved face-to-face 

interviews with the company CEO’s and other managers and employees 

involved in the companies’ internationalization activities.  The company, Hengli. 

established in 2000 and having 300 employees, 34% of them in R&D, 

manufactured electromechanical metal processing equipment.    In 2011, it 

acquired 100% of Sumikura, due to its more advanced sheet metal technology.  

Clearly, the benefits were shared by both companies, Hengli’s access to other 

industry sectors and distribution channels and for Sumikura Hengli’s lower 

costs, with mutual benefits including shared R&D and improved supply, 

production and marketing efficiencies (Gao & Li, 2012, p. 18-19).  This example 

is similar to many of the more recent private Chinese company investments in 

Europe, many of which exhibit the symmetric benefits and                

decentralised control characteristics. 

 6.5.2.4    Korea 

By contrast, the 2004 acquisition of a 49% stake of Korea’s Ssangyong 

Motor Company by the Shanghai Automotive Industry Corporation (SAIC) at a 

cost of US$500m was not successful and in July 2010 SAIC diluted its holdings 

to just 3.9%. As noted by Williamson and Raman (2011, p. 3) after 5 years and a 

total of US$618m invested, SAIC earned virtually nothing – an excellent 
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example of zhulan dashui, yichang kong (drawing water in a bamboo basket and 

achieving nothing). 

 

6.5.3 Europe 

6.5.3.1    General 
 

 Based on examination of 2009 Chinese Government data, Pietrobelli, 

Rabellotti and Sanfilippo (2010, p. 8)  identified Germany and the United 

Kingdom as the top European recipients of Chinese OFDI between 2003 and 

2008, with 35% (more than US$800m) each, with the Netherlands at some 7% 

and France, Sweden, Spain and Italy all in the 4-5% range. However, by 2012, 

France was reported as the largest Chinese investment recipient , accounting for 

21% of the total for the year, while by 2014, Chinese investment in Denmark 

had reached US$540m, representing a 500% increase over 2003 (Li-Ying, 

Stucchi, Visholm & Jansen, 2013).  In October, 2013, the Chinese  Ministry of 

Finance projected that total Chinese investment in Europe could reach 

US$500bn within seven years.  This rapid growth is being supported by bilateral 

trade investment agreements established between China and a number of 

European countries, including the Great Britain, Germany, France, Switzerland, 

Italy and Denmark. 

 Rios-Morales and Brennan (2010, p. 223) argued that Chinese investment 

in Europe was characterized by market-seeking strategies, of which a third were 

in manufacturing goods and services in the automotive, food and beverage, 

textiles and chemical industries and half in commerce, transport and logistics.  

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=zhulandashuiyichangkong


______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        315 

 

     

 

However, it is in the smaller R&D segment where examples similar to the 

Hengli experience can be found. 

6.5.3.2    Sweden 
 

In 2011, Century, a patent-rich and financially strong Chinese manufacturer 

of electronic article surveillance products and more than 50 R&D engineers, 

acquired an 80% stake in financially weak Swedish engineering services 

company MW Security AB.  The acquisition gave MW Security access to the 

China market and significant cost and operating efficiencies, while the reciprocal 

benefit for Century was improved new product development and new sales 

channels. (Gao & Li, 2012, pp. 18-19); hence this is another example of 

symmetric benefit, as was Geely’s acquisition of financially challenged Volvo 

(Conklin & Cadieux, 2010). 

 

6.5.3.3    Denmark 

Interview-based case studies of the investments of three Chinese companies 

in Denmark  (Li-Ying et al., 2013) identified networking and guanxi as key to 

successful outcomes.   Denmark’s attraction for Chinese companies rests on 

what the authors described as relatively concentrated pools of specialised human 

resources and abundant technological assets and a range of advanced high-tech 

companies in fields such as sustainable energy and bio-pharmaceuticals. 

However, they also highlighted significant differences between China and 

Denmark in terms of governance and business systems and practices. 
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Established in 2007 and privately owned by the founder and two Western 

hedge funds, Company A manufactured renewable energy and wind turbine 

products. It had 400 employees, including 130 engineers and R&D staff.  In 

2008 the Danish subsidiary was established to serve as the global innovation 

centre, with responsibility for new product development and high-level technical 

support with 27 R&D staff led by a Danish manager.   The symmetric benefit 

clearly rested on significant manufacturing cost advantage and advanced 

technology skills. 

Privately-owned Company B manufactured a large range of electro-

accoustic communication devices and derived more than 60% of its income from 

International sales (in Europe, Southeast Asia and the USA).  340 of its 4,000 

employees were engineers and R&D staff.  An R&D centre was established in 

Denmark in 2008 for market expansion and new product development. The 

symmetric benefit clearly rested on access to advanced skills for Company B 

and a less hierarchical working environment for the Danish engineers. 

In sharp contrast to the first two examples, Company C was one of the 

largest textile manufacturers in China, with more than 20,000 employees, 

advanced research capabilities and a 100-year history.  Owned by the local 

government in Shanghai and several state asset holding companies, it was 

established more than a century ago.  At the time of the study, Company C was a 

main fabric supplier to the Chinese automotive industry and was seriously 

considering a strategic asset investment in Denmark. 
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Features common to all three companies included: no experience 

establishing or managing international operations; sound financial backing and 

strong domestic market presence;  and government encouragement to engage in 

OFDI.  However, distinct differences were found with regard to decision-making 

and corporate culture.  For Company A, its innovation centre, which had only 

one Chinese employee, enjoyed a high degree of autonomy, while Company B’s 

local manager was in constant communication with the parent company and 

decision-making was usually immediate.  However, Company C’s decision-

making suffered from government scrutiny and red tape and it took 4 years to 

finalise the Denmark investment decision.  Nevertheless, all three companies 

exhibited similarities in their corporate cultures, embracing risk-taking, 

innovation, workforce flexibility and a strong outcomes focus. 

Finally, as mentioned above, the authors found that informal networking 

and guanxi before and after the acquisitions were key factors in all cases to 

address the culture-based challenges surrounding issues such as contracts versus 

trust and structured versus dynamic management styles.  

6.5.3.4    Austria 
 

Williamson and Raman (2011, pp. 5-6) described a similar example from 

Austria, involving a subsidiary of the state-owned Aviation Industry Corporation 

of China, the Xian Aircraft Industry Corporation (XAC),  acquiring  91.25% of  

a financially struggling Fischer Advanced Composite Components (FACC), a 

leading supplier to major aircraft manufacturers.  In this case, despite XAC’s 

SOE ownership, symmetric benefits clearly accrued to FACC in terms of 
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financial stability and access to the China market and to XAC in terms of 

leading technology and technological expertise.  Furthermore, the authors quoted 

the XAC vice-chairman’s view that he wanted to “...retain the management 

culture that underpins FACC’s success in high-tech R&D” (p. 6).  This example 

suggests that at least some SOE subsidiaries might be best grouped with former 

SOE’s in terms of the segmentation of OFDI characteristics presented in Figure 

6.1. 

6.5.3.5    Germany 
 

According to a Xinhua report on a Ernst & Young survey of 400 executives 

from medium and large Chinese companies from a range of industries (Germany 

top European investment country, 2012) Germany was regarded not only as one 

of the top three investment destinations worldwide but by far the most attractive 

in Europe.  More than half of the companies were contemplating joint ventures, 

with less than 10% considering acquisitions, while the manufacturing and 

automotive sectors were of the greatest interest.  Key drivers were identified as 

being expertise and market access.  Xinhua also reported that “…China became 

the biggest foreign investor in Germany in 2011, with 158 greenfield investment 

projects, ahead of the United States and Switzerland, which had 110 and 91 

projects respectively.” 

Reporting on in-depth interview-based studies of seven Chinese MNCs’ 

entry into Germany,  Klossek,  Linke and Nippa (2012) focused very much on 

the steps taken to overcome the liability of foreignness (LOF), while at the same 

time seeking to maximize the acquisition of modern management practices.  
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Lenovo, along with machine-tool manufacturers Beijing No.1 and the 

Shanggong Group entered via acquisition and thus faced the need to lower their 

LOF by brand preservation; by contrast, the Bank of China, Baosteel,  

Minmetals and Haier all chose greenfield investment, thus enabling them to 

lower their LOF via inculcating their staff with the parent company culture and 

business practices. 

In terms of control mechanisms, some of the companies used a “system of 

dual leadership;”  in Shanggong’s case, the German CEO was responsible for 

production, R&D and sales, while responsibility for finance, IT and HRM rested 

with his Chinese colleague (p. 40).  In many of the cases, the authors found that 

the concept of dual teams also applied in middle management, a principle 

dubbed by Lenovo as the “2-in the-box” system , aimed clearly at facilitating the 

integration of the different management practices, ideologies and values present 

in such environments (p. 41).  The Greenfield ventures adopted a different 

integration approach, with a Chinese General Manager supported by a German 

female assistant who, in the cases of Baosteel and Minmetals, was a fluent 

Mandarin speaker (p .42). 

6.5.3.6    France 

According to an interview of France’s investment councillor in China (Cai 

& Liu, 2013), 21% of Chinese investment in Europe in 2012 occurred in France, 

making it the top destination, while in 2013 Chinese companies in France 

employed some 15,000 French workers, with Lenovo, Haier and ZTE all having 

chosen to locate their European headquarters in Paris and an increasing number 
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of smaller Chinese companies entering sectors such as healthcare and aviation.  

However, in the context of this study, the failed 2004 acquisition of Thomson by 

TCL offers an excellent example of the challenges faced by Chinese companies 

entering the European market.  The US$560m deal, involved a merger of TCL’s 

TV and DVD operations with Thomson’s consumer electronics, with TCL 

holding 67% of the merged entity.  Initially, the deal appeared to have 

symmetric benefit, bringing Thomson low-cost Chinese manufacturing and 

delivering TCL a Western brand and access to Western markets.  However, 

barely three years later, the European operations were declared insolvent and the 

business was effectively shut down.  

 

 The case analysis by Williamson and Raman (2011) identified a number of 

reasons for the failure; these included inadequate due diligence (the brands were 

old and the divisions acquired were making losses), commercial and legal 

complexities and lack of Chinese managers with the necessary international 

experience and skills.  However, the predominant problem appeared to relate to 

cultural differences:  

“Above all, TCL lacked the capabilities to assimilate Thomson’s 

people….The new company was dysfunctional because people came from 

different cultures and had different routines. When TCL imposed its 

practices on the venture, culture clashes erupted. For example, Chinese 

executives were shocked to find that if they tried to schedule meetings on 

weekends – a regular occurrence in China – their French counterparts 
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would turn off their phones and be unavailable.”  (Williamson & Raman,   

p. 4) 

Thus, despite symmetric benefits, the poor integration implementation emerged 

as a major cause of failure.   

6.5.3.7    Great Britain 

In January, 2014  China Daily quoted senior Chinese trade officials as 

reporting that Chinese investment in Great Britain had not only reached 

US$13bn in the preceding two years but that this amount exceeded the total 

Chinese investment for the previous 30 years (Zhang, 2014).  2013 investment 

was reported as being more than $3bn, with investment sectors including high-

tech manufacturing, infrastructure property and R&D centres, with more than 20 

Chinese companies establishing British branches. Examples of Chinese OFDI 

projects included: investments by large Chinese conglomerate DalianWang 

included hotel construction, and a planned US$5bn investment in regeneration 

projects; Huawei’s plans to inject a further US$2bn to expand its operations; 

major infrastructure construction projects, such as a high-speed rail network  and 

new nuclear power plants (Zhang, 2014); and Beijing Construction Engineering 

Group (BCEG)’s projects involving redevelopment of Manchester airport and 

construction of an associated business district, Airport City.  

6.5.3.8    Italy 

Pietrobelli et al. (2010), relying on both secondary sources and in-depth 

interviews at Chinese companies in Italy, identified designs, advanced 

technologies and brands as key drivers of Chinese investment in a range of 
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sectors, including automotive, textiles and clothing, machinery and home 

appliances.  The authors found that most Chinese companies investing in Italy 

also had investments in other European countries while, with the exception of 

Haier and the Hengdian Group, most of the 68 companies surveyed were  small, 

with mostly fewer than 100 employees.  Major industry sectors were 

whitegoods, automotive and transport and logistics, followed by electronics, 

telecommunications, metal products and textiles (p. 10). 

More broadly, larger Chinese companies including Haier, Huawei and 

Hisense have invested in manufacturing and the China Ocean Shipping Group 

(COSCO) in logistics.  Acquisitions have included Haier’s purchase of 

refrigerator manufacturer Meneghetti and cooking appliances firm Elba, the 

benefits being both market access and higher-grade design and manufacturing 

technology, while the establishment of their headquarters in Varese was driven 

by the intention to acquire knowledge and management capacity (p.14), a 

common theme also amongst the medium-sized Chinese companies, who were 

reported as seeking international managerial experience.   A number of Chinese 

companies have established R&D centres in Italy, including Huawei, Janhuai 

and Changan (all, incidentally in Turin). The Qinjiang Group’s acquisition of 

motorcycle manufacturer Benelli, clearly the case referred to by Spigarelli and 

Alon (2013) below, used the acquisition to establish its European R&D centre 

(Pietrobelli, et al., 2010, p. 17). 

Examination of the case of a leading Chinese motorcycle and machinery  

manufacturer’s acquisition of  a small Italian scooter and motorcycle 
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manufacturer of much  by Spigarelli and Alon (2013) highlighted some of the 

difficulties encountered when a Chinese SOE acquires a family company, 

despite the symmetric benefit.  The Chinese company, which already exported 

40% of its output to more than 100 countries, acquired design skills, a broader 

product range (larger motorbikes),  a European brand, production efficiency and 

increased production capacity, while the deal brought financial succour to the 

Italian company, which had gone into liquidation.  Despite there being no 

changes in administration or R&D and only three Chinese managers taking the 

roles of Managing Director, Sales Director and Parts Quality Manager, the 

authors reported that:  

“Despite the positive changes that the acquisition brought about, some 

problems emerged during the integration process, due primarily to the 

cultural differences between Chinese and Italians in general in terms of 

attitudes and lifestyles and in particular in terms of business approaches” 

(p.199). 

These problems manifested themselves through issues such as time and 

punctuality, a new focus on group rather than individual success, IT and 

business systems that were not integrated, planning being conducted in China 

and decision-making highly concentrated in the Chinese Managing Director.  In 

addition, with neither side fluent in English, which was adopted as the bridge 

language, along with the culturally-based avoidance of direct negative responses 

on the part of the Chinese, communication represented a major obstacle to 
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success. From these and a range of other issues, the consequences were 

significant declines in sales performance and production value. 

6.5.3.9    Poland 

The Polish Government’s June 2011 cancellation of the China Overseas 

Construction Group (COVEC)’s highway contract part way through the 

construction phase is arguably the most publicly visible Chinese OFDI failure 

both outside and inside China, with coverage not only in the Wall Street Journal 

(Areddy, 2012) and Financial Times (Cienski, 2011) but also in the  China Daily 

( Chang, 2011) and Caixin (Gu & Wang, 2011).  It proved embarrassing both for 

the company and the government, represented a setback for COVEC’s expansion 

into Europe and provides some illuminating insights into reasons for failure. 

COVEC, a subsidiary of China Rail Group, reportedly one of Asia’s largest 

construction and engineering companies, won the contract in 2009  to build 

50km of the high-profile A2 highway between Warsaw and the German border, 

with a bid that was less than half the US$1bn budgeted by the government, 

giving rise to allegations of price dumping by rival bidders, allegations echoed 

by an German industry body that ”...state-owned Chinese companies were 

securing contracts in the region via price-dumping, aggressive financing and 

generous risk-guarantees” (Cienski, 2013). 

An assessment of the case published in the Wall Street Journal in June 2012 

(Areddy, 2012) contrasted the low regulatory oversight of Chinese construction 

companies in China and Africa with a project that involved not only the tight 

regulatory oversight of a European Union country but also design, financing and 
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construction for a very complex project.   According to the Dutch engineer hired 

by the Polish government to monitor the project, COVEC, supported by its 

Chinese SOE partners, Shanghai Construction and China Railway Tunnel 

Group, met the design and preparation stages and demonstrated “technical 

acumen,”  but the construction phase proved COVEC’s undoing. 

Areddy (2012)  identified a number of reasons for the failure of the project, 

including leadership capability, contractual diligence, regulatory requirements,  

poor record-keeping, construction mistakes, financial systems, organizational 

business policies and practices and management styles and practices.  Many of 

these revolved around the first Chinese Project Manager, a 49 year-old engineer 

who spoke only Chinese, failed to take action on importing  Chinese workers 

and equipment and initially failed to propose local suppliers and subcontractors 

and then requested 20%-40% discounts from them (a not infrequent Chinese 

purchasing officer’s behaviour, in my own experience).  In addition, he appeared 

to have little local decision-making authority, reportedly declaring that 

headquarters approval was needed for the purchase of something as minor as an 

office photocopier. 

At the organizational level, inadequate attention to contract detail and legal 

requirements, wrong calculation of the costings and an initial lack of a project 

budget all contributed to the difficulties.  In November, 2010, after the Dutch 

engineer vetoed the Project Manager’s choice of subcontractors as being too 

inexperienced, a new Project Manager was appointed and significant progress 

began to be made.  However, it was not long before the new Project Manager 
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was seeking accelerated payments and informed the monitoring engineer that 

COVEC project funds were exhausted. In response to a COVEC proposal to 

complete the work for an additional US$37m., the Polish Government 

terminated the contract, making this another “bamboo basket” example. 

A complicating factor in this project was the mixture of politics and 

commerce, with the clear impression, held both on the Polish side and amongst 

the COVEC personnel, that the Chinese Government stood as guarantor for the 

project and its funding; according to Areddy (2011, p. 3), this is widely 

understood to be the case with projects in Africa and Asia and certainly this 

issue is examined in some detail by Maurin and Yeophantong  (2013).    

However, despite the Chinese Ambassador initially invoking Chinese honour in 

offering assurances to the Polish Government that COVEC would fulfil its 

contractual obligations, he changed position and , in possibly an indication of the 

maturing of government policy, declared the following day that “…China’s 

Government had limited leverage with an independent company” (Areddy, p. 4).  

The final word perhaps should, rightly, come from the Dutch monitoring 

engineer, who when asked if he would hire a Chinese construction company 

again, was quoted by Areddy (p. 4) as saying: “We have to build roads.  We need 

trustworthy partners.”  

6.5.3.10    Romania 
 

According to a November, 2013 Xinhua report closer economic ties have 

facilitated the export of Chinese manufactured goods into Central and Eastern 

Europe generally, with major exports into Romania including automobiles, 
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bicycles and TV sets (Chinese enterprises explore ways, 2013).  The report also 

described the case of Donghui Sports Equipment Company (DHS), categorizing 

it as a typical example of Chinese OFDI in Romania.  From its foundation in 

1998, DHS has become one of the largest bicycle manufacturers in Europe, as 

well as commanding a 70% market share in Romania.  The DHS Chairman was 

quoted as attributing the company’s success to a focus on product quality, 

putting people first in terms of pay and employment conditions and being active 

in the community through charity and non-profit activities and sports 

sponsorship. 

 

6.5.4 Middle East and North Africa 

6.5.4.1    General 

According to a May, 2013 report, 

 “China’s interests in the Middle East span economics, diplomacy, security, 

and soft power. With much to gain from an increased presence in the 

region, the Chinese are making an all-out effort to build a base there, 

including in nations where Western investors have long feared to go.” 

(Florcruz & Fortin, 2013, p. 1) 

Only two years previously, China had accounted for less than 2% of total 

OFDI in the region, but continued strong economic growth created demands for 

energy resources that could not be met from domestic production.   However, 

China’s entry to the Middle East energy sector began decades earlier, with China 

Petroleum Engineering and Construction Corporation (CNPC’s overseas 
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construction arm) initially undertaking small turnkey construction projects, then 

progressing to a US$400m oil storage reconstruction project in Kuwait. The 

Great Wall Drilling Company, only set up in 1993, soon captured drilling 

opportunities right across the Arab world, including Egypt, Qatar, Nigeria, 

Oman, Sudan and Tunisia; by 1997 the value of Chinese overseas oil-service 

projects had reached US$10bn (Zhao, 2010, p. 49). 

Miles and Edwards (2012), in a report examining opportunities for Chinese 

investors in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), indicated that along 

with investment in oil, gas and minerals, the vast consumer market potential was 

also drawing Chinese investors, the location preferences being stable, low risk 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.  The report profiled respondents to 

a survey of Chinese SOEs and private companies who had either already 

invested in the MENA region or were contemplating investment.  40% of 

respondent companies were public while private companies and   SOEs each 

accounted for 30%.  Almost 75% were in the manufacturing, energy and mining 

industry sectors, with M&As (85%), public-private partnerships75%, green field 

investments (60%)  and joint ventures (55%) all likely market entry methods  

and a majority stake preferred by 75% of respondents (pp. 6-8).  Hurdles to 

overcome included lack of regulatory transparency, cumbersome bureaucracy as 

well as cultural issues. 

The critical importance of China’s energy security was a central theme of 

Chinese participants in a workshop conducted jointly in Dubai in November, 

2009 by the Gulf Research Center and the Nixon Center (Yuan, 2010; Zhao, 
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2010; Zhu, 2010) and is highlighted by the list of 18 MENA countries hosting 

Chinese oil and gas investments, with upstream projects in Iran, Iraq, Saudi, 

Kuwait and the UAE and with refining and petrochemical mainly in Saudi 

Arabia and Kuwait (Andrews-Speed, 2009, pp. 4-5).  Interestingly, these 

investments are presented as having symmetric benefit, with China’s energy 

security balanced against MENA countries’ operational cost efficiencies and 

access to the China market along with growing bi-lateral trade volumes across a 

wide range of goods. The announcement by China Estate Construction 

Engineering Corporation, China’s largest construction company, of a US$1bn 

investment in a major hotel development in Dubai (Maceda, 2013), signalled 

another stage in the evolution of Chinese OFDI in the Middle East. 

Infrastructure construction also plays an important role in Chinese OFDI in the 

Middle East, with examples including a Saudi  high-speed railway link between 

Mecca and Medina, plus many road construction projects.  However, Sager 

(2010, p.14) ascribed the limited number of deals actually completed - as 

opposed to being announced - to significant language obstacles and difficulties 

in finding suitable local partners.  

6.5.4.2    Iran and Iraq 

As reported by Zhao (2010, p.50), China entered Iran in 1997 with 43 bids 

for projects worth US$8bn, including refinery upgrades and pipeline and 

engineering services. Two of the most important projects are exploration of the 

North Pars gas filed and development of the Yadavarin oil field.  SINOPEC, in 

joint venture with the National Iranian Oil Company, is engaged in developing a 
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number of other oil fields, including the offshore Balala field, as well as refinery 

upgrades in Teheran and Tabriz, while in June, 2009, a BP-CNPC joint venture 

won the first post-war energy sector contract, involving the development of 

Iraq’s largest oilfield (Zhao, 2010, p. 51).  More recently, it was reported that 

PetroChina would become the largest foreign oil company working in Iraq, 

following announcements of a deal to develop two West Qurna oilfields, one in 

conjunction with Exxon (China Overseas Development Association, 2013d). 

6.5.4.3    Sudan 

Beginning in 1997 with a 40% share in a joint Sudan-foreign consortium to 

develop the Heglig and Unity oil fields, CNPC owns most of another oil field in 

southern Darfur. According to Zhao (2010, p. 50) they also own 41% of a Melut 

Basin field, with Sinopec constructing a pipeline from there a tanker terminal on 

the Red Sea, constructed by China’s Petroleum Engineering Construction Group.  

 

6.5.5    The Americas 

6.5.5.1   Brazil  and Peru 

According to Rios-Morales (2010, p. 222), China’s main Latin American 

markets for manufactured products including textiles, toys, clothing and 

electrical components are Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Panama and Peru.  

More recent developments in Brazil and Peru have focused on energy and 

minerals investments. 

In October, 2013, the results of an auction of the rights to explore Brazil’s 

biggest oilfield were announced, with development costs expected to reach 
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$46bn.  CNOOC, CNPC and SINOPEC all participated in the bidding, against 8 

other companies (China Overseas Development Association, 2013c).  The 

eventual winner was a consortium that included Brazil’s PetroBras with 40% 

stake, Royal Dutch Shell and France’s Total SA with 20% each and China’s 

CNOOC and CNPC each with 10% (Gayathri, 2013a, p. 1).  In a bidding 

competition for the US$5.9bn purchase of the Glencore-owned   Las Bambas 

copper mine in Peru, initially Jiangsu Copper Company, China’s leading copper 

producer, was pitted against Chinalco and Minmetals (China Overseas 

Development Association, 2013b) .  However, later reports indicated that 

Minmetals had been chosen by the National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC) as China’s preferred bidder, because “..it was seen as 

having more experience of integrating large Western businesses” (Thomas, 

Ferreira-Marques, Davies & Paul, 2014), an interesting insight into evolving 

government influence over Chinese OFDI. 

6.5.5.2    Canada 

A 2009  Ernst & Young presentation addressing Chinese OFDI experiences 

(Zhu, 2009)  identified  Canada as the most attractive mining region from both 

policy and potential perspectives, while identifying challenges that included 

national protectionism, national security, regulatory requirements and post 

acquisition integration.   The author also listed a number of major acquisition 

either announced or completed in the period 2008-2010, ranging from very large 

deal sizes such as Sinopec’s acquisition of Addax Petroleum (US$7.5bn)  in 

2009 and Syncrude Canada (US$4.65) in 2010, to Shanxi Non-Ferrous’s 
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acquisition of Yukon Zinc (US$107m) in 2008, with only one acquisition, that 

of Quadra Mining by State Grid (US$148m) indicated as involving a joint 

venture (Zhu, 2009, p. 7). 

 

Gao and Li (2012, pp. 18-19) profiled the 2011 acquisition of a 100% stake 

in Neucel by Fulida, a fabric and garment manufacturer with some 5,000 

employees, citing the motivation for Fulida as securing raw material supply, 

gaining access to advanced production technology and management expertise 

and extending sales channels.  Notably, Canada was the location of the very first 

Chinese national oil company’s overseas investment, with the CNPC’s 1991 

investment in an oil sands project (McCarthy, 2013, p. 1). 

 

6.5.5.3   USA 

In February, 2013, CNOOC announced that it had received approval from 

the Committee on Foreign Investments in the United States (CFIUS) for its 

acquisition of Canadian company Nixon (China Overseas Development 

Association, 2013a).  This announcement was notable for several reasons; firstly 

it represented the culmination of an extensive government approval process that 

involved not only the US Government, but also the Canadian, EU and British 

governments; secondly, at US$15bn, it was reportedly one of the largest recent 

Chinese OFDI transactions and more than three times the total Chinese OFDI in 

the US in 2012 (China Overseas Development Association, 2013g).  Later in 

2013, CFIUS approval was granted for another Chinese acquisition, a US$4.7bn 

majority stake in Smithfield Foods by China’s largest pork producer, Shuanghui 

International Holdings (Gayathri, 2013b); despite more than 96% of 
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shareholders voting in favour of the sale, which provided for Smithfield to 

continue under its own brand as a wholly-owned subsidiary, government 

concerns revolved around the issue of foreign control in the agribusiness sector, 

an issue the US Government shares with Australia as Chinese OFDI targeting 

evolves from energy security to food security.  These CFIUS approvals are 

notable, as a number of proposed acquisitions rejected on national security 

grounds have included  CNOOC, Huawei and Chinalco, (Anwar, 2010, p. 423) 

with  “Technology-seeking FDI” having a “Very High” importance rating and 

“Knowledge-seeking FDI” rated as “High” (p. 434), both major drivers of many 

of the Chinese cases examined in this study. 

 

The findings of a case study of the acquisition of Apptec  by WuXI 

Pharmatech in 2008 (Fang, 2013) provided some interesting insights into both 

Chinese companies’ global readiness and Chinese acquisitions in the US.  By 

2007, barely seven years after establishment of the company, customers of 

WuXi’s cost-effective laboratory and research manufacturing services provided 

by their 2,000 technological employees included nine of the world’s top ten 

pharmaceutical companies.  AppTec’s high-value testing and R&D services 

were focused on the product development processes in pharmaceuticals and 

medical devices.  At the outset, the benefit was symmetric, providing growth, 

market access as well as technology and expertise for WuXi and a needed  

injection of capital, growth, complementary services and market access for 

AppTec  (Fang, 2013, p. 22).  However, in common with a number of other 

cases examined for this study, the difficulties revolved around the post-
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acquisition integration.  These included cultural differences in the broad, as well 

as the people:process dichotomy, along with a ten-times salary disparity between 

Chinese and US scientists.  Also, although the two companies operated 

separately, they were overseen by a single, all-Chinese board and a nine-member 

executive team, eight of whom were Chinese.  

 

However, the market- and technological-complementarity of the two 

companies and the integration steps taken by WuXi combined to overcome these 

obstacles and the case study identified a number of the success factors as 

including: (a) the appointment of WuXi’s US-experienced COO to manage the 

post-acquisition integration, (b) good communication with employees, (c) cross-

cultural training, (d) WuXi’s strong internal knowledge base in both technology  

and management, with significant US and industry experience, (d) retention of 

key personnel and (e) adapting the business model to make best use of the low-

cost advantage on the China-based facilities while offering faster, premium 

services from its US facilities (pp. 26-29).  Success of the venture was able to be 

measured in terms of both financial and innovation performance, with significant 

revenue growth, operational efficiency improvements and a 50% increase in 

technological employees. 

 

Perhaps the most visible Chinese acquisition of a US company was the 

purchase of IBM’s PC business by Lenovo in 2005.  Initially beset by significant 

integration issues (to which I had some exposure as designer of a cultural 

integration program for company-wide implementation), it experimented with a 
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predominance of Western top leadership during the first 5 years before 

stabilising and moving to global PC market leadership and, very recently, to 

further acquisitions -  IBM’s low-end server business, for US$2.3bn and 

Google’s Motorola Mobility business for US$2.91bn (Perez, 2014).  Lenovo 

stands as one of the most useful examples of successful Chinese global MNCs, 

hence the frequent references to it throughout this study. 

6.5.6 Oceania 

6.5.6.1    Australia 

Like the CFIUS, Australia’s Foreign Investment Review Board (FIRB) is 

particularly sensitive to acquisitions that impinge on national security and 

foreign ownership in the agribusiness sector and examine very closely proposed 

acquisitions by state-owned enterprises. With Australia one of China’s major 

sources of minerals, it is hardly surprising that resources security has driven 

extensive Chinese investment.  According to an analysis reported on in August 

2013, Australia was China’s second largest resources acquisition destination 

after Canada: 

 “China has been by far the biggest foreign acquirer of Australian mining 

and oil and gas assets in the past five years, accounting for $28.6bn of all 

foreign acquisitions in the sector…(and) accounted for almost 42 per cent of 

all foreign acquisitions in Australia's resources sector in 2013, up from 22.3 

per cent in 2012.” (Garvey, 2013)  

 

Many of the acquisitions are quite small in value. In 2009 Shenzhen 

Zhongjin Lingnan Nonfemet Co bought 53.4% of mining company Perilya in a 
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deal that demonstrated symmetric benefit, with Periyla obtaining financial 

support and access to market intelligence and Shenzhen Lingnan securing 

supply; indeed in August, 2013 they made an offer to purchase the remainder of 

the shares for A$269m (China Overseas Development Association, 2013h).  In 

the same month, private Chinese coal company Shanzi Donghui Coal Coking 

and Chemicals Group, already holding a 14.9% stake in Rio Tinto subsidiary 

Turquoise Hills Resources, proposed the purchase of 29% of copper and gold 

miner Inova, a Turquoise Hill subsidiary, for A$163m.  The following month 

Wuhan Iron & Steel Group announced the signing of a Memorandum of 

Understanding with Centrex Metals, under which they will cooperate to secure 

further funding to progress the Eyre Iron Magnetite Joint Venture, a clear case of 

initial symmetric benefit. 

 

According to its website (sinosteel.com.au) Sinosteel Australia was a very 

early entrant to the Australian market, taking a 40% share in the Channar Joint 

Venture agreement with Hamersley Iron, at the time one of the largest Chinese 

investments in Australia.  In 2010, the two parties agreed to a major expansion 

of the project.  However, the Chinalco and CITIC Pacific experiences in 

Australia have been more problematic.  The former involved an A$19.5bn offer 

for an 18% stake in Rio Tinto in June 2009. Views of this proposition ranged 

from positive, providing financial support, to negative, portraying Sinosteel  as 

state-owned and “a dangerous economic competitor out to grab resources”  

(Smith & D’Arcy, 2013, p. 222). In the face of lobbying from major competitor 

BHP,   reservations and delays on the part of the FIRB and much media 
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coverage, combined with improved commodity prices that eased Rio’s financial 

pressures (and reduced the symmetric benefit), shareholder support was not 

forthcoming. 

 

In December, 2013, CITIC Pacific despatched its first shipment of iron ore 

to China, from a project that is reportedly four years behind schedule and A$6bn 

over budget (Cai, 2014b, p. 1).  In justifying the company’s perseverance in the 

face of what he described as “tough local conditions,” the Chairman of CITIC 

Pacific stressed China’s resource security.  Expanding on the problems faced by 

the project, Cai (2014a, pp. 1-2) identified massive construction cost under-

estimation, largely based on the assumption that they could use large numbers of 

Chinese construction workers; in fact, they were limited to a very small number 

of Chinese workers - less than 5% of the total.  The cost problems were 

exacerbated by wages disparity, with Australian truck drivers being paid 17 

times the Chinese average urban salary.  In addition, the cost estimation for 

workers’ accommodation was 10 times higher than budgeted, having to meet 

Australian rather than Chinese standards.  Other problems included differing 

work practices and productivity rates and the need to negotiate with indigenous 

landowners.  All told, this demonstrates a major failing of due diligence and 

planning. 

 

The fact that the project has proceeded, albeit way over budget and years 

behind schedule, perhaps can be attributed in part, at least, to the very 

experienced Chinese leadership team.  Having occasion to review their profiles 
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as part of preparation of a consulting assignment proposal, I found that, without 

exception, they had served in a number of other mining infrastructure projects in 

other parts of the world, up to six in most cases, although mostly in developing 

countries.  Furthermore, as reported by Callick (2014) the Chairman of CITIC 

Pacific Mining had worked in Australia for some 16 years on an earlier CITIC 

project.  Accordingly, based on the available information, the near-failure of this 

project should be ascribed primarily to poor planning, along with insufficient 

operational management experience in developed countries. 

 

Australia is also well to the fore in terms of the broadening of Chinese 

OFDI activities beyond resources, with China’s State Grid Corp purchasing a 

stake in electricity and gas distributor SP AusNet  (Bartholomeusz, 2013), KCC 

Real Estate’s purchase of Willow Creek Winery, with plans to develop an on-

site tourist hotel (China Overseas Development Association, 2014) and textile 

manufacturer Zhejiang RIFA’s purchase of a number of merino sheep properties 

(Neales, 2014).  Significant interest is emerging also in the agribiusiness sector, 

consistent with the increasing Chinese focus on food security, both in terms of 

production capacity and health and safety standards. 

 

6.5.6.2    New Zealand  

The increased focus on food security, particularly milk products has driven 

a number of Chinese investments in New Zealand.  In 2010, Shanghai-based 

Bright Dairy purchased a 51% processing firm Synlait Milk, while in 2012 

Shanghai Penxin purchase of the Crafar farms, following a New Zealand 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        339 

 

     

 

Supreme Court challenge by a competing bidder   The next year the New 

Zealand Overseas Investment Office approved Guangdong-based Yashili 

International Holding’s NZ$230m proposal to build a milk processing plant and  

Inner Mongolian-based Yashili International Holdings’ purchase of Oceania 

Dairy (China Overseas Development Association, 2012). 

 

6.6 Summary & Conclusions 

These voices from the field provide a picture of the rapid growth and 

equally rapid evolution of Chinese OFDI from both individual and 

organizational perspectives, in both cases encompassing both negative and 

positive aspects.  

The lack of experience highlighted by the Vice-Chairman of the China 

Investment Corporation (see Section 6.1), so evident in the analysis of all 

responses in Chapter 5, took on a different dimension in the analysis of 

international assignee responses in this chapter. While the percentage of 

international assignees who had previous international experience was still very 

low, it was clear that actual international experience modified the high levels of  

enthusiasm evident in many of the response items (see Figure 6.14), narrowing 

the rhetoric-to-reality gap.  Secondly, the analysis of 2011 respondents by age 

and company type confirmed that the international assignees were drawn 

predominantly from the over-40s age groups, rather than the 30-39 year olds that 

were found in such large numbers in the total sample (see Figure 6.6 and Figure 

5.5), a clear indication that either experience or seniority played an important 
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part in their selection.  The other aspect of experience found in this chapter was 

the very high response regarding the benefit of international assignment 

experience to assignees’ careers and the sharp contrast with the relatively low 

post-assignment retention rate. When combined with the finding that only 26% 

of the 2009  respondents expected to still be with the same company in 5 years 

time,  these results suggest to me that Chinese companies, while providing short-

term career benefit, were not placing the same level of importance on developing 

and maintaining their international talent pool over the long term, an approach 

much favoured by foreign MNCs such as HSBC and GE (see Section 4.4).  

The issue of English language fluency and the language and cultural 

challenges faced in complex situations such as negotiation (see Sections 5.2 and 

5.7) emerged again with the 2011 international assignees.  Far more of them 

reported fluency in English and they were scored higher on a number of the 

Transcultural elements; nevertheless, I would regard their higher scoring for 

“intercultural communication” and “negotiation” with the same reservations as 

those I expressed in Chapter 5 with regard to the responses of all respondents – 

and the cultural difference and language issues identified in a number of the 

OFDI case examples certainly support this view.  

The two major reasons given by respondents to the 2009 survey for refusing 

the opportunity for an international assignment were impact on the family and 

not being properly equipped.  As I have made clear in earlier chapters and 

highlighted in both Figure 1.1 and 3.4, I regard family issues as being more 

important for Chinese expatriates than for expatriates from other, less collectivist 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        341 

 

     

 

and traditional cultures and this certainly warrants further research.  Similarly, 

even with the low levels of training activity, the analysis of competencies and 

skills results in both Chapter 5 and this chapter, along with the lessons from the 

case examples, all point to a need for better understanding of both the scope and 

nature of the pre-assignment training that was provided. 

The application of control variables provided many insights, including the 

age profiling discussed above.  Another interesting example arose with the 

analysis of motivations for engaging in international assignments, with 

“importance to the motherland,” that is, national interest being rated much 

higher in SOEs than in the private or public companies.  This points to equally 

significant differences in corporate cultures and is consistent with the bifurcation 

of cultural path dependence discussed in the preamble to this chapter, with the   

junzi:xiaoren (gentleman:small man) dichotomy highlighting the different 

corporate drivers, OFDI approaches and OFDI performance illustrated in many 

of the case examples in this chapter.  

As becomes clear from these case examples, the increasing OFDI activity 

by private companies, both smaller family companies and rapidly growing and 

financially strong entrepreneurial companies, in concert with and encouraged by 

loosening of Government restrictions and controls on OFDI activity, along with 

the broadening of scope beyond  infrastructure, resources  food security into 

high-tech innovation and other areas such as hospitality and luxury boat-

building, means that much more needs to be understood about  these company 

types, as the SOE profile is no longer sufficient. In a first step in improving 
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understanding of this issue, I have proposed a Benefit and Integration matrix 

(see Figure 6.23) that aims to illustrate the different approaches represented in 

the case examples.  

 

Figure 6.23:  Benefit and Integration matrix 

I have chosen to define the structural integration range as “Dichotomous” to 

“Homogenous” rather than “Low” to “High” because the latter scaling simply 

measures the degree of integration, while the former goes to the nature of the 

integration process and outcome.  The cases where a high degree of autonomy 

has been maintained certainly can be described as low on structural integration; 

however, just as importantly, this autonomy also leaves unresolved the personal 

and organizational cultural issues plus different management styles and business 
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practices, thus institutionalizing a series of dichotomies.  Accordingly, XOC, 

Hengli and Century have all been categorized as exhibiting dichotomous 

structural integration.  It is also for this reason that I have placed WuXi at the 

mid-way point of the dichotomous:homogenous end of the scale; despite their 

appointment of an integration manager and provision of employee 

communication and cross-cultural training, the composition of both the boards 

and management committees have the potential to perpetuate the dichotomies.  

A number of companies that have deliberately adopted this arms-length 

approach see it as a way of avoiding integration problems.  However, they have 

simply moved the problems from the operational to the strategic level. In all 

cases of dichotomous structural integration, therefore, the role of boundary 

spanner will be of the greatest importance, dealing with the 

consistency:adaptation dichotomy as well as issues arising from cultural 

diversity. 

By contrast, companies that have completely absorbed the acquired entity 

into their organizational culture and business practices have been categorized 

here as exhibiting homogenous structural integration.  Lenovo, despite its early 

integration difficulties, clearly fits in this category, aided to a significant degree, 

to my mind, by the “2-in-a-box” approach to manage cultural diversity (see 

Section 5.7).  From what information has been obtained on other cases 

examined in this study, Donghui and Shanggong also have been placed at that 

end of the scale.  Notwithstanding the internal homogeneity, host country 

regulatory, business practice and cultural differences still require the boundary 
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spanning function, which in this situation will be focused primarily on 

negotiating local variations and accommodations to accepted global policies and 

practices (something in which I have had extensive personal experience) rather 

than seeking to resolve fundamentally opposed differences. 

Placement of cases on the benefit scale is much more straightforward, with 

benefits ranging between local industrialization impetus to financial injections, 

efficiency gains, jobs creation, technology access, improved market reach and 

more attractive working environment amongst the benefits identified in these 

cases.  Somewhat surprisingly, having initially categorized them as clearly 

asymmetric, on closer examination I found that even many of the very large 

resources cases exhibited at least a degree of benefit symmetry.  Those cases 

positioned at the midway point on integration represent situations where the 

intention was for homogenous integration but either the integration 

implementation was not entirely successful (WuXi and Qinjiang) or the project 

ultimately failed. 

While these categorizations clearly are based on limited information, I 

believe that they serve to illustrate my proposition that placement of cases on 

this grid not only highlights the effectiveness or otherwise of the integration 

strategy or implementation but also defines the balance of the benefit between 

the two parties.  Quite clearly, the post-acquisition management challenges 

where the structural integration is homogenous and the benefit is symmetric will 

be far less daunting than with dichotomous integration and asymmetric benefit. 
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 Both the WuXi case example and the Benefit and Integration matrix draw 

attention to the function of “integrator” which I have identified, along with that 

of “boundary spanner,”  as both function-dependent and sufficiently important to 

warrant specific sub-models of the Global Acumen Model.  The WuXi case 

example illustrates the use of an internal post-acquisition integrator and one 

having the necessary seniority and authority.  Chinese companies also make use 

of external consultants as integrators; from my own consulting experience as a 

post-acquisition integrator with both Chinese and foreign MNCs, the ability to 

source people with the most appropriate competencies, skills and experience 

increases the likelihood of success, with one important proviso – it is essential 

that  the integration objectives and process be seen to be totally owned and 

driven by the president/CEO of the acquiring company and fully supported by 

the other members of the leadership team.  In that sense, this approach could be 

regarded as a variation on Lenovo’s 2-in-a-box approach to cultural diversity. 

Finally, the examples of successes and failures give credence to one of the 

core tenets of this study, that is the role of organizational policies and business 

practices.  Indeed, Table 6.2 confirms the aptness of both the “bamboo basket” 

and “mantis and chariot” analogies.  With many issues left unexplored, due to 

the practical restrictions on the scope of this study, attention needs to turn to a 

convergence of the findings.  The first step, in Chapter 7, will be to integrate 

the global readiness profile from all survey sources, critically examine the 

current methods of assessing comparative cultural diversity and  leadership 

styles and practices and presents an evolved, fourth version of the Global 
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Acumen Model.   Finally, and very importantly in the context of the practitioner 

perspective adopted in this study, attention will be focused in Chapter 8 on 

ways for Chinese companies to operationalize these findings. 
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Table 6.1:  Examples of recent Chinese global OFDI activity 

 

Company Ranking 

2014 

Ranking 

2013 

Recent OFDI activities 

Lenovo 1 1  Medion purchase (Germany,2011) 

 CCE purchase (Brazil, 2012) 

 Motorola Mobility (US, 2013) 

 IBM servers (US, 2014) 

Dalian Wanda 2 3  AMC Entertainment ( US, 2012) 

 (Sunseeker (UK, 2013) 

Huawei 3 2  Plans for US$2bn investment in 

Britain and R&D centre in Finland 

CNOOC 4 5  OPTI (Canada, 2011) 

 Nexen (Canada, 2012) 

Shuanghui 5 -  Smithfield Foods (US, 2013) 

Fosun Group 6 -  Alma Lasers (Israel, 2013) 

 One Chase Manhattan Plaza (US, 

2013) 

Alibaba 7 12  AliExpress, pending IPO 

Bright Foods 8 6  Weetabix (UK, 2012) 

 Tnuva Food (Israel, pending) 

ZTE 9 10  Re-structured 

SANY 10 4  Putzmeister (Germany, 2012) 

 Intermix (Germany, 2012) 

Tencent 11 11  Rio Games (US, 2012) 

 Level-Up (Singapore, 2012) 

 Snapchat (US, 2012) 

Geely 12 13  Volvo (Sweden, 2010) 

 Manganese Bronze (UK, 2013) 

Baidu 13 -  Expansion into Brazil, Thailand, 

Egypt 

Li-Ning 14 7  Digital Li-Ning 

Haier - 8  Fisher & Paykel Appliances (NZ, 

2012) 

Shandong 

Heavy 

9 -  Ferretti (Italy, 2012) 

 

(Source: Backaler, 2013, 2014) 
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Table 6.2:  Causes of Failure and Success Factors 

Causes of Failure Success factors 

INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS 

 Inadequate due diligence 

 Cost under-estimation 

 Commercial and legal complexity 

 Lack of host country regulatory 

transparency 

 Poor integration implementation 

 Centralised decision-making 

 Legal, regulatory contractual issues 

 Management practices 

 Inaccurate project costing 

 Commercial & political combination 

 Mismanaged community relations 

 Slow, cumbersome decision-making 

 Different management styles 

 Poor record keeping 

 Chinese government involvement 

 Difficulty finding suitable local 

partners and sub-contractors 

 Limitations on use of Chinese labour 

and equipment 

 Salaries disparity 

 

 Chinese government facilitation 

 China cost efficiencies 

 Benefit symmetry 

 Effective post-acquisition 

integration  

of corporate culture and business 

practices 

 Subsidiary autonomy 

 Acquired entity brand retention 

 Retention of subsidiary corporate 

culture 

 Sound financial backing 

 Dual leadership 

 Targeting international experience 

 Active in community 

 Use of  external integrators 

 Cross-cultural training 

 Retention of key personnel 

 Adapting corporate business model 

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS 

 Lack of international management 

experience and skills 

 Cultural differences 

 Key personnel capability 

 Different management styles 

 Failure of trust 

 Lifestyle differences 

 Focus on group success 

 Language barriers 

 Communication difficulties 

 

 Informal networking and guanxi 

 Trust 

 People focus 

 Experience in integrating Western 

businesses  

 Effective integration 

manager/advisor 

 Good communication with 

employees 
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Chapter 7 : A model for effective Chinese global leadership                     

– Bringing the dragon to life 

 

Preamble 

 

 

 

Bring a picture of a dragon to life by putting in its eyes                                   

(to add the vital finishing touch, the crucial point that                                 

brings the subject to life)   

 

As this study has highlighted, both the theoretical and practitioner literature 

is heavily focused on both a US/Western-centric view of management theory 

and both view China’s cultural diversity through a West:China prism.  The very 

deliberate adoption of a China-centric perspective throughout this study was 

seen as the path to defining a model for effective Chinese global business 

leadership.  Via the examination of Chinese culture (see Chapter 3) and the 

extended analysis of a very large survey sample (see Chapters 5 and 6), a 

profile of contemporary Chinese leaders has been developed, encompassing their 

attitudes to and experiences of international assignments as well as their global 

readiness in terms of competencies, skills and attributes.  Furthermore, this 

profile was put into context by the examination of a range of OFDI projects 

across a wide range of host countries.  This, then, represented the first stage, the 

drawing of the picture of the dragon (this problem and all the issues associated 

with it).  This chapter aims to bring the picture of this particular dragon to life 

画龙点睛 

Hualong dianjing 

 

 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=hua
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=hua
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=dian
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=dian
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=hua
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=hua
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=dian
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=dian
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(hualong dianjing), putting the finishing touches to the picture by putting in its 

eyes.  

The crucial point in this process is that among the world’s national cultures 

there are not only differences, but also many similarities and, while differences 

present challenges, similarities present opportunities, a point that will be 

highlighted through much of this chapter.  The Western-centric view highlights 

the differences; in this chapter the mapping of a China-centric view encompasses 

both differences and similarities and  gives rise to the concept of a cultural 

similarity advantage, which  I have called a “low diversity advantage” (LDA). It 

also exemplifies a more universal perspective, one that is more consistent with 

the Chinese value of zhongyong (seeking and using the middle ground), rather 

than extremes. This mapping is extended to leadership styles and then to a much 

more refined version of the Global Acumen Model. 

A central issue that was identified in Chapter 4 and certainly highlighted in 

Chapters 5 and 6 was the impact of culture on communication, manifesting 

itself in both “misunderstanding,” defined as occurring due to the lack of 

knowledge in cultural differences and values and “miscommunication” defined 

as occurring because of the incorrect use of  words in translating (Akizhanova, 

2013, p.517), thus impacting on interpersonal relationships in general and also in 

complex communications such as negotiations. As explained by Steers, et al., 

(2013) in proposing two categories of cultural screens that can serve as barriers 

to effective communication: firstly “Culturally mediated cognitions in 

communication…how people and messages are often evaluated and processed in 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=hua
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=hua
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=dian
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=dian
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the minds of senders and receivers alike; and secondly “Culturally mediated 

communication protocols…how we construct or shape our messages in ways 

that may be culturally consistent for us but, we hope, not problematic for our 

intended receivers.”  (p. 196) 

 Along with the value-attitude-behaviour dichotomy, which helps in the 

understanding and interpretation of leadership styles and behaviours, 

intercultural communication plays a key role in global leadership competence 

and effectiveness. As illustrated in Section 7.5.1, this includes both verbal and 

non-verbal communication cues, thus highlighting the iceberg analogy that is so 

apt for high context cultures, which includes not only China and other Northern 

Asian cultures, but many in the Arab world and also in Africa, as illustrated in 

Table 7.1.   

 While a wide range of cultural measures and leadership competencies, 

skills and attributes are brought together in this chapter in order to bring the 

dragon to life, the critical point that emerges is that two fundamental paradoxes: 

Traditional:Modern and Relationship:Task are central to all these culturally-

based differences and similarities.  These appear to me to represent the 

foundation stones of cultural diversity, whether manifested in communication or 

behaviour (see Figure 7.1).  

The finishing touches will be made to the picture in this chapter firstly by 

constructing a profile summary to include all elements of the Global Acumen 

Model (Version 3), thus providing a more complete picture of contemporary 
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Figure 7.1:  Cultural diversity – fundamental paradoxes 

 

Chinese leaders’ global readiness (see Section 7.1).   Secondly, Hofstede’s 

cultural orientations data will be used to compare China with a representative 

range of OFDI host countries to highlight similarities and differences at this 

broadest level (see Section 7.2).  Thirdly, Chinese leadership styles will be 

compared with those of 25 other countries and grouped by similarity (see 

Section 7.3.1), Fourthly, Chinese leadership practices and attributes will be 

compared with those of nine other countries, with a Performance dimension 

example (see Section 7.3.2).  Fifthly, comparisons of China and a range of OFDI 

host countries relative to the Relationship:Task and Traditional:Modern 

paradoxes will be used to illustrate the efficacy of the process of value mapping 

that specifically identifies similarities and thus points to cultures where China 

enjoys a substantial degree of cultural compatibility (see Section 7.3.4 and 

Table 7.1).  Sixthly, the China:World paradigm will be illustrated by a 

correlation of Chinese values with elements of the Global Acumen Model (see 

Section 7.3.4.2).   
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The Chapter is rounded off by presentation of a much more refined version 

of the Global Acumen Model   (see Section 7.4 and Figure 7.11).  This fourth 

iteration of the Model reflects two significant extensions of thinking.  Firstly, it 

sub-divides contingencies into three sub-groups, reflecting the categorizations of 

contingency that have emerged through the study (see Figure 7.2).   

 

 

                              Figure 7.2:  Contingent competencies extended 

 

Secondly, consistent with the objective of practical outcomes and with the 

recognition that there were many functional and role sub-models that could be 

defined, Boundary Spanning has been moved from its previously central position 

and re-defined as a sub-model.  With this sub-models concept now clear, the 

path to operationalization of the Global Acumen Model will be described and 

illustrated with three examples. 
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7.1 Integrating the global readiness analysis  

As indicated in Chapter 6, the testing of the Global Acumen Model was 

limited by the question-matching technique, which only allowed assessment of 

some elements.  This provided a more robust foundation for the results, but 

excluded a number of elements from the analysis.  In order to construct a 

broader analysis that encompassed all elements from the Model, firstly a broader 

response-matching was undertaken, drawn from other segments of the results 

where respondents had been asked to indicate their importance ratings.  

Secondly, a “practitioner view” was applied, drawing on both the values-based 

perspectives and case examples that have been examined in preceding chapters 

and, in some cases, my experience-based view.  

 

 

 

 

 

THE BALANCE OF THIS PAGE HAS BEEN LEFT BLANK INTENTIONALLY  
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The results (see Figure 7.3), by integrating all the inputs available within 

the scope of this study, thus provide the most complete profile to date of the 

global readiness of contemporary Chinese business leaders. 

The major variations between  response-based and practitioner-view ratings 

were the result of five situations: firstly, where the claimed competence and the 

importance rating varied significantly, as with “global business knowledge” and 

“appreciating and managing cultural diversity,” “change agent,” “change 

management” and “boundary spanning;” secondly, where national culture 

ratings were very much at odds with responses, particularly with “long-term 

perspective” (see Figure 7.3) and “comfortable with ambiguity” (my assessment 

here being very much based on yin yang and fuzzy thinking); thirdly, where 

language fluency issues – and attitudes to learning foreign languages - impact on 

“intercultural communication,” ‘language affinity” and “negotiation;” fourthly, 

where limited international experience or experience working with foreigners, 

combined with responses to factual questions and low importance ratings cast 

doubts on responses relating to “global perspective,” “global behavioural skills;”   

and fifthly, where the high model response for “relationship competence” would 

be valid in a domestic context but not in an international assignment context. 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International Assignments                                                                                                                        

357 

 

     

 

 

 

      Figure 7.3:  The Global Acumen Model and integrated survey results 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

G
lo

b
al

 b
u

si
n

e
ss

 k
n

o
w

le
d

ge

C
le

ar
ly

 a
rt

ic
u

la
te

d
 v

is
io

n

Lo
n

g-
te

rm
 p

e
rs

p
ec

ti
ve

C
h

an
ge

 a
 g

e
n

t

O
u

tc
o

m
e 

fo
cu

s

C
o

gn
it

iv
e

 c
o

m
p

le
xi

ty

B
o

u
n

d
ar

y 
sp

an
n

in
g

G
lo

b
al

 n
e

tw
o

rk
in

g

Et
h

ic
al

 d
e

ci
si

o
n

-m
ak

in
g

P
as

si
o

n
 f

o
r 

d
iv

er
si

ty

In
te

rn
at

io
n

al
 li

vi
n

g 
an

d
 w

o
rk

in
g…

P
e

o
p

le
 f

o
cu

s

G
lo

b
al

 p
e

rs
p

ec
ti

ve

A
p

p
re

ci
at

in
g 

an
d

 m
an

a 
gi

n
g…

Tr
u

st
ed

 in
fl

u
e

n
ce

R
e

la
ti

o
n

sh
ip

 c
o

m
p

e
te

n
ce

H
u

m
ili

ty

In
te

rc
u

lt
u

ra
l c

o
m

m
u

n
ic

at
io

n

G
lo

b
al

 b
e

h
av

io
u

ra
l s

ki
lls

C
o

m
fo

rt
ab

le
 w

it
h

 a
m

b
ig

u
it

y

C
u

lt
u

ra
l t

o
u

gh
n

e
ss

In
q

u
is

it
iv

en
e

ss
 a

n
d

 q
u

es
t 

fo
r…

La
n

gu
a 

ge
 a

ff
in

it
y

O
p

er
at

io
n

al
 m

an
a 

ge
m

e
n

t

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
al

 k
n

o
w

le
d

ge

In
te

gr
at

o
r

H
u

m
an

 c
ap

it
al

 d
ev

el
o

p
m

en
t

N
eg

o
ti

at
io

n

P
ro

b
le

m
-s

o
lv

in
g

D
is

ci
p

lin
e

d
 im

p
le

m
en

ta
ti

o
n

C
h

an
ge

 m
an

a 
ge

m
en

t

Fo
cu

se
d

 d
ri

ve

C
o

ac
h

/m
e

n
to

r

Em
o

ti
o

n
al

 s
ta

b
ili

ty

In
n

o
va

ti
ve

Global Business Transcultural Performance



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        358 

 

     

 

The ratings for “people focus,” “cognitive complexity,” “innovative” and 

especially “operational management” were constructed from a composite of 

relevant importance ratings while, as indicated in Figure 7.2, no usable data 

were available for “cultural toughness,” “organizational knowledge,” or 

“integrator.”  It is interesting to note that the low scoring for “operational 

management” both from survey responses and my assessment was very 

consistent with a rating for Chinese operational management practices for 

manufacturing (Bloom, Genakos, Sadun & Van Reenen 2012, p. 18), which 

rated China. 19
th

 out of 20 developed and developing countries. 

 

7.2    Comparative cultural orientations/mapping cultural diversity 

7.2.1  National comparisons 

The centrality of the value-attitude-behaviour dichotomy is very evident 

here  (see Figure 7.4); as indicated in the previous section both values and 

attitudes were used to compile the broader profile.  This comparison of cultural 

orientations again draws on values, while the leadership styles comparisons that 

follow (see Section 7.3) draw on behaviours. Both perspectives are applied 

because of the influence of the cultural context on expatriate leaders.  This 

interplay is well illustrated by the following explanation of  Hofstede’s long-

term orientation score for China: 
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Figure 7.4:  Comparative cultural orientations - China and host countries, using  Hofstede’s 5 dimensions 

                                                     (Source: www.geert-hofstede.com) 
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“The Chinese rank extremely high on long term orientation at 118, meaning 

they focus on persistence and perseverance, and that they will dedicate 

however much time is required to achieve their goals. This is seen in the 

very time consuming Chinese negotiation process, the time required to build 

trust and long-term relationships, and their focus on long term results 

versus short term goals.”  (Stone, 2012) 

The major value of the comparison in Figure 7.4, however, is firstly to reinforce 

the necessity of mapping China against a representative range of OFDI host 

countries and secondly to provide a starting point for the process of mapping 

similarities or low cultural distance.  This standard view, showing countries’ 

relative scores grouped by orientation, is not particularly revealing without 

detailed examination. 

However, even when each orientation is examined separately, with China as 

the benchmark, two issues immediately become clear; firstly, that other 

countries can be classified as very close, somewhat close and very distant; and 

secondly, that, depending on the particular orientation, the order of the countries 

and thus the similar group, changes (see Figure 7.5).  While Malaysia and 

Nigeria are similar on all three orientations, for example, the Arab World and the 

United Kingdom are only similar in one orientation and dramatically dissimilar 

in the other two orientations. Thus, this level of comparison has limited utility 

and other measures are needed to create a more useful framework. 
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                          Figure 7.5:  Cultural orientation similarity groupings 
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7.3 Comparative Leadership styles and practices 

7.3.1 A paradigm shift 

Comparisons based on leadership styles brings the discussion much closer 

to the focus of this study, being more illustrative of attitudes and being 

observable in behaviours.  A recent study of leadership effectiveness involving 

96,000 leaders from 26 countries compared twenty-two leadership practices in 

six functional areas: “Creating a vision,”  “Developing followership,” 

Implementing the vision, “  “Following through,”  “Achieving results, “  and 

“Team playing”  (Management Research Group, 2012, p. 2), with the results 

arranged in terms of relative difference to US leadership practices, thus 

reflecting a typically US-centric perspective.  

However, application of a China:World paradigm to these results, while 

maintaining the original differences, clearly illustrates those countries where 

leadership practices are regarded as more compatible with those in China  (see 

Figure  7.6).  Whereas the country groupings based on Hofstede discussed 

above can be broadly applied to both social and work contexts, these grouping 

arguably present a more accurate guide to compatibility in the work context and, 

given the items measured, indicate the need for greater or lesser degree of 

adaptation to achieve leadership effectiveness. Nevertheless, the relatively close 

grouping of Italy is at odds with the Chinese OFDI case example experience 

reported in Section 6.5.3.8, where cultural values as reflected in work practices 

caused significant problems; conversely, the positioning of Denmark should be 
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treated with caution, given the example of the effective use of guanxi to bridge 

leadership and business practice differences (see  Section 6.5.3.3). 

 

 

                 Figure 7.6:  A China-centric view of leadership practice differences 

(Adapted from Management Research Group, 2012) 

 

7.3.2    Comparative Leadership practices and attributes 
 

Examples of more detailed results from the same study (see Figure 7.7)  not 

only illustrate similarities and differences, but also highlights China’s 

traditionality.   However, care needs to be taken interpreting many of the other 

results; viewed through a Western prism, they present quite a divergent picture 
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to one which took into account underlying Chinese cultural values discussed 

particularly in Sections 6.7 and 7.1.   

 

Figure 7.7:  Leadership practice comparisons – examples 

                                  (After Kabacoff, 2012, pp. 3-4) 

 

A similar examination of some more detailed results from the GLOBE 

project, including data from the Sub-Sahara not collected in the original study 

(see Figure 7.8) identifies attributes illustrating, inter alia, the similarities 

between China and  Egypt, Nigeria and the USA for “humane orientation” and 

the substantial differences between China and Brazil for “Autonomous” and 

“Participative.”  These examples of similarities and differences also point to the 

benefits of similarity mapping. 
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     Figure 7.8:  Culturally contingent leadership attributes – China and host nations     

                          (Data from Dorfman et al., 2012, p. 507 and  Wanasika, Howell, Littrell 

& Dorfman, 2011, p. 238) 
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my mind, a retreat to the fundamentals with a focus on identifying where China 

has an LDA.  The absolute foundation can be seen in the “Traditional:Modern” 

and “Relationship:Task” paradoxes discussed in the preamble to this chapter 

(see also Figure 7.1); to me virtually all cultural differences have their origins in 

one of these two paradoxes. Thus, a first, basic mapping of cultural similarity 

based on these two paradoxes, to me, will provide an excellent starting point for 

identifying the existence of an LDA.  The obverse is also true, as the process 

will also identify the cultural dissimilarities, what I have chosen to call a “high 

diversity disadvantage” (HDD), which also needs to be taken into account in 

planning and due diligence, something that obviously was not done in many of 

the OFDI case examples examined earlier (see Section 6.5).  

Secondly, mapping other cultural differences based on Hofstede uncovers 

some useful pointers to the attitudes and behaviours of local employees as well 

as the general population.  Thirdly, however, to provide greater insight into the 

cultural influences and their impact on leadership effectiveness, I propose the 

use of selected Global Acumen Model elements as a filter for Chinese values  

and a basis for mapping them to other countries’ values (see Section 7.3.4.2). 

As each element is able to be interpreted specifically in the context of 

different cultural contexts, I regard the Model as both culturally neutral -  of 

itself an important progression from previous Western-centric models  -  and 

also ambicultural, in that is can be applied to illuminate any two chosen cultures, 

as each element of the Global Acumen Model can be explained, interpreted or 

assessed in the context of a particular culture; the discussion on “negotiation” in 
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Chapters 5 and 6 represents a good example of this and highlights the critical 

importance of the culturally contextual assessment.  Thus, I am using the term 

“ambicultural” in a different and broader way than the concept advanced by 

Chen and Miller (2010) (see Section 3.1.5); they defined it as combining the 

best aspects of Western and Eastern leadership practices. 

 

7.3.4   Testing China’s Low Diversity Advantage 

7.3.4.1    Diversity mapping using Hofstede 

As an illustration of the first two levels of mapping, China can be seen to 

have an LDA with Finland based on the Relationship:Task paradox as, 

according to Hofstede’s profiling of Finland,  conflicts in Finland are resolved 

by compromise and negotiation and hard work is the norm; and on the 

Traditional:Modern paradox, as Hofstede characterizes Finns as exhibiting great 

respect for traditions and maintaining rigid codes of belief and behaviour.  

However, China can be seen not to have an LDA with Finland given the Finns’ 

focus on independence, informality, equality, consensus, de-centralized power, 

work-life balance and achieving quick results. Taking this further, China can be 

seen to have an LDA with Finland with regard to harmony, compromise and  

respect; but not with Finns with regard to  merit-based promotion,  low context 

communication or individual success.  This and other case examples are 

summarized in Table 7.1 and offer clear evidence that the concept of  “culture 

clusters,” as used in the analysis of a cross-cultural study of leader integrity 

(Martin,  Keating,  Resick,  Szabo, Kwan & Peng, 2013) and by Kabacoff 
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(2012) in grouping leadership practices, needs to be applied with close attention 

to country-specific differences. 

A broad view of these two paradoxes can be seen on the following matrix 

(see Figure 7.9), with a representative group of countries plotted relative to 

China positioned on a functional and adaptability matrix (see Table 7.13)  

drawing on Table 7.1. 

 

                 Figure 7.9: Functional and adaptability matrix 

 

As can be seen, these broad indicators do provide a basic level of 

understanding.  The next level of detail, in Table 1, makes it much clearer where 

China has – and doesn’t have – a clear LDA. 
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7.3.4.2    Detailed values mapping against the Global Acumen Model 

 Nevertheless, this level of analysis represents only the tip of the iceberg and 

it is the third level of mapping that looks below the surface (See Figure 7.10).  

Relating detailed Chinese values to key Global Acumen Model elements enables 

a culture-based interpretation and understanding of how the competencies levels 

are influenced by Chinese culture and thus enable a much more sophisticated 

understanding of how those competencies are achieved.  

 

          Figure 7.10:  Chinese and host nation diversity assessment 
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By mapping a host country’s values in a similar fashion, both similarities 

and differences can be identified.  To take a simple example, with cognitive 

complexity, both Chinese leaders and North American leaders might be scored 

at the same level of competence on “cognitive complexity,” yet the Chinese 

achieve this via fuzzy thinking, accommodating contradictions, a holistic 

approach, spontaneity, flexibility, seeking the middle ground and using high-

context communication.  In sharp contrast, the North American approach is 

typically structured, sequential, reductionist, seeking an optimal result and using 

active debate and low context communication.   

The key point is this: in a Western-centric paradigm, based on Western 

management theories, by definition, the North American approach is regarded as 

right and all others are wrong.  However, this analysis and example clearly 

illustrates that attitudes and behaviours based on Chinese values can not only 

achieve the same levels of  competence but offer ways of doing so that offer 

Western management theory opportunities for evolution and improvement.  

Moreover, if that proposition is accepted, then the corollary is that the Global 

Acumen Model, if used in this way, is indeed culture-neutral. 
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7.4  Global Acumen Model  Version 4 

In presenting the evolved Version 3 of the Global Acumen Model earlier   

(see Section 3.3.2.4 and Figure 3.7), I foreshadowed testing of the model 

against the sample data as the path to further evolution of the Model.  In 

Chapter 5 it was tested against the results from all respondents, while in 

Chapter 6 it was tested further against results limited to those respondents who 

had completed international assignments and was also assessed in the context of 

the OFDI case examples in Section 6.5. This testing led to significant structural 

refinements as well as important changes to several elements to create Version 4 

of the Model (see Figure 7.11).  As indicated in the preamble, the structural 

changes involved sub-dividing contingencies and the identification of function- 

and role-based sub-models that represent the operationalization tools and the 

relegation of Boundary Spanning from a central position to being one of the sub-

models. Finally, earlier in this chapter (see Section 7.1) the Model was tested 

more broadly by relating all elements to responses available in the sample; 

furthermore, modifying influences were added, reflecting both core Chinese 

values and my practitioner perspective. 

The creation of the three sub-categories for contingent elements represented 

a major breakthrough in my ability to frame the role and functional sub-models 

in a truly meaningful and, to my mind, an eminently usable form, allowing a 

previously elusive specificity.  The Model becomes truly operational when (a) 

the role or functional sub-model is defined and (b) when each of the selected 

elements is explained, interpreted and assessed in terms of how each element is  
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Figure 7.11:   The Global Acumen Model - Version 4 
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influenced by the home country and host country cultures.  These last two steps 

will be described and illustrated later in this chapter (see Section 7.5) 

The other major changes made this fourth version of the Model were 

conceptual changes for three elements, signified by terminology changes.  The 

first change, from “trusted influence” to “trustworthy,” shifted the focus from a 

leader’s projection of a climate of trust to a focus on the level of trust that others 

feel that can ascribe to the individual.  Not only is this consistent with much of 

the literature but, perhaps more importantly, makes much more sense when used 

in this form in the sub-models. 

The second change was from “emotional stability” to “emotional 

resilience.”  My use of the term “emotional stability” can be traced back to the 

Emotional Intelligence tools in use at New Leaders Group when the first survey 

questionnaire was drafted and can since be seen to be generic and most 

applicable to everyday life and reflective of emotional well-being.  “Emotional 

resilience,” on the other hand, as defined by Mendenhall, Stevens et al. (2008): 

“…refers to the extent to which a personal has emotional strength and 

resilience to cope with challenging cross-cultural situations.  Emotional 

resilience reflects the psychological hardiness that allows a global manager 

to carry on through difficult challenges. Individuals who can manage and 

control their emotions are also better equipped to deploy other global 

competencies than those who are low in emotional resilience.”  (p. 12) 
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The authors went on to point to earlier research linking emotional resilience to 

the attribute of perseverance and to it being a key predictor of success in cross-

cultural and global contexts.  From my own experience, both the concept and its 

criticality for success resonate strongly and thus a combination of theory and 

practice underpins this change, the importance of which will be highlighted in 

the examination of the sub-models. 

The third change, from “cultural toughness” to “cultural agility” represents, 

in my mind, a shift from an ability to withstand the impacts of other cultures – 

essentially a defensive attitude – to a positive, welcoming and proactive attitude.  

Caligiuri (2012, p. 21) defined “cultural agility” as a set of competencies that 

“…enable professionals to (1) manage themselves in international or 

multicultural situations, (2) interact effectively with people of different cultures 

and (3) make effective business decisions).  Amongst what were described as 

twelve most critical competences that form a “cultural agility competency 

framework,” can be found other elements already represented in the Global 

Acumen Model, such as “tolerance of ambiguity,”  “cultural curiosity and a 

desire to learn,” valuing diversity” and “ability to form relationships” (p. 25).   

However, what is of the greatest importance to this study at this juncture are 

the three levels of behavioural response, namely “cultural minimization,” 

“cultural adaptation” and “cultural integration” (p. 29).  The aim of the first is to 

control and limit cultural influence, which positions it clearly on the 

organizational side of the consistency:adaptation dichotomy.  The second 

involves adapting to the other culture’s norms and behaviours, which positions it 
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somewhere in the middle of the “enculturation:acculturation dichotomy,” while 

the third effectively steps away from those potential conflicts by creating “…a 

new set of norms and….solutions acceptable to both or all cultures affected but 

not overrepresenting either (or any on) culture” (p.29).  Without doubt, the 

greatest contribution that this part of the framework offers to this study  is the 

proposition that jobs and roles that require this third level, “cultural integration,” 

include global teams, joint ventures, post-acquisition and post-merger 

integration and negotiations.     

 

7.5 Operationalizing the Global Acumen Model for Chinese international 

assignees 

7.5.1 Strengths and areas for development 

By aggregating the ratings of  Chinese leaders’ competencies, skills and 

attributes against the Global Acumen Model discussed earlier (see Section 7.1) a 

profile of relative strengths and areas for development was created (see Figure 

7.11).  However, it should be stressed that this profile was based on a variety of 

inputs, including both very-specific and less-specific forms of questioning in the 

surveys, as well as clearly subjective inputs based on my experience.  Thus, for 

these reasons alone, the profile should only be taken as a guide – and as a guide 

only to fundamental competencies based on cognitive skills and knowledge and 

understanding of relevant theories and processes.  

A very clear distinction must be made between those fundamental 

competencies and skills and the ability to apply them effectively in specific other 

cultural contexts, as a great deal of the effective execution rests on verbal and 
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non-verbal communication which in turn is extremely culture-impacted.  A 

simple but powerful example comes from Kazakh culture, in which the Western 

smile is interpreted as signifying that the person is not treating the occasion 

seriously, even though the smile might be intended in fact to mask tensions 

(Akizhanova, 2013, p. 516).  

As discussed above (see Section 7.3.4) the concept of culture mapping 

makes strengths or shortcomings in competencies location-specific, not just to an 

international context but to a particular cultural context.  Hence, the real 

assessment of capability needs to be at the sub-model level and this will be 

illustrated below (see Section 7.5.2). However, from a development perspective, 

the competencies, skills and attributes should be regarded as location-specific in 

terms only of international assignments; the country-specific location-specific 

components need to form part of pre-departure training. 

 

 

 

       THE BALANCE OF THIS PAGE HAS BEEN LEFT BLANK INTENTIONALLY 
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The results presented in Figure 7.12, allowing for the limitations mentioned 

earlier, provide a point of departure and framework for development programs 

aimed at improving international assignee effectiveness. Care should be taken 

not to place less emphasis on many of the elements having higher scores, given 

that they are based on a combination of enthusiastic and aspirational responses 

from a sample with limited international experience, with scores increased where 

a corresponding cultural value was identified. Thus, a number can be regarded as 

innate competencies and therefore potentially a stronger foundation for what 

needs to be a comprehensive approach to the planning and implementation of 

development programs.  What this study in general and the Global Acumen 

Model in particular, offers is what I regard as a appropriate framework for 

selection and development of Chinese international assignees (and, indeed, those 

from other countries and cultures) that stands the tests of both theory and 

practice.  
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Figure 7.12:  Aggregated global readiness assessment for contemporary Chinese business leaders 
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7.5.2    Functional  sub-models  - examples with Chinese implications 

   

 
 

No melon is completely round, and no person is perfect 

 

As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, the operationalization of the 

Global Acumen Model, which should be regarded as a master framework, is 

intended to be achieved through role- and function-based sub-models and 

examples of three will be examined below, in two stages.  Firstly the selection of 

elements will be explained in order to facilitate understanding of the general, 

culture-neutral international locations-dependent specification.  Secondly, each 

sub-model will be related to the Chinese values presented in Figure 7.9 to 

provide, effectively, the annotations that make it useful in a Chinese context. 

Firstly, however, an important caveat.  Like all such frameworks, the Global 

Acumen Model and its sub-models define the ultimate set of selection criteria 

against which no candidate could be expected to be comprehensively equipped.  

The purpose of the master model is to initially select and develop the candidates 

who both have the best fit and are assessed as having the greatest development 

potential.  The purpose of the sub-models is to refine the selection based on the 

specifics of an assignment and again the reality is that this selection will be 

based on a “best-fit” decision.  After all, gua wu gunyuan, ren wu shi quan (no 

melon is completely round, and no person is perfect) 

 

瓜无滚圆, 人无十全 
 

Gua wu gunyuan, ren wu shi quan 
 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=gunyuan
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=ren
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=zhulandashuiyichangkong
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7.5.2.1    Boundary spanning 

The Boundary Spanning function, introduced in Section 3.3.2.5, and 

discussed at more length in Section 5.6.5, plays the central role in the 

Consistency:Adaptation dichotomy, mediating between the parent organization 

and the host country operation for adaptation of corporate policies and practices 

to accommodate host country business practices. A considerable array of traits is 

identified in the literature (see Section 3.2.4) and my initial definition of 

competencies, attributes and skills, based on both the literature and my own 

extensive boundary spanning experience, was tested on both the total Chinese 

sample (see Section 5.6.5) and on those respondents who had completed 

international assignments (see Section 6.2.5).  This evolved version (see Figure 

7.13)  reflects the more detailed internal structure introduced into Version 4 of 

the main Model and benefits considerably from the earlier sections of this 

chapter, as well as from my further reflection on my own experience.  It also 

benefits significantly from the adoption of “cultural agility” and “emotional 

resilience.”  

The core competencies, skills and attributes defined for this function 

highlight the need for a broad understanding of how business is conducted in 

different countries, a high degree of competence in intercultural communication 

and an ability to grasp and solve problems that are both complex and often not 

previously encountered, which also explains the need to be comfortable with 

ambiguity.  The other functional competencies, skills and attributes reflect the 

fact that this mediation role between headquarters and the subsidiary requires an  
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Figure 7.13:   Functional sub-models  - Boundary spanning  

 

extensive knowledge not only of the organization’s various headquarters 

functions but also of other subsidiaries, where precedent, example or guidance 

might be found or resource sharing negotiated.  It is for these reasons that global 

networking is included, as this can be used to marshal useful information or 

support in negotiations with headquarters. The cultural components highlight the 

need to be very receptive to and interested and knowledgeable in a wide range of 
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understanding about the world and its peoples, which is an essential prerequisite 

for cultural agility. The inclusion of “negotiation” as a culturally-contingent 

component, when it could easily be defined as core or functionally-dependent, is 

deliberately designed to highlight its cultural dependency, which will be 

illustrated again below in considering the application of this sub-model to a 

Chinese context. 

Similarly, some of the components defined as location-dependent, 

especially “global behavioural skills” and “language affinity” could have been 

regarded as functionally dependent.  The inclusion here is designed to highlight 

the greater intensity of need for these components when the role is located in a 

host country rather than the home country. “Global behavioural skills” and 

“cultural agility” are both included in recognition of the need to be able to 

perform effectively in a range of often very divergent cultural contexts.  In the 

same vein, “language affinity” is used to signify not so much a multi-lingual 

ability but rather an ability to operate effectively and thus with a high degree of 

equanimity, in a range of unfamiliar language environments, often working 

extensively with interpreters. 

From a Chinese perspective, some particular strengths can be identified, 

based on both the underlying cultural values as well as the survey results.  

Firstly, as clearly illustrated in Figure 7.12, the survey results indicated high or 

relatively high ratings for “passion for diversity,”  “trustworthy” and 

“comfortable with ambiguity;” moderate ratings for “cognitive complexity,” 

“cultural agility” and “negotiation;” and low or very low ratings for “global 
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business knowledge,” “global networking,” “intercultural communication,” 

“global behavioural skills,”  “organizational knowledge,”  “problem solving” 

and “emotional resilience.” 

However, when closer attention is given to the Chinese values that can 

influence some of these elements and components (see Figure 7.10), what 

becomes clear is that some of the influence is advantageous, some introduce 

complexities and others are definitely disadvantageous.  The example given 

earlier (see Section 7.3.4.2) illustrating the cultural influences on “cognitive 

complexity” provides a clear illustration of this issue.  Similarly, I regard the 

combination of flexibility (linghuoxing), centrality (zhong), high context and 

deep meaning (wu) and fatalistic (zhuang yunqi) as providing the foundations for 

much more effective responses to ambiguity than a sequential, structured pursuit 

of a pre-determined, optimal result.  It is for this reason that I assigned a vastly 

higher rating for “outcome focus” than the respondents in Figure 7.1, in  

recognition of the impact both of Hofstede’s masculine orientation that 

engenders a desire to succeed along with the underlying values and attitudes, 

which I see as having the propensity to deliver an outcome, albeit a different 

one, or even the only achievable one and one that is very much based on 

zhongyong (using the middle ground).    

Hofstede’s website now includes country-specific measurements on 

“pragmatism” and the very high rating given to China (87) lends considerable 

weight to the proposition that this is a Chinese strength, especially when the 

USA’s pragmatism score is 26 and the pragmatism scores for the countries 
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included in the cultural diversity comparison in Table 7.1 are Turkey (46), 

Finland (38), Denmark (35), Australia (21), Iran (14) and Nigeria (13).   

However, it also signifies a major area of diversity and needs to be recognized as 

such and managed carefully in international contexts.  

My own experience as a China-based boundary spanner in the Chinese 

subsidiary of a major US MNC lies behind this analysis.  Whenever a tightly 

defined corporate process and outcome was mandated, my task was to assess the 

variations needed for successful implementation, negotiate such variations as I 

could with headquarters personnel in California and then negotiate acceptance of 

the invariably below-expectation results within the subsidiary’s Chinese 

leadership team in Beijing.  This example of boundary spanning drew on a 

number of elements, not the least of which were “intercultural communications,” 

“problem-solving” and “organizational knowledge.”  However, in the context of 

this discussion, the two most important ones were “trustworthy” and 

“negotiation.”  

A combination of Confucian values, including lian (honest), yi 

(righteousness, sense of justice), li (propriety) and xinlai (trust) provide a strong 

foundation for “trustworthy,” although it can be applied or directed selectively 

under other influences such as guanxi; all of which can make it difficult for 

cultures with less complex values to interpret accurately and can lead to 

misunderstanding.  Secondly, much has been made already regarding 

“negotiation,” particularly with regard to the influences of Chinese cultural 

values (see Sections 5.7 and 6.7).  Earlier I proposed the view that, as with 
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“cognitive complexity,” the Chinese values that influenced “negotiation” were 

advantageous.  However, as becomes clearer with the country by country 

diversity mapping, this will be the case only where China enjoys an LDA.  Even 

so, the issues of language complexity and non-verbal communication will still be 

obstacles to be overcome. 

Two final points need to be made regarding “cultural agility” and 

“emotional resilience.”  Firstly, in the specific boundary spanning context of 

headquarters and subsidiary relationships, the level of cultural agility is more 

appropriately cast at the second level, “adaptation” rather than the third level, 

”integration” (see Section 7.4) as the boundary spanner is already grounded in 

his or her home culture.  This simplifies both the selection and development 

requirements, if targeted at the cultural context of a particular assignment. 

Secondly, the richness and complexity of the social fabric of Chinese and other 

traditional cultures, combined with Chinese organizational cultures, policies and 

business practices has the propensity to place a great deal of stress on the 

individual international assignee, especially one performing a bridging function 

such as boundary spanner.  This highlights the importance of “emotional 

resilience” and it is the very combination of all of these factors that, in my mind, 

identifies “emotional resilience” as an area that needs significant development 

focus. 
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7.5.2.2    Post-acquisition integration 

The Post-acquisition integration function, introduced very briefly in Section 

3.3.2.5, was illustrated with an excellent example from the WuXi Apptec case 

example (see Section 6.5.5.4).  In an examination of lessons to be learned from 

the acquisition of Chinese battery manufacturer Nanfu by the American Duracell 

company, Gao and Gheorghiu (2013) highlighted many of the issues that 

emerged from the OFDI case examples in Section 6.5: 

“… for multinational corporations (MNCs), mergers and acquisitions 

(M&A) in China are particularly challenging. To be successful, MNCs 

operating globally need to overcome challenges in cultures, languages, 

rules and regulations of different countries, different tax systems, different 

customer bases, etc. Misunderstanding in communication and culture can 

lead to conflict and financial losses in post M&A corporations.” (p.167) 

 

The elements that I have specified for this function (see Figure 7.14) are 

very much based on my own experience as an external consultant retained to 

lead the initial post-acquisition integration for a leading American MNC which 

had acquired a subsidiary of a Chinese SOE, located in Northeast China.  In both 

this case and that of Duracell/Nanfu, the objectives were market entry and access 

to increased, lower cost capacity.  In this sense, they are consistent with many of 

the Chinese OFDI case examples examined in this study. In addition, the issues 

met in both cases, especially with regard to the cultural influences on 

communication and management styles suggest that this combination of 
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empirical evidence and practitioner experience provides a credible foundation 

for this definition of competencies, skills and attributes. 

 

 

Figure 7.14:    Functional sub-models  - Post-acquisition integration 

 

 Given that many of them have been discussed already in the preceding 

section, this section will be limited to those elements that are different or where 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        389 

 

     

 

the degree of intensity differs.  The first – and fundamental difference – between 

integrator and boundary spanner is the former is fundamentally an embedded 

change agent, with the task and requisite authority or influence to achieve the 

desired outcome.  As illustrated in Section 6.5, degrees of integration vary from 

complete to minimal.  In this discussion the focus, like that of Edward Hu, the 

COO of WuXi, who was appointed to the post-acquisition integration role (Fang, 

2013, p. 24) is total integration of the acquired company, including business 

practices and systems as well as corporate culture.    

The role is primarily that of “change agent” and thus involves a number of 

competencies, skills and attributes not required for boundary spanning: firstly 

and most importantly a “clearly articulated vision” that sets the direction for the 

change,  followed closely by “focused drive” to move the change project 

forward in the face of the many challenges and obstacles and “operational 

management,” to provide both credibility for the integrator and practicality of 

the solutions, plus a very definite “people focus,” given that effective change 

requires acceptance by employees. In addition “coach/mentor” is required as the 

integrator works to create cohesion in a cross-cultural team and facilitates their 

learning of new policies, systems and business practices. Finally, while the 

integration process might be regarded as a finite and initial step, “long-term 

perspective” is also important, because (a) the process is putting in place 

changes that need to endure and (b) there will be follow up cycles to refine the 

integration – for example, I performed the same function for another Chinese 

acquisition by the same MNC two years after the handover.  
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From my own experience, these demands of the function also require a 

higher degree of competence and skill in “negotiation,”  “cultural agility” and 

“emotional resilience,” which have been dealt with in the preceding section. 

Again, from a Chinese perspective, some particular strengths can be 

identified, based on both the underlying cultural values as well as the survey 

results.  Firstly, as clearly illustrated in Figure 7.10, the survey results indicate 

relatively high ratings for “trustworthy,” “long-term perspective” and “people 

focus;” moderate ratings in “cognitive complexity,” “outcome focus,” focused 

drive,” “cultural agility” and “negotiation;” and low or very low ratings for 

“global business knowledge,” “operational management,” “clearly articulated 

vision,” “change agent,”  “organizational knowledge,”  “coach/mentor,” “global 

behavioural skills” and “emotional resilience.”  Apart from the shortage of many 

of the requisite competencies and skills, which highlights the areas to be 

addressed in selection and development, the key additional cultural difficulties 

occur with “coach/mentor,” with low power distance and contradictions 

resulting from the combination of wu (high context, deep meaning) yin yang 

(fuzzy thinking), di diao (low key) and hexie (harmony), to name only some of 

the influences. 

7.5.2.3   Subsidiary President/CEO 

This third and final example addresses a role, rather than a function and thus 

illustrates the requirements for and challenges of a permanent, rather than 

transitory assignment (see Figure 7.15).  As with the previous section, the 

elements that I have specified for this function are very much based on my own 
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experience variously as mentor, coach, strategic advisor to Western and Chinese 

CEO’s of Chinese and Western subsidiaries and my own experience in leading a 

virtual subsidiary (a regional business unit) operating across 12 Asian countries. 

  

       Figure 7.15:  Role sub-model  - Subsidiary President/CEO 

 

The basic role requirements differ little from those of integrator, with the 

addition only of “relationship competence” and “humility,” both reflective of the 
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permanence and enduring leadership aspects of the role.  In terms of greater 

intensity, “long term perspective” involves owning the processes and outcomes, 

“operational management” encompasses all aspects of the subsidiary’s activities, 

including achieving goals and objectives,” while the longevity aspect and the 

hierarchic importance of the role both requires and should engender “trust” more 

readily than for the two functions examined above.  The longevity of the 

assignment also can place more stress on “emotional resilience.”  “Language 

affinity” has not been included here as the use of interpreters or language-

capable senior management will be utilized in many instances, specifically to 

avoid the endemic communication issues. 

Finally, again, from a Chinese perspective, some particular strengths 

relative to this role can be identified, based on both the underlying cultural 

values as well as the survey results.  Firstly, as clearly illustrated in Figure 7.11, 

the survey results indicate relatively high ratings for “trustworthy,” “long-term 

perspective, “comfortable with ambiguity” and “people focus;” moderate ratings 

in “cognitive complexity,” “outcome focus,” “relationship competence,” 

“humility” and  “cultural agility;” and low or very low ratings for “global 

business knowledge,” “operational management,” “clearly articulated vision,” 

“boundary spanning,”  “organizational knowledge,”  “coach/mentor,” “global 

behavioural skills” and “emotional resilience.” 

The relevant cultural influences have been discussed at some length in the 

two preceding sections; the explanations of the role and the summary of results 

for these elements is aimed to provide selection and development inputs.  This is 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        393 

 

     

 

of particular importance given the indications in the survey results of a 

propensity on the part of presidents/CEOs to delegate many of these functions to 

vice-president and particularly director levels (see Sections 5.6 and 6.2),  where 

indeed, the greater competencies and skills could be seen to reside.  However, in 

a subsidiary context, where the leadership team is likely to be a composite of 

Chinese and host country managers, this delegation opportunity may be less 

readily available, placing greater reliance on the competencies and skills of the 

Subsidiary president/CEO, including “global behavioural skills,” which is 

deliberately shown as both cultural- and location-dependent. 

 

7.6  Summary 

The earlier Chapters addressed the requirements for global leadership 

effectiveness and the global readiness of Chinese business leadership, examining 

both theoretical and practitioner dimensions of both, thus creating a picture of 

the dragon.  The stated purpose of this chapter, as indicated in the preamble 

header, was to  add the final touches to the picture, the crucial point that  brings 

the subject to life.  In reflecting on the content of this chapter, I am drawn to the 

conclusion that there are two crucial points that bring this subject to life, namely 

(a) the delineation of functional and role sub-models that provide the 

operationalization tools for the Global Acumen Model and (b) the cultural 

interpretation and annotation of those sub-models based on the potential 

influence of Chinese values and the global readiness of contemporary Chinese 

business leadership. 
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The foundations for these critical points was laid by: 

(a)  The extended profile of the global readiness of Chinese business leadership 

based on all elements of the Global Acumen Model and incorporating 

complementary ratings based on my experience and my assessment of the 

influence and potential benefit of Chinese values, 

(b) A paradigm shift from West:China and West:World to China:World, 

accompanied by a focus on cultural similarity rather than difference with the 

introduction of the concept of China’s “Low Diversity Advantage,” 

(c) A fourth and much evolved version of the Global Acumen Model, reflecting 

contingency segmentation and providing for functional and role sub-models, 

as well as being proposed as culture-neutral,   

(d)  The exploration of the influence of Chinese culture on communication and 

the concomitant impact on performance and effectiveness across all 

elements of the Global Acumen Model, so powerfully highlighted by the 

cultural screen explanations presented in the Preamble, which themselves 

are critically important cultural agility tools, 

Given the strong practitioner perspective applied in this chapter, it is 

appropriate to make the point that, while the usefulness of these findings and can 

best be judged by others, to me there are three aspects that lend strength and 

validity to these findings: 

(a) The solid theoretical and practitioner foundations built in the early 

chapters and maintained and extended later 
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(b) The survey results, representing the largest body of data available 

concerning contemporary Chinese business leadership 

(c) The Global Acumen Model, used to frame and assess global 

readiness, which not only evolved significantly through the study, 

and now has operationalization tools, but can be seen to be very well 

supported by the literature. 

On this last point, a tabulation of global leadership constructs originally 

presented in 2002 and reiterated by Bird (2013, p.81), identifies six categories: 

“cross-cultural relationship skills,”  “traits and values,” cognitive orientation,” 

“global business expertise,” global organizing expertise,” and “visioning” that 

between them contain many of the elements that I have used.  

The final step in bringing the dragon to life is to put it in motion and this 

will be done in Chapter 8 with the proposal of a global leadership model with 

Chinese characteristics (see Section 8.3) and the explanation of the management 

implications of this and of the other findings from this study (see Section 8.6).  
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Table 7.1:  China and host nations’  diversity assessment 

Country                           Diversity assessment for China 

Low Diversity Advantage High Diversity Disadvantage 

Finland • Hard work 

• Harmony 

• Compromise 

• Traditional 

• Respect/face 

 

• Individualist 

• Informal 

• Equality 

• Consensus 

• De-centralized power 

• Work-life balance 

• Achieving quick results 

• Merit 

• Low context 

Turkey • Hierarchical 

• Paternal leadership 

• Employees expect to be told what to 

do 

• Collectivist 

• Traditional 

• High context 

• Invests time in relationship to build 

trust 

• Harmony 

• Consensus 

• Importance of leisure time 

Australia  

 

 

 

 

 

• Individualistic 

• Communication informal, low context 

• Hierarchy only for convenience 

• Employees expect to be consulted 

• Hiring and promotion on merit 

• Individual success 

• Conflict resolution at individual level based on 

win-lose 
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Country                           Diversity assessment for China 

Low Diversity Advantage High Diversity Disadvantage 

Denmark • Flexibility 

• innovative 

• Comfortable with ambiguity 

• Employees expect to be told what to 

do 

• Benevolent leadership 

• Conflicts resolved by compromise 

 

• Coaching leadership 

• High employee autonomy 

• Independence 

• De-centralized power 

• Respect based on expertise 

• Informal 

• Low context 

• Work-life balance important 

• Consensus 

 

Iran • Hierarchical 

• Centralized 

• Collectivist 

• Conflicts resolved by compromise 

• Hard work 

• Traditional 

• Work-life balance 

• Equality 

• Resistant to change 

• Short-term orientation 

Nigeria • Hierarchical 

• Benevolent leadership 

• Employees expect to be told what to 

do 

• Collectivist 

• Respect/face 

 

• Equity 

• Managers expected to be assertive 

• Conflicts fought out 
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Chapter 8 : Summary and Conclusions                                                              

– Making an oil lamp brighter 

 

Preamble 

 

 

 

An oil lamp becomes brighter after trimming, a truth becomes       

clearer after being discussed. (Only discussion and debate                  

can lead to the correct answer regarding a complicated                   

issue.  Truth develops through the comparison of ideas.) 

 

At the beginning of this study, the intention was to undertake a  journey of 

both explanation and exploration, addressing what was categorised as a complex 

social problem and seeking answers to the primary research question: How do 

culture, attitudes, experience, and organizational policies and practices 

influence the success of Chinese international assignees?  Like the Journey to 

the West, this journey began in the familiar territory of current knowledge and 

accumulated experience and gradually progressed into the new territories of new 

and expanded concepts and deeper understandings, culminating in a 

significantly enhanced explanation of the study’s research topic along with 

practical outcomes in the dual forms of meaningful advice for management and 

practical implementation tools. 

The end of this study is not the end of the journey, but rather the end of the 

beginning of a longer-term pursuit of greater understanding, in both scope and 

灯不拨不亮, 理不辩不明 

Deng bu bo bu liang, li bu bian bu ming 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=deng
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=deng
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=bo
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depth, of an issue that becomes increasingly important as China’s OFDI 

activities continue their rapid growth.  The importance of these findings and the 

need for further research is accentuated by the recent trend of increased OFDI 

participation by privately owned enterprises (POE’s) that typically have less 

established institutional frameworks; their advantage is the opportunity for more 

flexibility and adaptation, while the disadvantage faced by many is less maturity 

of business systems and processes. 

This study has included explanation of observed phenomena in attitudes and 

behaviours via the analysis of the survey data and via examination of a wide 

range of Chinese OFDI case examples, with explanations being provided from 

both theoretical and practitioner literature and, increasingly in the later chapters, 

also from my own experience.  The multi-dimensional, multi-disciplinary, 

sequential mixed method approach to this study provided for a mixture of 

explanation and exploration, with each step building on the previous one.  In 

Chapter 1 the purpose and objectives of the study was explained, the primary 

and secondary research questions were set out and the scale, scope and drivers of 

Chinese OFDI were explored.  In Chapter 2 the research methodology and 

research design were detailed.  In Chapter 3 global leadership was examined 

from both theoretical and practitioner perspectives, resulting in the proposition 

of a new, more globally oriented model of global leadership (the Global Acumen 

Model).  In Chapter 4 the same blend of theoretical and practitioner 

perspectives was applied to an examination of Chinese management and the 

influence of Chinese culture.  In Chapter 5 the 12,057 responses to the 5-year 
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Chinese global leadership readiness surveys were analyzed and the Global 

Acumen Model tested.  In Chapter 6, further analysis of the survey data focused 

on the responses from international assignees, followed by examination of a 

wide range of Chinese OFDI case examples.  In Chapter 7, the findings were 

consolidated and the linkages proposed between Chinese culture and global 

leadership  competencies, skills and attributes, resulting in the presentation of 

the Global Acumen Model with Chinese Characteristics later in this chapter (see 

Section 8.3). 

The foundations of the study, as represented in the conceptual model (see 

Section 3.2.9) proved to be robust and remained unchanged by the study’s 

findings, while the China-centric and practitioner perspectives adopted through 

the study ensured the consistency of adherence to the research design.  The 

principal outcomes from the study can be seen to have evolved as the study 

progressed.  Firstly, the Global Acumen Model Version 1 established the basic 

framework for a new, non US-centric model of global leadership (see Section 

3.3.2.2).  The Model evolved through the study by drawing further on the 

literature and reflecting the analysis of the survey data, the testing of the Model 

against the total sample and the international assignees subset and the 

examination of Chinee OFDI case examples (see Chapters 5 and 6).  

The second principal outcome was the global readiness profile of 

contemporary Chinese business leaders; firstly, analysis of the 12,057 responses 

in the total sample identified demographics, attitudes to global leadership and 

preferred leadership styles and included exploration of the influences of role, age 
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and organization type (see Chapter 5), thus addressing the second secondary 

research question (see Section 1.4.2.b).  Secondly, analysis of the further 

research responses from the subset of respondents who had completed an 

international assignment examined their experiences and their reactions, thus 

addressing the third secondary research question (see Section 1.4.2.c). 

The third principal outcome was the eventual result of the cultural diversity 

mapping in Chapter 7.  The national cultural orientation drawn from Hofstede - 

comparative leadership practices from a 96,000-response, 36-country study - 

were found to be too general, especially given the lack of consistent mapping 

within clusters, although examination of these data from a China-centric rather 

than US-centric perspective highlighted the paradigm shift being pursued 

throughout this study.  The mapping of Chinese values against relevant Global 

Acumen Model elements and the examination of the influence of Chinese culture 

on the readiness of Chinese business leaders to perform the role and functions 

specified in the sub-models addressed the first and fourth secondary research 

questions (see Section 1.4.2.a and 1.4.2.d), as well as pointing the way towards 

a model of global leadership with Chinese characteristics (see Section 8.3). 

The fourth principal outcome was the identification of a preponderance of 

organizational as opposed to individual success factors and causes of failure.  

The reporting of individual international assignee experiences (see Section 6.1) 

in combination with the examination of Chinese OFDI case examples (see 

Section 6.5), giving rise to success factors and causes of failure (see Table 6.2), 

addressed the first part of the fifth and last secondary research question, which 
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related to the organizational influences, while recommendations for 

improvement will be presented in the discussion of management implications 

later in this chapter (see Section 8.6). 

In addition, the study substantiated and illuminated the three corner-stones 

of the conceptual model (see Figure 3.2): firstly the value-attitude-behaviour  

hierarchy  assisted in the interpretation of the survey responses and in the Global 

Acumen Model-based culture mapping; secondly, the consistency:adaptation 

dichotomy assisted in the examination of organizational policies and business 

practices evident in the OFDI case examples: and thirdly, the 

enculturation:acculturation dichotomy highlighted the cultural dimension of the 

“mouse between the bellows” analogy as well as the intercultural challenges 

faced by the international assignees.   

 

 

 

A single thread can’t make a cord, a lone tree doesn’t make a forest          

(One can’t accomplish much on one’s own)  

 

Finally, both the multi-dimensional, multi-disciplinary approach and the  

triangulation of theory, practice and survey data proved valuable in elaborating 

understanding of this complex problem and, just as dansi bu cheng xian, du 

mubu chenglin (a single thread can’t make a cord, a lone tree doesn’t make a 

forest) this holistic approach, plus the practitioner perspective adopted 

throughout this study, ensured that the management implications and other 

单丝不成线, 独木不成林 

Dansi bucheng xian, du mubu chenglin 
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practical outcomes take into account all the relevant – and interdependent – 

issues and influences. 

 

8.1      Summary of findings to date 
 

8.1.1   China OFDI scale and scope  

In Chapter 1 the pace of Chinese OFDI growth was highlighted, along with 

the main drivers of that growth, both political and commercial, as well as 

challenges such as government ownership, the liability of foreignness and the 

lack of compelling firm specific advantages.  Examination of case examples in 

Chapter 6, while underscoring the geographical and cultural diversity of 

Chinese OFDI activity, uncovered some important findings. The first was the 

increasing participation by POEs, occurring with explicit government 

encouragement, bringing with them different institutional frameworks, drivers 

and thus different project rationales, ranging from relatively small family-owned 

technology-focused companies to billionaire-led entrepreneurial ventures, but 

exhibiting both speed and flexibility, with obvious benefits to both the parent 

company and the acquired company, as well as to the international assignees. 

The second finding was the differences between the approach to post-

acquisition integration on the one part and the degree of benefit symmetry, as 

summarised in Figure 6.23, highlighting both some of the causes for failure and 

also, as illustrated in the WuXi Apptec case example (see Section 6.5.5.3), the 

importance of the role of post-acquisition integrator.  The third finding was the 

ability to at least offset, if not remove, the liability of foreignness by the 
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financial and market-access benefits to the acquired company, thus ameliorating 

the challenges of cultural difference. The fourth finding was the extension of 

OFDI projects well beyond the early focus on resources security and 

infrastructure and into profit and market driven investments in manufacturing 

technology, expertise and market access, as well as in tourism, leisure and, more 

recently, in food security. 

Finally, the case examples highlighted a preponderance of organisational 

causes of failure over those attributable to individuals, which confirms the 

inclusion of both organizational and individual influences in this study. 

8.1.2 Influence of national culture 

Research question 2a:  How does national culture influence the global 

leadership readiness of Chinese business leaders? (see Section 1.4.2.a) 

8.1.2.1    Western-centricity of global leadership theory  

Despite the transitional nature of Chinese culture discussed in Chapter 4 

and suggestions of a blending of Chinese and Western management theories, 

facilitated by the increases in inbound and outbound OFDI, global business 

leadership theory has remained fundamentally Western-centric throughout the 

period of this study, thus perpetuating the challenges for both Chinese 

companies at both organizational and individual levels.  This underscored the 

need for studies such as this one, that explored both a more truly “global” 

leadership model as well as one that was more suitable for Chinese global 

business leaders. 
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8.1.2.2    Chinese leadership theories 

As seen in Chapter 4, the literature argued that contemporary Chinese 

culture was still very reflective of traditional Chinese culture and institutions as 

well as the more recent socialist and “modern” cultures and institutions, leading 

to something of a hybrid approach to leadership, drawing on a mixture of 

traditional and  modern values.  The literature also suggested commonalities 

between, for example, Chinese paternalistic leadership and the Western concept 

of transformational leadership.  However, most discussion centred around the 

cultural influences that differentiated Chinese from Western leadership 

behaviours.  This study, thus, found that more was to be gained by firstly, 

making a paradigm shift from a US-centric to a  China-centric perspective of 

global leadership and secondly by identifying Chinese characteristics that either 

helped or hindered the effectiveness of Chinese leaders in a broader international 

context, in the process taking the “hybrid” concept in something of a different 

direction. 

8.1.2.3    Cultural influence on Chinese business leadership 

Building out from the examination of Chinese leadership theory and 

practice presented in Chapter 4, the analysis of  the survey results in Chapters 

5 and 6 identified a range of attitudes to global leadership and leadership style 

preferences that, between them, illustrated the influences of Chinese culture.  As 

mentioned in the preamble to this chapter, the conceptual model for this study 

(see Figure 3.2) was built on three cornerstones that were proposed as providing 

the framework for examining the overall dynamics of the problem being studied.  
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They also included issues of cultural influence.  Firstly, the value-attitude-

behaviour  hierarchy, accepted as representing the fundamental link between, in 

this instance,  Chinese culture and Chinese global leadership readiness, was  

illustrated not only in terms of the behaviours observable through leadership 

styles (see Section 5.5) but also via assessments of the survey respondents’ 

capabilities in terms of competencies, skills and attributes deemed necessary for 

effective global leadership (see Sections 5.6, 6.2, 7.3.4.2 and 7.5).   Secondly, 

the consistency:adaptation dichotomy, representing essentially the local to 

global paradoxes, was also found to encompass many challenges to success 

relating to cultural differences, revolving around issues such as standardization, 

change and control. Thirdly, the enculturation:acculturation dichotomy, 

essentially representing cognitive and communication-related paradoxes, was 

found to exert significant influence over effectiveness in areas such as 

“intercultural communication” and “negotiation” (see Sections 5.7, 6.6 and 

7.3.4.2). 

 

8.1.3   Attitudes 

Research question 2b:  What are the attitudes to leadership,  leadership 

styles and global leadership amongst Chinese business leaders and what 

influence does role, age or organization type have on these attitudes?  

Examination of the survey data for all respondents for the years in which 

these topics were included in the surveys (2009, 2011, 2012) identified attitudes 

to leadership styles and global leadership via a series of preference rankings. The 
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highest importance ratings for general leadership styles were given to 

“relationship” rather than “task” items, such as “common vision and set of 

values,” “motivating  people,”  “empowering individuals”  and “being a role 

model for trust,” while the lowest ratings were given to items such as “focusing 

on completing projects” and “following established and proven procedures.”  

Analysis by role and organization type identified a range of differences, but 

found no discernible patterns other than uniformly highest ratings for 

empowerment and trust across roles and organisation types (see Section 5.5.1). 

A similar analysis of most appropriate ratings for a provided list of personal 

leadership styles found that the highest ratings were again given to relationship 

items such as “motivational,” “trustworthy” and “caring,” closely followed by 

“collaborative,” and “open.”   Task-related items that were rated highly included 

“focus,” “future-oriented” “disciplined,” “logical” and “flexible.”  Examination 

of responses by role and organization type found a high degree of uniformity 

across both, with only minor differences; for example somewhat great 

importance attached to flexibility in private companies. 

 Respondents exhibited strong overall interest in being a global leader, with 

scores above 70% in each of the three years, with clear role and age influences 

(with greatest interest amongst the younger age groups), but relative uniformity 

across all three Chinese organization types (see Section 5.3.1).  Importance 

ratings for key attributes of global leaders highlighted “global perspective,”  

with “appreciating and managing cultural diversity” then “a clear vision for the 

future” the next two most important choices and all other listed items, many of 
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which related to performance, received very low importance ratings, again 

illustrating a bias towards relationship rather than task (see Section 5.4).  Clear 

age and role influences were found, especially for “global perspective,” with the 

highest important ratings coming from the older age groups, but again there was 

less organization type influence. 

International assignee responses to motivating factors identified “important 

for career” as the most important, with relatively uniform responses across all 

three Chinese organization types followed by “interest in international work.”  

However, while younger respondents rated “better compensation” more highly, 

there was far less age influence on “interested in international work.” (see 

Section 6.1.4.1) 

Overall, concern was expressed in Chapter 5 and re-visited in Chapter 7 

that many of the attitudes found that, while imbued with enthusiasm, were 

influenced by a lack of experience and thus knowledge of the realities of 

international assignments.  This was highlighted in a comparison of responses 

regarding motivational factors, with the realities of international assignment 

experience clearly modifying respondents attitudes to many factors (see Figure 

6.14), especially those from private and public companies.  

 

8.1.4    International assignment experience 

Research question 2c:  What factors have influenced Chinese business 

leaders’ international assignment experience and how have they responded? 
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Although few survey respondents reported that they had received pre-

departure training, the great majority indicated that they were “well-equipped to 

fulfil the international assignment,” while results varied by organization type, 

with presidents of private and public companies expressing a far greater degree 

of preparedness than presidents/CEOs of SOEs and managers of SOE’s.   While 

the small proportion of respondents indicating that it was easy to adapt to the 

host country nationals both in the work and social contexts can be linked to the 

paucity of training, nevertheless the much larger proportion who indicated that 

they managed what can be interpreted as a reasonable level of acculturation 

suggests that the lack of training was not a fundamental barrier (see Section 

6.1.3). 

As indicated above (see Section 8.3), the attitudes of respondents with  

international assignment experience were  found to be vastly different to those 

respondents who had not completed an assignment.   This clearly suggested that 

international assignment experience itself would be a factor influencing their 

reaction to offers of further assignments, as evidenced by the reasons given for 

refusing an international assignment and the challenges respondents perceived in 

becoming a global leader, with training and family issues featuring heavily along 

with concerns about career benefit (see Sections 6.1.4.2 and 6.1.4.3).  Overall 

responses to the international assignment experience can be gauged also from 

the post-assignment retention rates.  This study found retention rates of less than 

60%; coupled with huge differences between the very high career benefit 

reported as a motivation  by those respondents who had not worked overseas and 
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the very low ratings given for career benefit with assignment experience (see 

Figure 6.14), this suggested that for many international assignees, the 

experience did not meet their expectations.  Certainly, further research into the 

reasons behind the post-assignment loss rate would be most useful in 

understanding the key causal factors, especially given the great role- and 

organization type- variations that were found (see Figure 6.22).   

Examination of the Chinese OFDI case examples also identified some 

influences and responses, the most general influence being cultural diversity.   

Responses varied, from making no efforts in adaptation or acculturation in the 

case of three projects in Denmark, where the active use of guanxi was applied to 

address the cultural challenges (see Section 6.5.3.3).   Language and 

communication difficulties were responded to in some cases by the international 

assignee being recalled, as in the COVEC case in Poland, although there were 

other reasons for the recall (see Section 6.5.3.9) or, as with the Baosteel and 

Minmetals projects in Germany, by the attachment of a fluent Mandarin-

speaking German assistant to the Chinese General Manager (see Section 

6.5.3.5).  Joint assignments to leadership teams, or what Lenovo called ‘2-in-a-

box,’ was found also in other OFDI cases, including in Geely’s acquisition of 

Volvo, while  Shanggong established a role-based cross-cultural leadership team 

(see Section 6.5.3.5).  Another culture-based factor found in several examples, 

ranging from the Congo to Italy and France, was work-life balance, the source of 

considerable conflict between the work-oriented Chinese and the life-oriented 

host country nationals (see Sections  6.5.3.6 and 6.5.3.8 and Table 7.1). 
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Finally, the issue of national interest was found to be a factor in continuing 

with projects in the face of significant difficulties, which can be interpreted as 

both supporting and stressing individual international assignees (see Sections 

6.5.3.9 and 6.5.6.1). 

8.1.5    Competencies, skills and attributes 
 

Research question 2d:  What leadership competencies, skills and attributes are 

most likely to influence the success of Chinese international assignees  

8.1.5.1    The Global Acumen Model 
 

Firstly, the Global Acumen Model Version 1 established the basic 

framework for a new, non US-centric model of global leadership (see Section 

3.3.2.2) and formed the basis for a peer-assessed conference paper presented at 

the 2011 Academy of Management Annual Meeting (Baker, 2011).  Version 2 of 

the Model identified the importance of the function of Boundary Spanning and 

specified recommended competencies, skills and attributes (see Section 3.2.2.3).  

Version 3 of the Model drew further on the literature by a bifurcation of 

competencies, skills and attributes into “core” and “contingent” (See Section 

3.2.2.4).  As a result of the analysis of survey data, testing of the Model against 

the total sample and the international assignees subset and the examination of 

Chinee OFDI case examples (see Chapters 5 and 6) Version 4 of the Model 

took on a substantially improved structure; firstly contingent elements were 

further subdivided into “functional,”  “cultural” and “location;” and secondly it 

became apparent that role and functional sub-models provided the means to both 
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assess the influence of Chinese culture on effective performance and the means 

of operationalizing the Mode (see Sections 7.4 and 7.5).   

The findings were somewhat paradoxical, in the sense that while Chinese 

values were very supportive of  some of the competencies, such as “cognitive 

complexity,”  “long-term perspective,” “comfortable with ambiguity,” 

“trustworthy,” and “relationship competence,” effectiveness in other 

competencies and skills was both helped and hindered by cultural influences, for 

example with “intercultural communication” and “negotiation” (see Section 

7.3.3), while a number of limitations on effectiveness were identified, including 

English language capability, especially when combined particularly with high 

context communication and low levels of global management knowledge (see 

Section 7.5.1). 

What also became clear is that effectiveness in these and other competencies 

and skills was dependent on the degree of cultural diversity at quite a granular 

level, rather than the country cluster level commonly used, giving rise to the 

concepts of “low diversity advantage” (LDA) and “high diversity disadvantage” 

(HDD) (see Table 7.1).  Furthermore, it was found that examination of the 

competency, skills and  attributes at the role or function level enabled the most 

meaningful results in terms of both strengths and shortcomings (see Section 

7.5.2).  
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8.1.6    Organizational influences 

 

Research Question 2e: What organizational policies and practices influence the 

success of Chinese international assignees and how could that influence be 

improved?  

8.1.6.1    Strategy and planning 
 

Organizational issues were found to fall into two distinct categories: 

“strategy and  planning” and “Human Resource Management  policies and 

practices.”   With regard to the former, the review of Chinese OFDI case 

examples (see Section 6.5) identified far more success factors and causes for 

failure that were institutional- rather than –individual-related (see Table 6.2) 

factors, giving rise to the “mantis and chariot” analogy. All of these impinged 

either directly or indirectly on the ability of the individual international assignees 

to be successful; for example, the integration strategy and implementation, 

centralized or de-centralized decision-making, business practices flexibility or 

rigidity and comprehensive or inadequate due diligence across all aspects of the 

project. 

8.1.6.2    HRM policies and practices  
 

Information about HRM policies relating to selection, development, 

international assignment management and career management was found in the 

survey data.  As discussed in Sections 4.4 and 6.3.2, previous studies reported 

that there were a number of selection criteria explicitly not applied, notably 

“initiative,”  “creativity,”  “cultural empathy,”  “emotional stability” and ‘family 

situation” while greater importance was placed on criteria such as  “technical 
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skills,” “language ability,”  “compliance with company regulations,” “previous 

international experience” and a “positive attitude.”  However, it was also found 

from the survey data that only 15%-20% of respondents had overseas work 

experience, while lack of overseas opportunities was the major challenge 

reported in the 2009 survey (see Figure 6.16); furthermore,  the 2012 survey 

respondents  highlighted lack of work or study opportunities overseas.  These 

findings suggest that development programs are not placing a high priority on 

this aspect.   

Data extracted from responses to the pilot organizational and individual 

questionnaires referred to in Section 1.3.1 but not included with the data 

analyzed in Chapters 5 and 6), supported and illuminated these findings.  In the 

case of one of China’s largest and most globally active MNCs, “Good relations 

with management” was rated as the most important selection criteria, followed 

by “technical knowledge and skills” and “English language fluency,” both rated 

as “slightly important.”  Previous overseas living/international experience and 

“ability to communicate across cultures” were both rated as “very unimportant,” 

while “operational management knowledge and experience” and “ability to 

manage very complex situations” were regarded as “neither important nor 

unimportant.”  These data, especially given they reflected tens of thousands of 

international assignments,  help to understand some of the integrated findings  

regarding competencies, skills and attributes (see Sections 7.1 and 7.5.1) and 

also lend weight to the propositions arising from this study regarding China’s 

culture-based advantages (see Section 7.3.4.2 and 7.5 and Table 7.1).   
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In sharp contrast to the organizational view of selection criteria, individual 

response data regarding appropriate selection criteria assigned “very important” 

ratings to “operational management and experience,” “able to manage very 

complex situations,” “effective in leading and managing change” and “ability to 

communicate across cultures,” while “understand and respect different cultures” 

and “patience” were added.  Both “previous overseas living and working 

experience” and “good relationship with senior management” were rated as 

“slightly important.” 

Again, the very low incidence of pre-departure training found in the survey 

data was more than reinforced by the pilot response from the same large MNC 

which indicated that the company provided no pre-selection training, no country-

specific pre-departure training, no on-arrival orientation training and no training 

or support programs for accompanying families. 

 The literature, the pilot data and my own field experience all confirm that 

amongst the largest MNCs there are specific policies and practices in place to 

manage international assignments, often being administered by a separate unit 

within the HRM function.  Nevertheless, the concerns and challenges identified 

in the survey responses with regard to issues such as family, training and 

readiness, coupled with the retention rate issue mentioned above, suggest that 

there is much that needs to be improved in assignment and career management.  

This was further illuminated by pilot individual suggestions for improvement 

covering firstly additional selection criteria: “business purpose,” “cultural 

adaptability” and “emotional capability;” secondly the specification of business 
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purpose and individual-level success criteria; thirdly, pre-departure 

development, including “language improvement,”  “culture,  “behaviours,” 

“family” and “on-arrival training.” 

8.2 Issues   

Key issues arising from the findings can be grouped into three categories: 

organizational issues; issues arising from HRM policies and business practices; 

and individual issues.  They will be summarized here and considered further in 

the discussion of management implications (see Section 8.6) and the areas for 

further research (see Section 8.7). 

 

8.2.1    Organizational culture, policies and business practices 

 As indicated above, organizational issues centre around OFDI project 

strategy and planning; policies, decisions and actions taken or not taken both 

impact on the project success and also create the environment in which the 

individual international assignee’s are expected to perform effectively (see 

Section 8.1.6.1).  Some, resulting from shortcomings in planning, costing and 

due diligence, exerted a macro influence on the conduct of the project and were 

found to represent significant causes of failure (see Table 6.2).  Others, 

reflecting the organizational culture and exerting a more micro influence, 

revolve around the consistency:adaptation dichotomy, such as both the degree of 

integration and the effectiveness of implementation, the extent of flexibility 

permitted in decision-making and compliance with local regulations and 

business practices.  
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8.2.2    HRM policies and practices 

HRM policies and practices reflect both the organizational culture in terms 

of the acculturation:enculturation dichotomy as well as the organization’s 

financial and strategic frameworks established for OFDI projects in general and 

for specific projects. Thus, issues such as selection criteria, development 

programs, international assignment management, provision for family 

participation and career management can be seen to be impacted by cultural 

influences as well as by project costing and overall financial performance of 

international operations.  Thus, for example, selection criteria that focus on 

management or technical skills and good relationships with senior management, 

while important, are insufficient when not complemented by the global business, 

transcultural and performance competencies identified in this study and 

especially those included in the Global Acumen Model. 

 

8.2.3    Individual 

Individual issues identified in this study revolve around the value-attitude-

behaviour  hierarchy  and include not only attitudes to work-life balance and 

leadership styles but also issues such as the degree of importance placed on 

family well-being and the impact of an international assignment on the family, 

as well as the motivations, perceived challenges and the feeling of readiness to 

undertake international assignments.  Whilst, as shown so clearly in the results 

of this study, the desire to undertake international assignments and the 

assessment of readiness bears no relation to the low level of training provision, 
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nor to the shortcomings on many of the requisite competencies and skills.  This 

highlights one of the most intriguing issues to come out of this study, which is 

the cultural advantages that appear to offset many of these other shortcomings 

(see Sections 7.3.4.2 and 7.5);  these will be carried forward and applied in the 

next section to help define the Chinese characteristics of a global leadership 

model. 

8.3      A global leadership model with Chinese characteristics 

8.3.1   The Global Acumen Model for China 

The mapping of Chinese cultural values against selected elements of the 

Global Acumen Model enabled, as stated earlier (see Section 7.3.4.2) “a culture-

based interpretation and understanding of how the competencies levels are 

influenced by Chinese culture and thus enable a much more sophisticated 

understanding of how those competencies are achieved.”  In Chapter 7, the 

purpose of the mapping was to assist in identifying where and why cultural 

differences occurred relative to a specific host country and resulted in the 

proposition of the concepts of “low diversity advantage” and “high diversity 

disadvantage.”  This approach has been extended here by applying it to the 

whole Global Acumen Model and to the three sub-models identified and 

described in Section 7.5.2, the purpose being to define a global leadership model 

with Chinese characteristics.  Using Version 4 of the Model, with contingent 

elements not subdivided to simplify the presentation (see Figure 8.1), each 

element has been classified as meeting one of four criteria: 
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(a) Chinese advantage: Chinese cultural  influences have a positive impact 

on the competency, skill or attribute in any cultural context, 

(b) Chinese low diversity advantage (LDA): Chinese cultural  influences 

have a positive impact on the competency, skill or attribute in cultural 

contexts with similar cultural values, 

(c) Chinese high diversity disadvantage (HDD): Chinese cultural  

influences have a negative impact on the competency, skill or attribute 

in cultural contexts with somewhat dissimilar cultural values, 

(d) Chinese disadvantage: Chinese cultural influences have a negative 

impact on the competency, skill or attribute in any cultural context. 

 

The choices of category reflect all the analysis and discussion in Chapters 6 

and 7 and, as indicated in Sections 7.1, 7.3.4.2 and 7.5.1, include my practitioner 

perspective.  The categorization presented in Figure 8.1 is intended firstly to 

provide a framework for selection of candidates for international assignments 

with the highest competency, skill and attribute ratings for the elements having 

positive Chinese cultural influences.  Secondly, the elements categorized as 

either “Chinese HDD” or “Chinese disadvantage” provide guidance for both pre-

departure training focused on a specific host country context as well as for more 

broadly based global leadership development programs. 
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           Figure 8.1: Global Acumen Model with Chinese characteristics 
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 8.3.2 Role and functional sub-models for China 

The application of the categorizations to the three sub-models (see Figure 

8.2) firstly provides the same framework for selection and development, but this 

time at a level that can be applied to a specific role or function and thus for a 

single individual, or group of individuals being considered – or prepared – for 

that role or function.  Thus, it is at this level that the Model becomes truly able to 

be operationalized.  Like the generic versions (see Section 7.5.2),  these versions 

highlight the different requirements between roles and functions and thus 

underscore the need for specialized development and training for the two 

functions that play such important parts in the addressing of the 

consistency:adaptation dichotomy. 

Furthermore, these sub-models, in both their generic and China-specific 

form, provide worked examples for the development of sub-models for other 

roles and functions, such as R&D Manager, Production Manager or Finance 

Manager. 
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             Figure 8.2: Global Acumen Model sub-models with Chinese characteristics 
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8.4      Contributions 

 

 

 

The handwriting penetrates the wood (a piece                                                    

of writing which is profound and powerful) 

 

The increasingly rapid growth and expansion of scope of Chinese OFDI is 

exacerbating an already well-documented shortage of globally capable Chinese 

business leaders.  However, most prior research has been focused on Chinese 

management theory and Chinese business leadership in the domestic context, 

typically based on small samples, with very few studies considering the 

international context.  Also, prior research focused either on individual or 

organizational dimensions and, in the case of the former, frequently on specific 

sub-dimensions.  No research was able to be identified that addressed the 

problem in a holistic manner.  Additionally, previous global leadership models 

were US-centric and were typically limited in addressing cultural and 

performance issues, while debates regarding Chinese leadership models were 

ongoing and had produced little that could be operationalized, especially in the 

international context.  

The contributions of this study, in methodology, contributions to 

knowledge, development of models and publications, address these gaps 

particularly with regard to the holistic approach, the Chinese global readiness 

profile, the China-centric perspective and proposal of an operationalizable 

Chinese global leadership model.  The opportunity to draw on what 

入木三分 

Ru mu san fen 

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=ru
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=ru
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=san
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=san
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=ru
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=mu
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=san
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=fen
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demonstrably is the largest body of data available, survey results from more than 

12,000 Chinese business leaders, not only enabled the creation of the global 

readiness profile but also provided data for testing the Global Acumen Model.   

Thus, this study, in its totality, represents a unique addition to the literature and 

its findings are important in the context of the effectiveness of Chinese OFDI 

and thus the progress of the globalization of China’s economy. The contributions 

are both substantial and meaningful and in combination with the management 

implications discussed below, can be regarded as analogous to ru mu san fen 

(literally the handwriting that penetrates the wood, or a piece of writing that is 

profound and powerful). 

 

8.4.1    Contributions to Methodology 

The designation of the problem as a complex social problem requiring a 

holistic approach, while not a new solution per se, was one that was regarded as 

being beyond the reach of an individual researcher (see Section 1.3.2), with a 

multidisciplinary, multi-dimensional approach seen as requiring a research team.  

However, given the inter-dependence of the range of independent, modifying 

and control variables, prior research that focused on a sub-set was regarded as 

inappropriate for the purposes of this study.  In my opinion, the approach taken 

(see Section 3.2.9) ensured representation of all key influences and I believe that 

the results justify the approach.  

Similarly, the blending of theoretical and practitioner perspectives 

represented a variant solution, in the sense that most literature was clearly 
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demarcated as either theoretical or practitioner and from my extensive literature 

reviewing, conducted consistently throughout the period of the study, this 

demarcation appeared to be being firmly maintained in the theoretical literature 

and somewhat incidental in the practitioner literature.  A key feature of this 

approach was a relaxation of the standard academic requirement for solidly-

documented empirical evidence and the acceptance of phenomenological 

evidence drawn from a wide range of practitioner sources, including business 

media. 

In the later chapters the emerging methods dimension of mixed method was 

taken further than usual in research-based studies, in that the practitioner 

perspective included not only published sources but my personal experience.  

Not only did this enable the application of a post-positive world view to identify 

probable cause-effects, but also enabled a number of the contributions to 

knowledge detailed below.  In drawing on my personal experience, care was 

taken to ensure transparency and demonstrate interpretive rigor (Cresswell, 

2011, pp. 269-270). 

 

8.4.2 Contributions to knowledge 

8.4.2.1    Approaches 

The holistic approach and blending of perspectives also represented 

contributions to knowledge in that they advanced knowledge of the problem in 

its entirety, while illustrating the complementarities of the two perspectives.    



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        427 

 

     

 

8.4.2.2    Global leadership competency models 

Previous global leadership competency models were found to be both US-

centric and lacking in both transcultural and performance dimensions.  The 

Global Acumen Model firstly extends knowledge in this area in terms of the 

extended and more balanced range of competencies, skills and attributes 

included in the base model; secondly in the sub-division of “contingent” 

elements identified in the literature into “functional,” “cultural” and “location;”  

and thirdly it introduces a new concept by the proposition of sub-models, used to 

define the competencies, skills and attributes required for particular roles and 

functions, using the contingent sub-division to provide a great deal more 

specificity than had been found anywhere in the literature and providing 

valuable management tools for selection, development and role clarity. 

8.4.2.2    Cultural diversity  

Previous theories compared national cultures and leadership styles and 

practices at country level.  The further analysis of these approaches in this study 

at the level of individual competencies, skills or attributes demonstrated the 

shortcomings of the broader levels of analysis.  While a civilization-specific 

management theories concept advanced early in the study (see Figure 3.3), 

available studies and comparative results reported on in Section 7.3, focused on 

country-level comparisons, maintained an approach that was still specifically 

US-centric and based on cultural differences.  This study extended knowledge in 

this area in several ways: firstly by adopting a China-centric perspective; 

secondly by mapping values to key global leadership competencies; and thirdly 
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clustering countries by value similarity.  This concept of value similarity in 

comparing leadership behaviours was supported by Choi, Howard and 

Krig,(2012, p. 236), who concluded from their examination of a number of 

leadership  studies that  “although there are cultural differences, there are 

actually large similarities between the different cultures when it comes to 

leadership behaviours.”  However, the clustering used the value mapping to 

create a demonstrably direct linkage between the value and the leadership 

behaviour. This approach was codified by extending the economics-based 

concept of Country-Specific Advantage (CSA)/Country-Specific Disadvantage 

(CSD) to a culture-based concept that I have called Low Diversity Advantage 

(LDA)/High Diversity Disadvantage (HDD), a concept that is proposed below as 

a valuable tool in the conduct of due diligence for OFDI projects. 

8.4.2.3    Chinese management theory 

 Previous surveys of Chinese business leaders were either very general or 

based on very small samples or both.  Furthermore, theoretical literature 

regarding Chinese management that was found in the course of this study, while 

identifying Chinese values that were understood to influence leadership 

competencies and, in some cases addressing single issues, such as Cultural 

Intelligence, failed to link this cultural foundation to usable models of global 

leadership. In addition, practitioner studies such as Gallo  (2008, 2010) and 

Bouée (2011), while rich in interview data, only addressed selective cultural 

values; also, the West:China and China:West perspectives have persisted in the 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        429 

 

     

 

most recent practitioner offerings (Gallo, 2013; Ranker, Huang, & McLeod, 

2014). 

 The preliminary stages of this study, resulting in the two conference papers 

described below firstly brought awareness of these data into the English 

language literature for the first time, while detailed analysis and exploration of 

the 12,057 responses from the New Leaders Group surveys that specifically 

addressed their global readiness created a much more extensive profile of the 

competencies, skills and attributes of the Chinese international assignment talent 

pool than had been available previously.  Secondly, the analysis of the 

experiences and reactions of the further research respondents who had 

completed an international assignment extended knowledge far beyond the few 

prior studies that had focused on one aspect of Chinese expatriate experience 

such as gender (Shen & D’Netto, 2011) or cross-cultural communication (Wang 

et al., 2013), including identifying influences of organizational policies and 

practices.  

Thirdly, knowledge regarding Chinese business leadership competencies, 

skills, attributes was extended further by the testing of the Global Acumen Model 

against these survey data, thus expanding understanding of Chinese business 

leaders’ global readiness at a detailed level.  Fourthly, the mapping of Chinese 

values against competencies and skills took the knowledge and understanding to 

a very specific level that can be used by Chinese companies to improve the 

effectiveness of both selection and development for international assignees.  The 

value-attitude-behaviour  hierarchy, accorded a central position throughout this 
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study, played a key role in this mapping, thus extending understanding of how 

this concept could be applied in practice when combined with the survey 

analysis results regarding respondents attitudes, especially those relating to 

leadership and global leadership. 

8.4.2.4    Chinese management practice 

In order to present case examples of Chinese OFDI projects across the 

representative range of host countries, I found that I had to search very widely, 

ranging across a few monographs, a variety of reports, journals and conference 

proceedings as well as foreign and Chinese daily and business press, plus 

company websites.  This process illustrated the lack of consolidated information 

found in the literature. In addition, the literature was found to focus almost 

exclusively on individual-related factors as causes of Chinese expatriate failure. 

The examination of Chinese OFDI projects by country or region (see Section 

6.5) thus addressed both of these gaps.  In doing so, it also extends knowledge of 

the varying characteristics of Chinese companies’ approach to OFDI, 

particularly with regard to due diligence and integration and both confirms the 

central importance placed on the consistency:adaptation dichotomy in this study 

and illustrates its practical application. 

Furthermore, combination of these case examples with the analysis of 

survey respondents international assignment experience enabled the compilation 

of a tabulation of both organizational and individual causes of failure (see Table 

6.2), with a preponderance falling in the former category, thus presenting an 

argument that I have not found in the literature.  In addition, this same 
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compilation identified both organizational ad individual success factors, which 

not only extends knowledge but, along with the causes of failure, has significant 

implications for the management of Chinese companies engaged in OFDI. 

The literature that I reviewed regarding Chinese OFDI  provided a great 

deal of information about SOEs, but I didn’t find anything as specific as the  

structured framework that identified the differences in approach by SOEs, 

private companies (POEs) and former SOEs (typically PIEs) (see Figure 6.1)  

This was important in providing an organizational context for both the causes of 

failure and the success factors that were drawn from the case examples, as well 

as illuminating the context for the international assignees from the various 

company types.  It was especially important given the rapidly increasing 

proportion of projects being undertaken by POEs and their  significantly 

different approach.  Thus, the identification of the two basic sets of 

characteristics both facilitated the interpretation and understanding of the case 

examples, but in the process extended the knowledge about this aspect of 

Chinese OFDI projects and its influence on the success or failure of the 

international assignees working in the projects. 

In addition, while there were isolated examples in the literature of direct 

benefits to the host country and/or acquired company, this was not identified as a 

critical success factor.  Conversely, the nature and extent of integration of 

acquired entities was well-documented.  However, these two aspects of Chinese 

OFDI projects were treated in isolation.  From the construction of the OFDI 

characteristics and examination of the case examples, it became clear to me that 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        432 

 

     

 

benefit symmetry or asymmetry was a critical success factor, as was the extent 

and effectiveness of structural integration, which I defined as ranging between 

“dichotomous” and “homogenous,” which I regarded as more meaningful than 

the single-dimension “low” and “high” found in the literature, while nothing was 

found in the literature that combined benefit and integration.  Construction of the 

Benefit and Integration matrix (see Figure 6.2.3) and the positioning of different 

case examples on the matrix thus substantially extended the knowledge of how 

these organizational aspects might exert either a supportive or disruptive 

influence on the ability of the international assignees to succeed in his or her role 

or function. 

8.4.3    Development of Models 

Consistent with the extensive use of graphs to illustrate the survey analysis 

results, graphical models were used also to illustrate many of the contributions to 

knowledge discussed above. Inasmuch as they are, by definition, part of the 

extensions of knowledge, they facilitate both understanding and repeatability; 

accordingly, I regard them as making a contribution in their own right. 

The first of these was the conceptual model (see Figure 3.4), which 

contained all the key elements encompassed by this holistic approach and 

highlighted the pivotal roles of the enculturation:acculturation dichotomy, the 

consistency:adaptation dichotomy and the value-attitude-behaviour  hierarchy, 

as well as graphically illustrating the “mouse between the bellows” analogy. It 

represents a considerable contribution to methodology, going well beyond other 
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models such as the Success in Global Work Assignment model presented by 

Earley and Ang (2003) (see Sections 4.2.7 and 4.3.2). 

The second was the Global Acumen Model, with the final iteration,  Version 

4 (see Figures 7.9, 7.11, 7.12 and 7.13), representing a framework that was 

well-supported by the literature, had been tested against a large sample, met 

practitioner requirements and extended management theory in both content and 

structure, as explained above.  Importantly, it can be applied meaningfully in any 

cultural context; this was demonstrated by its application in a Chinese cultural 

context with the construction of the Global Acumen Model with Chinese 

Characteristics (see Figures 8.1 and 8.2), providing a structured approach to 

linkages between cultural influences and requisite global leadership 

competencies, skills and attributes, something that was not found in the 

literature.  The other important feature of the Model was the definition and 

culture-mapping of the role and function sub-models; these not only contribute 

to the theory but also provide practical management tools. 

The third - and related – model was the China and Host Nation Diversity 

Assessment framework (see Figure 7.8), which was used to create the Global 

Acumen Model with Chinese Characteristics and which can serve as a template 

for applying other host nation values, or indeed, other Chinese values to the base 

Model. 

The fourth model was the Benefit and Integration matrix (see Figure 6.2.3) 

which provided a new insight into two major influences on OFDI project 
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success, influences resulting from organizational level policies, decisions and 

actions that not only impacted on a project’s success or failure but also cascaded 

down to impact individual international assignees and the likelihood of their own 

success or failure.  This model absolutely confirmed, in my view, the importance 

of not considering individual performance in isolation, the approach in most of 

the literature. 

The fifth and final model was the Functional and Adaptability Matrix (see 

Figure 7.7), which illustrated the depiction of a broad view of China’s cultural 

relativity with regard to OFDI projects, representing a summary view of the 

detailed analysis undertaken in the China and Host Nation Diversity Assessment 

framework, including the detailed mapping in Table 7.1, plus the Benefit and 

Integration matrix.  

 

8.4.4    Publications 

During the course of this study, two peer-reviewed conference papers were 

written and presented.  The first of these, entitled A Model of Chinese Global 

Business Leadership (Baker, 2010),  presented at the 24
th

. ANZAM Conference, 

effectively introduced this study.  The paper drew on the New Leaders Group 

summary results to illustrate the current state of Chinese global leadership 

readiness, critically examined existing global leadership models and proposed a 

combination of cultural orientation and culture-based attitudes and behaviours as 

major potential impediments to Chinese global leadership effectiveness.  It 

included examples of cultural dimension differences and also leadership style 



______________________________________________________________________                                                                                     

Going Global - Factors Influencing  Chinese Business Leaders’ Success in International 

Assignments                                                                                                                        435 

 

     

 

differences, drawing on the survey results to illustrate the importance ratings 

accorded by respondents.  Thus, some of the principal concepts that have 

become central to this study were added to the literature.  An important 

additional outcome from the paper’s presentation was the inclusion of some 

elements of my survey findings in a monograph dealing with new trends and 

practices in HRM in China (Cooke, 2012, pp. 190-191). 

The second paper, entitled Are East and West meeting in the right place? 

Does “Global Acumen” offer a greater likelihood of success for Chinese 

business leaders on international assignments? (Baker, 2011), presented at the 

17
th

 Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management, signalled the substantial 

shift to a more practitioner perspective and presented a summation of the 

literature review contained in Chapters 3 and 4, including Version 1 of the 

Global Acumen Model.  The paper also introduced organizational influences 

and, in addressing the US-centricity of the existing literature, called for a 

blended model that drew on the strengths of other cultures, thus presaging some 

of most important the outcomes of this study (see Sections 8.2 and 8.3). 

 

8.5      Implications for Management 

 

 

 

 

Nick the boat to seek the sword (an action made pointless                                                   

by changed circumstances; doing things in accordance                                                   

with reality, paying attention to developments or changes                                               

in circumstances) 

刻舟求剑 
 

Ke zhou qiu jian 
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Given that the problem addressed in this study is one that affects Chinese 

companies engaged in OFDI projects, one of the intended contributions of this 

study stated at the outset was to frame the conclusions in terms of practical 

management implications (see Section 1.2), to enable Chinese MNC 

management to consider the findings and adopt those that were seen as 

appropriate to their needs. 

Given the importance of this issue not only to the improved performance of 

individual international assignees but also to the success of their companies’ 

international expansion and ultimately to the progress of China’s economic 

globalization, the management implications arising from this study warrant the 

attention not only of HRM management but also senior business management; 

this is particularly so because of the findings regarding causes of failure and 

success factors (see Table 6.2), so many of which were organization-related 

rather than individual-related.  Accordingly, the practical implications for 

management have been grouped into three categories: Organizational enablers, 

Strategic HRM and IHRM policies and practices. 

8.5.1    Organizational enablers 

8.5.1.1    M&A strategies 

The terms of engagement with local regulatory and business environments 

that are adopted at the organizational strategy level clearly influence how the 

project is able to be conducted by the international assignees, especially in 

relation to the degrees of integration consistency and benefit symmetry.  What 
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appears clear from this study is that Chinese OFDI projects that failed or 

experienced significant difficulties were characterized by a high degree of 

integration and consistency, with benefit symmetry/asymmetry having a 

subsidiary effect. 

Conversely, projects that were deemed to be more successful were 

characterized by low degrees of integration and consistency closely linked to a 

high degree of benefit symmetry.  In many cases the benefit was the financial 

injection and market access, but in one example, in Romania, the company went 

further in ensuing maximum benefit symmetry by being active in the community 

(see Section 6.5.3.10). While commercial due diligence of OFDI projects is 

outside the scope of this study, nevertheless it was identified as a significant 

cause of failure or difficulty in case examples such as TCL/Thompson in France 

(see Section 6.5.3.6), COVEC in Poland (see Section 6.5.3.9) and CITIC Pacific 

in Australia (see Section 6.5.6.1).  However, what is important in the context of 

this study is the need for the budgeting at either organizational or project level 

for the essential Strategic HRM and IHRM changes discussed below.  This, of 

course, pre-supposes a top management acceptance of the strategic importance 

of HRM, which is a challenge still faced in many Western companies. 

8.5.1.2    Cultural due diligence 

The issue of cultural diversity was raised as a major problem in many of the 

case examples and little evidence was found of any structured attempt to address 

the issue.  On the contrary, cross-cultural training was not regarded as either 

necessary or important and it was left to individual assignees to show some 
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initiative, such as the use of guanxi in all three of the Danish case examples (see 

Section 6.5.3.3). What the diversity assessment example that illustrated the 

concepts of Low Diversity Advantage and High Diversity Disadvantage (see 

Section 8.4.2.2) clearly indicates is the need for what I have called “cultural due 

diligence,” the results from which will provide the necessary input to the 

selection criteria and development and training requirements that will maximise 

the chances of success for an individual project. 

8.5.1.3    Parent:subsidiary control 

Huang (2013, pp.185-186), while pointing to the limited research on 

subsidiary management by Chinese MNCs, identified four important aspects of 

Chinese resources industry MNC parent:subsidiary relationships, based on a 

series of case studies.  The first was the propensity to source the key technical 

skills from China, the second to prefer a Chinese CEO, the third was to recruit 

host nation managers to interface with the host nation regulatory and business 

environments, with CITIC Pacific providing an excellent example.  The fourth 

was to appoint a small group of Chinese finance and project management 

personnel in a monitoring rather than decision-making role, providing feedback 

to the parent company and facilitating control, while overcoming language 

difficulties between the parent and the subsidiary.  Where it was the expertise 

that is being acquired, the other three aspects were found in a number of the 

European case examples. 
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8.5.1.4    Consistency and adaptation  

Much can be found in the literature about the transition from relation-based 

to rule-based governance (Li, 2013) as organizations mature and grow in size 

and complexity.  However, while certainly there are many Chinese MNC 

examples of this, such as Huawei’s Business Code of Conduct (Nankervis et al., 

2013, p. 120), this study clearly points to a more nuanced approach to this issue.  

My own global leadership experience leads me to suggest that over-reliance on 

rule-based governance is a factor of both size and bureaucratic as opposed to 

charismatic leadership.  In this study, evidence was found that clearly 

differentiated the bureaucratic rule-based approach of SOEs from the greater 

flexibility exhibited by the POEs led by the billionaire entrepreneurs. 

However, I would argue the case for greater flexibility regarding adaptation 

from quite another perspective. When you consider all that has been uncovered 

in this study about contemporary Chinese business leadership, including both 

those who have completed international assignments and those who haven’t, a 

case certainly can be made for allowing greater adaptation flexibility in order to 

derive maximum benefit from the interest, enthusiasm, openness, comfort with 

ambiguity and inquisitiveness and quest for adventure identified in the survey 

analyses, as well as the cultural values contributing to cognitive complexity 

competence, to take one example from the value mapping.  A high degree of 

consistency will prevent any advantage being derived from these talents.  

While the general case can be made, it becomes more apparent when 

considering the key roles of boundary spanner and post-acquisition integrator 
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who need the adaptation flexibility to be able to negotiate securing the most 

effective outcomes, which invariably must involve compromise, resolution of 

contradictions, and often creative or innovative solutions.  Insistence on a high 

degree of consistency prevents the competencies, skills and attributes from being 

applied and severely limits the effectiveness of the assignees in those roles.  This 

of course presumes that the functions have in fact been recognized and applied.  

Certainly a number of the case examples indicated use of the integrator, with the 

WuXi Apptec example being the most striking.  However, no evidence was 

found of organizational recognition of the boundary spanner function which, 

from my own experience, can contribute significantly to the effectiveness and 

performance of subsidiaries.  Clearly, from the detailed examination of both 

functions (see Section 8.3), there are development needs, but some key elements 

were found in the analysis of the survey sample. 

8.5.2 Strategic HRM 

8.5.2.1    Strategic approach to HRM 

The fundamental feature of Strategic HRM is the integration of HRM and 

business strategy.  This can be considered in terms of linking HRM practices to 

firm performance (Cooke, 2012, p. 201), applying a resource-based view of the 

firm (Child & Marinova, 2013, p. 3) or ensuring consistency between parent and 

subsidiary by applying an “…essentially resource-based view of the firm to 

identify the resource capital and institutional capital required for successful 

OFDI and whether these can be supplied from the home or host country context” 

(Bird & Beechler, 2007, p. 37).  This links directly to the issue of budgeting 
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discussed above (see Section 8.5.1.1) which in turn requires top management 

recognition of the importance of this issue. 

 

8.5.2.2    Integrating HRM with business strategies 

The adoption of a resources-based view and a strategic approach to HRM 

should lead to the concomitant adoption of some the global best practices found 

in both Western and Chinese MNCs. These include firstly, approaches that I 

have been exposed to as a consultant, including whole of life-cycle career 

management for an international leadership cohort who are permanently attached 

to a special organizational unit and deployed from there to projects as required, 

thus developing and retaining global leadership talent.  Secondly, the practice of 

MNCs such as HSBC and GE in institutionalizing international experience (see 

Section 4.4) contributes significantly to the development of the important 

competencies such as “global behavioural skills,” “global networking,” “global 

business knowledge” and “intercultural communication.”  Thirdly, the dual 

leadership, or Lenovo’s “2-in the-box” system (see Section 6.5.3.5), while 

costing more, was found to contribute to the success of both smaller and very 

large OFDI and M&A cases.  Given these examples, certainly further research is 

warranted in this area. 

8.5.2.3    HRM consistency 

What was clear from many of the OFDI case examples (see Section 6.5) 

was the effect of varying approaches to parent:subsidiary consistency, which 

was closely linked to the degree of integration. While it has been suggested that 
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the need for consistency was lower for global as opposed to international 

companies (Bird & Beechler (2007, p. 39) the Chinese OFDI case examples 

examined in this study do not conform to this view, with many requiring a high 

degree of consistency.  What is perhaps of greater interest in the context of this 

study is the authors’ suggestion of a link between the strategic orientation of the 

MNC and the degree of HRM consistency (p. 43).  The case examples examined 

in this study, while not addressing this question explicitly, suggest that this is 

more likely to be found to be the case in POEs rather than SOEs. 

8.5.2.4    Acculturation policy 

An essential component of the implementation of strategic in the context of 

OFDI is the need for policy and cultural endorsement of flexibility in both 

consistency:adaptation and enculturation:acculturation at the very top of the 

organization.  These are fundamental changes in organizational culture and, 

from my experience with cultural change programs, without top-level 

endorsement, the changes will not be achieved.  While adaptation essentially 

addresses business process flexibility, its effectiveness, in my experience, also 

relies significantly on a substantial degree of acculturation, which in turn can 

spark the “gone native” reaction to adaptation proposals.  Thus, encouragement 

of acculturation, supported by relevant training and experience and combined 

with adaptation flexibility provides the framework for greater effectiveness of 

international assignees and contributes significantly to project success.  Some 

evidence of this approach was found in the case examples, but it was not evident 

that coordinated policy approaches were in place. 
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8.5.3    International HRM policies and practices 

With the Strategic HRM policies in place, it falls to the HRM function to 

implement the policies and establish the necessary practices.  The first critical 

step, which I have observed in a number of Chinese MNCs, is the establishment 

of a discrete IHRM function, thus separating the international policies and 

practices from those applying to domestic operations; this is an important step in 

the maturation process, given the quite different needs, as illustrated throughout 

this study and enables an appropriate and effective approach to selection, 

development and career management. 

 

8.5.3.1    Whole of life-cycle expatriate management 

From the findings of this study and from my own experience in both being 

an expatriate and managing expatriates, I see the importance of a whole-of-life-

cycle approach to expatriate management as providing the all-encompassing 

framework for maximum effectiveness of international assignees.  

8.5.3.2    Selection criteria  

The first component of this framework is selection, including both criteria 

and methods.  The findings and explanation in this study provide much guidance 

for more appropriate selection criteria but, as with the adaptation and 

acculturation flexibility, organizational culture changes will be needed to permit 

much more competencies-based selection. 
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8.5.3.3     Selection tools 

The second component is the tools that are used to assist in selection, the 

first of which is psychological assessment.  Shen and Edwards (2006, p. 52) 

found that these were explicitly not used by the MNCs they studied; almost a 

decade later I found the same in a response to a pilot questionnaire, which 

indicated that the responding MNC didn’t make use of either Personality, 

Cultural Intelligence or Emotional Intelligence assessments.  From my own 

experience in using all three tools extensively in executive coaching and 

leadership development in China, they should form essential components of both 

selection and development processes and the findings in this study certainly 

indicate the scope and opportunity for better understanding of the individual 

capabilities and potential of international assignees.  Use of the  Global Acumen 

Model sub-models approach is proposed as an important new selection tool, but 

results from the other tools should be regarded as prerequisites. The other useful 

tool, the 360 degree assessment, needs to be treated with some caution as, in its 

initial application, it will be completed in a domestic context.  In the 

international assignment context it is more suited to development and career 

management rather than selection. 

8.5.3.4    Development 

The third component is the form and content of development programs, 

which should range from long-term programs encompassing the whole 

international talent cohort to project- and host nation-specific training; this is the 

other area where the Global Acumen Model sub-models approach can be 
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applied, both to ensure role clarity and also to isolate the role- or function-

specific development needs.  Based on my experience as a member of the 

coaching panel for a European MNC’s global leadership program, in which I 

was responsible for the Chinese and other Asian participants, an effective 

approach is the formation of multicultural teams to address particular globally 

applicable business improvement projects. However, as noted earlier, care 

should be taken in using 360 degree assessments to ensure that the assessors are 

able to reflect global requirements rather than apply a specific situational 

perspective.   

Personality, Cultural Intelligence and Emotional Intelligence assessments 

are all essential tools for establishing individual development needs, while 

aggregated results can be used for the design of group programs.  An important 

aspect of project- and host nation-specific training is the need both for on-arrival 

orientation training as well as pre-departure training.  Furthermore, to ameliorate 

at least some of the family issues, the training should be extended to include 

accompanying family members, especially spouses.  From my experience in 

using them in post-acquisition integration as well as in development programs 

for established leadership teams, they are excellent tools for both developing 

initial team cohesion, especially with cross-cultural leadership teams, as well as 

providing strong foundations for ongoing cohesion.  Reservations reading 

applicability of these tools in the Chinese cultural context have been proven to 

be unfounded, with useful results obtained by Chinese research (Ao, 2004; 

Wang et al., 2013; Wang, Che, Yang & Lin, 2004), which certainly supports my 
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own experience in obtaining very valuable results and acceptance of the findings 

by the participants from the hundreds of assessments I conducted in China in the 

period 2003-2008.     

8.5.3.4    Language and communication 

 The fourth component is approaches to language and communication.  

Given that English is very widely used by foreign MNCs as their global 

language business and the importance accorded to its teaching in the Chinee 

education system, this approach certainly should be adopted by Chinese MNCs. 

However, whereas the case examples identified the use of interpreters, Wang et 

al. (2013, p. 9) reported the practice of some Chinese companies operating in 

markets such as Poland, Germany and Belgium whereby a certain level of  

English fluency was a key selection criterion for host nation staff, thus extending 

the global language concept to the subsidiary.  Intercultural communication 

training, then, can be focused on the non-verbal communication cues relevant to 

the particular host nation, encompassing both business and social etiquette and 

behaviours and again should be extended to accompanying family members. 

8.5.3.5    International assignment management 

The fifth  component is the management of the international assignment; as 

an expatriate, the international assignee is on different terms and conditions of 

employment and has a different and more complex compensation profile, as well 

as requiring support in both the host nation and home nation contexts.  These all 

need to be the specific responsibility of the International assignments HRM 

function. 
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8.5.3.6    Retention and Career management 

The sixth and final component of this whole-of-life-cycle approach includes 

the policies and practices surrounding retention and career management and 

includes matters such as repatriation, which can have serious impacts on family 

members, and clarity regarding both short-term and medium-term career paths.  

Both of these can significantly impact retention rates and, with the less than 60% 

retention rate found in this study, these issues clearly demand closer attention by 

Chinese MNCs.  The potential for both of these to be disruptive can be greatly 

reduced by the combination of the international talent pool and the international 

assignment management function within HR, with the resultant framework and 

focus by their very nature addressing these issues.  

 

8.6      Limitations of this study  

This study was subjected to a number of limitations, especially revolving 

around the data sources, the longitudinal nature of the data and some issues 

around interpretation.  These have been addressed as they have arisen and are 

summarized below, with the conclusion that, despite these limitations, the results 

of this study are meaningful and thus represent a sound foundation for the 

management implications set out in Section 8.5. 

 

8.6.1 Data sources 

8.6.1.1    Quantitative data 

The fundamental source limitations relate to the quantitative data being 

secondary, gathered by a third party for limited research purposes that evolved 
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over the data collection period (see Section 5.1.5), giving rise to issues of 

reliability, principally relating to consistency. However, firstly, researcher 

consistency was maintained, inasmuch as I designed the questionnaires for the 

2007, 2008, 2009 and 2012 surveys, while only drawing results from those 

portions of the 2011 survey that re-used content from the 2009 questionnaire. 

Secondly, as the 2012 data came from a totally separate source, results from that 

data were identified and cautionary comments or separate conclusions were 

provided. Thirdly, although the overall purpose of data collection was driven by 

the editorial needs at Fortune China, the basic focus – Chinese business leaders’ 

global readiness – was retained throughout. Thirdly, by its very nature, the 

longitudinal nature of the data was subject to a “history” effect, given the 

acknowledged and substantial commercial, political and social changes 

occurring in Chinese in the period 2007 to 2012.  However, this is no different 

from any other longitudinal study and so is not regarded as a major limitation to 

the validity of the results.  Fourthly, although several parties were involved in 

data collection, all quantitative analysis was able to be based on tabulated raw 

results, which were in turn able to be cross-checked against the language (both 

English and Chinese) to confirm appropriateness of interpretations of results and 

conclusions that could be drawn. 

Finally, the data was collected via self-reporting surveys, with the potential 

limitation of socially desirable response bias.  However, the survey design used 

cross-checking questions and results were compared with the available literature 

and practitioner experience so as to identity those that should be treated with 
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some caution. Also, the analysis and interpretation of the survey results clearly 

was limited by the lack of follow-up interviews, a point highlighted in Section 

5.7 and this has been proposed as an important area for future research (see 

Section 8.7.1).  

 

8.6.1.2    Qualitative data 

Data regarding Chinese OFDI projects was drawn from a wide variety of 

information sources ranging from research-based case studies and papers as well 

as business and commercial press, the result being limitations on both depth and 

consistency.  Furthermore, interpretations and conclusions regarding 

organizational policies and practices were based on these data sources and from 

the survey results, augmented by my personal practitioner experience.  This 

limitation is addressed in Section 8.7, with the identification of structured survey 

and interview research of these organizational dimensions as a most important 

area for further research.  Notwithstanding these limitations, the results obtained 

do serve to inform understanding of those aspects of the problem and thus the 

problem in its totality. 

 

8.6.2    Data interpretation 

Due to the variety of data sources and types, profiling of the respondent 

group included both very-specific and less-specific forms of questioning in the 

surveys, resulting in limitations related to response matching and availability of 

suitable responses as well as clearly subjective inputs based on my experience.  

Nevertheless, the research design, method and process ensured that these results 
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provide a useful profile of both contemporary Chinese business leaders and the 

international assignment talent pool, highlighting competency strengths and 

shortcomings, as well as highlighting cultural, age, role and company type 

impacts. 

 

8.6.3    Researcher influence 

A potential limitation based on external validity and statistical conclusion 

validity rests on the fact of the same researcher’s presence in both the sample 

data surveys and this study.  However, this was addressed by the earlier 

conclusions being set aside and new and extended analysis being conducted, 

using more advanced analysis techniques applied to the raw data. 

Similarly, the strong practitioner perspective applied to interpretations and 

conclusions could be construed as a limitation.  However, a mixed method 

approach was adopted to allow for the inclusion of emerging methods, a post-

positive world view enabled a focus on probable cause-effects and the insertion 

of my personal experience is entirely consistent with the realism approach 

adopted.  The fact that my experience is historical was overcome by firstly the 

use of supporting literature and by the conduct of the 2012 survey.  Furthermore, 

while the period spent as an insider provided the specific practitioner insights, 

both the passage of time and my broader global leadership experience, plus the 

extensive reference to theoretical literature, coupled with an approach of 

justifiable interpretation that made use of all possible cross-referencing and 

triangulation sources, enabled the achievement of a more objective perspective. 
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8.6.5    Summary 

In summary, the pragmatism world view adopted proved appropriate, using 

all approaches possible in the timeframe to improve understanding of what is 

fundamentally a social phenomena problem by applying a variety of world 

views, assumptions, data collection and data analysis in a multidimensional and 

multi-disciplinary approach. Given no similar data exist, the limitations are more 

than compensated for by the richness of the results and the contributions made 

by this study. 

 

8.7      Areas for future research 

Clearly, while the scale and scope of this study left many areas worthy of or 

necessitating further research, the study did lay the foundations for further 

investigation in many aspects of this complex problem and a number of areas 

that I regard as most important are highlighted below. 

 

8.7.1    Targeted surveys and interviews 

Many of the issues addressed in the study by drawing on secondary data, 

published sources and personal experience will be much better understood by the 

use of targeted surveys and follow up interviews, thus addressing the concerns 

reported on in Section 5.7 and identified as a limitation (see Section 8.6.4).  The 

limited experience with the pilot questionnaires illustrated the benefit of 

surveying both the senior HR leadership as well as individual assignees. 
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8.7.2    Psychological assessments 

As indicated earlier, the use of psychological assessment, especially in areas 

such as personality, Cultural Intelligence and Emotional Intelligence will greatly 

improve the effectiveness of both selection and development for international 

assignments. Particular attention should be focused on the linkages between 

personality and leadership and on expanding on the linkages between cultural 

values and specific global leadership competencies proposed in this study.   

 

8.7.3    Global behavioural skills 

Three aspects of global behavioural skills received considerable attention in 

this study;  firstly, the benefit of international experience which also builds 

global business knowledge; secondly, the overt behaviours that can cause 

conflict or confusion; and thirdly the issue of non-verbal communication and 

observable body language.  International experience is included here for two 

reasons; firstly little was found on this topic relating to Chinese business leaders, 

while secondly the survey results indicated low levels of international 

experience, pointing to low organizational priority, as well as reported lack of 

opportunity. Furthermore, there was a huge disparity between the responses 

across all items and company types as attitudes were modified by experience. 

Also, this “expectation to reality gap” was noticeably greater in public and 

private companies, which could be attributed to more dynamic or less mature 

institutional frameworks; certainly this issue bears further research as, from my 

own expatriate and international assignment experience, reality shocks play a 
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significant role in both on-assignment performance and post-assignment 

retention (See Section 6.1.4.1). 

 On the third issue, much more needs to be done in populating cross-cultural 

training with host-nation specific examples of behavioural misunderstandings, 

rather than these emerging as anecdotes in various sources.  A typical example is 

the story of the young Chinese team manager in Poland, seeking to demonstrate 

his caring for a particular employee’s life by frequently asking him about his 

feelings and his task progress and causing annoyance and refusal to respond, as 

this behaviour was interpreted as a lack of trust (Wang et al, 2013, p. 9).  

Beyond these overt behaviours, a better understanding of non-verbal language, 

the below the waterline part of the communication iceberg, and an understanding 

from a Chinese perspective, is emerging in my mind as a critical success factor 

for Chinese international assignees.  

  

8.7.4   Parent-subsidiary relationships 

 This study has sought to shed new light on this issue from several 

perspectives, drawing on information that could be found amongst the wide 

variety of sources that had to be consulted.  With the number of issues that are 

linked to this relationship, clearly there is a need for further research, targeting 

the various dimensions of this relationship specifically for both Chinese SOEs 

and POEs, given the indications of quite divergent findings. 
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8.7.5   Advantage of foreignness 

This study proposed the concept of Low Diversity Advantage in order to 

convert a Chinese liability into an advantage in some host nations.  This is 

deserving of exploration in greater depth, as it certainly suggests itself to me as a 

valuable tool for the conduct of cultural due diligence.  Secondly, in this study I 

argued that in the case of some global leadership competencies, cognitive 

complexity being one good example, Chinese business leaders had an advantage 

of foreignness of a different type to that commonly examined, in the cultural 

values that can be seen to contribute to the potential for a higher degree of 

competence than business leaders from some other cultures.  Again, this is 

deserving of further research as, not only does it have practical implications but 

also it could be useful in the further development of indigenous Chinese 

management theory. 

 

8.7.9.   Retention rates/reasons 

Firstly, there is a huge disparity between the responses across all items and 

company types as attitudes are modified by experience.  Secondly, to re-iterate a 

point made earlier, this “expectation to reality gap” was noticeably greater in 

public and private companies, which could be attributed to more dynamic or less 

mature institutional frameworks; certainly this issue bears further research as, 

from my own expatriate and international assignment experience, reality shocks 

play a significant role in both on-assignment performance and post-assignment 

retention. (6.1.4.1) 
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8.8      Summary and Conclusion 

  At the end of this particular journey, much has been discovered, new 

methods have been demonstrated, theories extended, models developed and 

tested and management implications explained – yet much still needs to be done, 

in seeking a more comprehensive understanding of all aspects of this complex 

problem.   Notwithstanding, this study has progressed understanding of the 

competencies, skills and attributes of contemporary Chinese business leaders, as 

well as their global leadership readiness, while the propositions regarding the 

relationships between Chinese values and key global leadership competencies 

have been demonstrated with practical tools, a focus on cultural similarity rather 

than difference has been proposed and much has been uncovered that can be of 

assistance to Chinese companies undertaking OFDI projects. 

If there is one aspect of the study that comes through most strongly to me, it 

is that the analysis of the survey responses in Chapters 5 and 6 plus the 

subsequent further examination and exploration in Chapter 7 and the earlier 

parts of this chapter make it clear that the shortage of Chinese global leadership 

talent is not as absolute as is portrayed by both the literature and government and 

commercial commentators.  Certainly it is quite clear from the survey results that 

many of the requisite competencies, skills and attributes are severely lacking 

amongst the sample group.  However, it is also very clear that the passion for 

diversity, interest in international work and openness provide a strong 

foundation for development of those competencies and skills and for giving 

support and recognition to these attributes. Essentially what I see from both 
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these results and my own experience in conducting many leadership 

development programs in China, is a range of raw talent that can be developed 

by carefully targeted programs that encourage and build on these innate 

strengths, honing competencies and skills with the best of Western tools and 

techniques, while always permitting approaches with Chinese characteristics. 

Furthermore - and more importantly - the China-centric perspective, in 

combination with the mapping of Chinese values against key competencies, 

skills and attributes (see Sections 7.3 and 7.5) illustrates what might be regarded 

as innate advantages per se, in the application of those competencies and skills, 

as well as advantages in host nations where China enjoys a Low Diversity 

Advantage. Taking this issue one step further, I believe that Western 

management theory could benefit from Chinese management theory, by being 

validated in a Chinese cultural context” (see Section 4.3).  This idea can be seen 

to be supported by the mapping of values to competencies, with cognitive 

competency representing a good example (see Figure 7.8).  Thus, while not 

included in the listing of contributions, the mapping suggests attitudes and 

behaviours that Western management theory could well make use of in seeking 

higher degrees of competence in this and other elements of global leadership. 

The other, somewhat unexpected outcome from this study emerged from the 

examination of Chinese OFDI case examples (see Section 6.5).  Much had been 

found in the literature about the activities of SOEs, closely supported by 

government policy, regulation, diplomacy and financial institutions and focused 

on securing resources and food security foe the nation.  Major case studies also 
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tended to concentrate on the nationally prominent and quite mature PIEs and 

SOEs such as Lenovo, Huawei and Haier.  While encouraged by changes in 

government policy aimed at diversifying China’s OFDI, which saw the 

emergence of small family-owned and managed companies make their first 

moves offshore, the sudden emergence of POEs engaging in multi-billion dollar 

transactions appears to be directly linked to the emergence of large numbers of 

Chinese dollar billionaires.   

These billionaire entrepreneurs are entering new industry segments such as 

tourism, leisure and hospitality, are not reliant on government support or 

facilitation and are financially independent and the presidents/CEO’s are not 

subject to the direct government control that is still exerted over the 

presidents/CEOs of SOEs.  Being relatively young organizations, they have no 

bureaucratic legacy and, with entrepreneurial owners/leaders, they are able to be 

extremely flexible and fast-moving and appear to be comfortable with very 

diversified investment portfolios.  Given the rapid rise of many of these 

companies, their policies and business practices must be assumed to be relatively 

immature; indeed, almost by definition, they can be regarded as having 

charismatic, as opposed to bureaucratic leadership.   

This characterization of these new participants in Chinese OFDI gives rise 

to many questions related to both Chinese globalization studies and to Chinese 

IHRM that clearly need to be addressed.  These include the influence of the CEO 

or owner on the organization culture as well as the business strategy; the 

positioning of these companies in terms of both benefit symmetry and structural 
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integration; their positioning regarding the consistency:adaptation dichotomy; 

their business drivers and strategic intent; and their approach to both Strategic 

HRM and IHRM in the broad and to selection, development and career 

management of their international human capital in particular. 

In all of these aspects the world increasingly is being faced with Chinese 

POEs that are fundamentally different in nature and approach to SOEs and host 

nations will need to learn quickly how to adjust to them and deal with them for 

mutual benefit. 

Finally, I trust that the results of this study, as presented here, spark the 

discussion, debate and further research that is necessary to refine, extend and 

improve understanding of what remains in both the short- and the long-term a 

critical issue in the success of China’s economic globalization. 
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