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Applause For Chinese Business Etiquette

“ONE OF THE STARS OF THE CHINA GAME HAS MADE A SUBSTANTIAL CONTRIBUTION TO ALL OF HIS FELLOW TEAM MEMBERS. With this book as a guide, the average businessman might just win one for the Gipper.… Important fundamentals … clear explanations … humorous … comprehensive … a welcome introduction to the rhythm and grace of Chinese social interaction.”

—Asian Wall Street Journal

“After watching two decades of China's ‘reform and opening,’ Seligman's keen eye for both change and continuity will be appreciated by new visitors and old hands alike. A PERCEPTIVE AND COMPREHENSIVE TOUR OF CHINESE MANNERS AND INTERACTIONS WITH FOREIGNERS.”

—Douglas Murray, president, National Committee on U.S.-China Relations

“Takes the myth and mystery out of doing business in the modern-day Middle Kingdom.… Goes way beyond the rites and rituals of doing business in China to explore the way your Chinese business partner or negotiating adversary thinks and must operate to survive in his own system.”

—James McGregor, chief representative, China, Dow Jones & Co., and former president of the American Chamber of Commerce in China

“ESSENTIAL … PRACTICAL, INFORMED, BALANCED … Scott Seligman knows China and the Chinese.”

—Jerome A. Cohen, resident partner (Hong Kong office), Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison, Attorneys at Law

“RELEVANT … POWERFUL … FASCINATING … a wealth of useful information. … Provides readers with a wider social context, making at times compelling reading. … An accessible and thorough reference book that will do much to reassure the foreign businessman.”

—Far East Business

“VALUABLE, IN FACT, ESSENTIAL. … Its clear and concise prose leaves the reader well prepared and eager for an encounter with the Chinese—on their turf!”

—David B. Warner, senior vice president, ChinaVest Limited, and former general manager, China/Hong Kong/South Asia, First National Bank of Chicago

“USEFUL.… NOT JUST FOR FIRST-TIMERS.… Instills a sense of comfort and camaraderie. … Level-headed … informed, unpretentious, and often funny.”

—Business Traveller

“Leads the reader through both the logistical and cultural hazards. … His insights will prove AS VALUABLE FOR THE EXPERIENCED CHINA HAND AS FOR THE FIRST-TIME VISITOR.”

—Arthur Rosen, president emeritus, National Committee on U.S.-China Relations

“Sensible … useful … Seligman certainly knows his way around China and the Chinese. He knows, too, how to deal with the 2,500 years of etiquette that faces those hoping to break into Chinese life and business. … SELIGMAN WRITES IN AN EASY, COMPREHENSIBLE STYLE, LACING HIS ADMONITIONS WITH CONSIDERABLE WIT.”

—South China Morning Post

“WISE, CHARMING, PRACTICAL, AND COMPREHENSIVE … the definitive guide to bridging U.S.-China cultural barriers. Seligman's witty and measured style bears witness to his own mastery of the formidable patience, fair-mindedness, and good humor necessary to successful dealings with China. … No neophyte should go to China unarmed with this book.”

—Judith Shapiro, coauthor, Son of the Revolution and After the Nightmare

To the memory of my father, William R. Seligman (1918–1997)
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Preface

IN THE DECADE SINCEDEALING WITH THE CHINESE WAS FIRST published, interacting with the Chinese has become increasingly like interacting with nationals from most other countries. As China bounds headlong into the twenty-first century at a pace hitherto unknown in its history, and sloughs off its Leninist skin for good in favor of its own peculiar coat of “socialism with Chinese characteristics,” the influence of the West—in technology, but also in culture and manners—is more and more keenly felt.

For example, when Dealing with the Chinese was written in 1988, mainland Chinese really did still refer to each other as tongzhi, which means “comrade.” In the late 1990s, by contrast, when this term is employed at all, it is generally used either sarcastically or to describe an old revolutionary who has just died. A decade ago it would have been an unpardonable slight not to send a welcoming party to the airport to receive a visiting foreign business delegation; today, in all but extremely high-level visits, doing this has become the exception rather than the rule. In the first book I warned those hosting Chinese visitors in their home countries to eschew hamburgers and pizza in favor of more Chinese-style fare; this was, however, before the conquest of the People's Republic of China (PRC) market by McDonald's, Pizza Hut, and Domino's and the ecumenical effects they have wreaked on the Chinese palate.

None of this means that the old rules no longer govern. The Chinese have not become Americans overnight, nor will they ever become so, no matter how many joint ventures they establish or how many of their children undertake graduate study in the West. Not even the Taiwanese or the Hong Kong Chinese, who are arguably two or three decades further along the Westernization curve than their mainland brethren, have scrapped their Chinese values, norms, attitudes, or rules of conduct. What they have done is to adapt to a rapidly changing environment. And adaptation generally means changing not only observable behavior, but, ultimately, also perceptions, attitudes, and expectations as well.

What all of this does mean is that it is getting rarer and rarer to find a Chinese entirely untouched by at least some foreign values and behavior patterns. It means that fewer people, especially urban Chinese, fit old stereotypical profiles, and one now finds examples—sometimes pervasive, sometimes isolated—of Western thinking and behavior in even the most traditional of Chinese people. The truth is, being Chinese is coming more and more to imply incorporating some formerly Western, and now increasingly universal, values, attitudes, and practices. At a minimum, as more Chinese get a taste of Western values, they become more understanding and forgiving of Western manners when they encounter them.

The problem is, one can't count on being so indulged in any given situation. Chinese still view the world through Chinese lenses, and most can't help but look askance at those who deviate from accepted norms. Conversely, they are impressed and flattered when foreigners do things “the right way”—that is, their way. Understanding what the Chinese expect and why they expect it is still, therefore, vitally important to all who wish to deal with them. In most cases it continues to make the crucial difference between success and failure. It remains the goal of this book.

I have had the good fortune to spend the last three years in China —my first extended period of residence here since the early 1980s. I had traveled to the PRC many times in the interim, and so I was not unaware of the profound changes that have occurred in the Chinese social fabric, but it took relocating to China for me to understand them in more than a superficial way.

My work in a joint venture has permitted me to view firsthand the commingling of—and conflicts between—the Chinese and Western approaches to business and life. That the joint venture felt very Chinese to my Western colleagues and me but struck our Chinese colleagues as unmistakably foreign seems to me to speak volumes. The young, English-speaking Chinese with whom I worked have proven able teachers. They kept me current on how they view the world and what is and isn't true about today's China. In many cases, it's quite a jump from the China I knew fifteen years ago.

New China, however, remains very much a work in progress, and while some of the rules of the past continue to apply, the norms and values that govern are by all measures a rapidly moving target. To remain useful to foreigners who wish to deepen their understanding of China, therefore, the book needed a good dusting off.

Chinese Business Etiquette is the revised version, rewritten not only to take into account the profound changes of the last decade, but also to reflect a deeper understanding of some traditional Chinese constructs—like mianzi, (face) and guanxi (connections) —that I have been privileged to acquire over the last several years. It is my sincere hope that it will remain useful for many years to come.

Scott D. Seligman

Beijing


Foreword by Robert A. Kapp

WHETHER IT IS AIRPLANE READING ON THE FIRST TRIP TO China or late-night hotel brush-up reading on the fiftieth business trip, Chinese Business Etiquette sets a high standard for a reader-friendly, business-useful guide to the behavioral labyrinth that Americans and other Westerners encounter in China.

This book demystifies much of what otherwise might baffle and intimidate foreigners at work or play in China. It renders normal what might otherwise seem dauntingly exotic. It gives nervous first-timers enough of a sense of what to expect that they will not be bowled over when they encounter it. It provides reassurance to readers that their experiences in China are most likely not unique, and certainly not mainly caused by the reader's particularities. But in the end, no matter how many times we consult Chinese Business Etiquette before, during, or after an “action” in China, there will be new insights to glean, new ideas to share with this lively author and his lively book. Chinese Business Etiquette will never render itself obsolete.

What this book manages so happily to do is tread the fine line between necessary generalization and treacherous caricature. Americans and Chinese often start with a certain “They all look alike” approach to one another. It is amusing, if dismaying, to find generation after generation of well-established Americans “discovering” that despite names that “sound the same” and black hair and other shared features, the Chinese people “aren't all alike after all.” The same thing happens the other way around; I know from experience.

Scott Seligman has studied and lived in China long enough to distill many of the key shared behavioral characteristics that Chinese people generally display, without falling into overly gross generalizations about “them.” China, as anyone who has spent time there knows, has its “ways.” The old American pop culture phrase about “Confucius say,” despite its racist linguistic parody, was rooted in a real phenomenon, the fact that China “has an old saying” for just about any human situation imaginable.

The blackboard of Chineseness, in spite of Mao Zedong's characterization of the impoverished Chinese masses as “poor and blank,” has never been empty. The geographer Rhoads Murphey, writing three decades ago about the historic dilemmas of China's modernization, noted that China never suffered through an identity crisis (“Who are we?”) as it faced the unfamiliar cultural and material challenge of the modern West. To the contrary, the Chinese never doubted for a moment who they were. The problem of modernity, Murphey noted, sprang more from the fact that the Chinese, so comfortably rooted in China's established cultural system, found the setbacks and defeats of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries utterly discordant with the accustomed norms that went with being Chinese in the first place. Seligman is on solid ground in portraying widely shared and long-inherited behavioral norms, rooted in truly ancient Chinese customs and traditions.

While Seligman has excelled in these broad and interpretive introductions of essential aspects of contemporary Chinese human relations and behavior, he helps us to understand that one of those enduring norms is what I might call the “power of situational specificity.”

Much of what a foreigner encounters in China is neither totally standardized cookie-cutter behavior nor the utterly unique, for-you-and-you-alone response that Americans raised on a diet of individual self-expression yearn for when visiting or working in China. Americans are sometimes dismayed to discover that they are in fact receiving “Foreign Guest/American/Male/Middle-aged” or “Foreigner/Intellectual/China Novice/Young” treatment by their Chinese counterparts. This is what I mean by the power of situational specificity.

As Seligman conveys, the core concepts of classical Chinese philosophy, which have percolated down through 2,500 or more years of essentially continuous civilization, revolve around human relationships. Notwithstanding the arrival of modern nationalism and Marxist-Leninist social revolution in the present century, these norms of human behavior have never been eradicated. And at the center of these norms is the idea that right behavior is situationally appropriate: that proper behavior toward one's elders is different from that toward one's juniors, that parents must behave “parentally” toward their offspring while their offspring must demonstrate “filial piety” toward their parents, that one's closest loyalties are to close family in all situations. And that, to take the focal issues of Seligman's book, “foreign guests” are to be treated in certain ways because they are foreign guests.

In the past, I often briefed delegations of educated and professionally prominent Americans preparing to visit China for the first time. I found from my own lengthening experience in China that they needed to know the following: On about the eleventh day of a three-week visit, someone in the group would look at the fourteen-dish luncheon staring him in the face, suddenly become pale, and announce in a choking voice, “I want a watercress salad,” or “I have got to have a peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich or I may lose my self-control.” I tried to reassure the travelers, who usually looked at me with some suspicion, that an incident like this was normal and predictable, but that it would do no good to wallow around in the bathos of it.

The mini-rebellion against yet another fourteen-dish luncheon, I suggested, was the first sign of real understanding of what it means to be in China. The fact was, I pointed out, that foreign guests got fourteen-dish lunches because they were Foreign Guests. That is, the category “Foreign Guest” brought with it a whole set of situationally required forms of treatment, one of which was huge meals. That the guest wanted a peanut butter sandwich instead was really not the point; foreign guests get Foreign Guest treatment.

The second meaning of the Peanut Butter Rebellion Syndrome, though, was somewhat deeper, and touches on what makes Scott Seligman's book so rewarding and useful. The Americans’ frustration over the luncheon menu, in my view, expressed a deeper uneasiness that one simply has to manage and deal with if one is to function effectively in China.

That uneasiness is that China really is bigger than we are. That no matter how impressive any particular person—foreign or Chinese, for that matter—might be, no matter how significant an “achiever” one might know oneself to be from all those triumphs at Harvard or General Consolidated Amalgamated Enterprises or from the law review or the hotshot legislative staffer's inside track, none of that matters a whole lot in China. Americans discover to their dismay that the route to effectiveness in China lies not in demonstrations of individual brilliance or pyrotechnics, but rather in mastering the unfamiliar requirements of situational specificity.

The bad news is that, for many Americans, this is uncomfortable and arduous. Why say the same thing that everybody else says on set-piece occasions? Isn't that a repression of personality, a rejection of one's own dignity? In the end, isn't acting in accordance with the externally defined situational requirement simply foolish?

Not if it works.

The good news, as Scott Seligman's book makes so seriously and amusingly clear, is that acting in accordance with the requirements of highly nuanced but seldom unique situations is a learnable skill. You don't have to be born in China to learn it. You don't have to be ethnically Chinese to learn it. You don't have to know the Chinese language to learn it. You don't have to have a Ph.D. to learn it. You're not at a fatal disadvantage in learning it just because you're one of those straight-shooting, no-nonsense Americans that most Americans think themselves to be.

In any cross-cultural encounter, there is plenty of room for simple, untrained warmth and good will, calm dignity, and the kind of broad acceptance of shared humanity that can link human beings together in any time or any place. But, in my view, good will and a kind of misty affirmation of the brotherhood/sisterhood of humankind is seldom sufficient to ensure satisfying and rewarding engagements with our Chinese friends and colleagues.

Neither is a starting belief that because, in some theological sense, every individual (Chinese or non-Chinese) is completely unique, no generalizations at all—no broad guidelines to Chinese human relations situations whatever—can ever apply.

Chinese Business Etiquette is a primer, a guide, and a refresher course for all of us as we strive to improve our effectiveness in dealing with Chinese counterparts on their home soil. As I approach my fortieth visit to China, more than two decades after I made my first trip, I am glad that I have Seligman close at hand. He, through this wonderful book, is the perfect traveling and business companion.

[image: art]

“If you enter a region, ask what its prohibitions are; if you visit a country, ask what its customs are; if you cross a family's threshold, ask what its taboos are.”

— From Li Ji (The Book of Rites)

One of the five Confucian classics,circa 500 B.C.


Introduction

The Scrutable Chinese

YOUR COMPANY HAS JUST SIGNED AN IMPORTANT JOINT VENTURE agreement with a Chinese corporation, and it's up to you to plan the signing ceremony. You decide to err on the side of caution and include on the guest list everyone who has been involved in the negotiations, including two individuals from the same government ministry. One has been a staunch friend of your company since the very beginning, and her active involvement kept the talks on track more than once when thorny problems presented themselves. The second, her boss, has been involved only peripherally.

To honor this woman and thank her for her help, you make sure your CEO recognizes her personally in his remarks. For some reason, however, on the night of the event both she and her boss appear to be extremely subdued, and you think you even detect an undertone of antagonism. Did you do something wrong? And if so, what can you do to make things right?

Perhaps you are the guest of honor at a banquet with a vice minister of an important government ministry. It is the first time you have met the man, and you are eager to make a good impression on him, since his support will be crucial to the success of an agreement your company hopes to conclude. The waiter brings a plate of food to the table, and the vice minister enthusiastically piles your tiny dish high with sea slug, which he assures you is a delicacy in China and very nourishing. You look at the dull, brownish rubbery substance and feel an unmistakable gag welling up in your throat. What do you do? Can you refuse it without causing offense?

At a similar banquet given by the managing director of a state-owned corporation in a provincial capital, the host raises a glass of fiery Maotai liquor and challenges you to down the contents of your glass in one gulp. Everyone at the table exhorts you to try, and you get the distinct impression that a refusal will call your masculinity into question. But you're quite sure the 106–proof beverage will burn a hole in your stomach. Is the contract worth a night of severe discomfort in your hotel room? Do you have any other choices?

Or maybe you are hurrying down the stairs of a department store in Taipei or Shanghai and you suddenly lose your footing. You slip down most of a flight of stairs and find yourself on your backside looking up at a crowd of a dozen or more Chinese shoppers. No one lifts a hand to help you, and as you study the faces in the crowd, you detect unmistakable mirth on many of them. As the laughter continues, you feel like killing someone. After all, you could have been badly hurt. Why did this happen? And what does it mean?

These are just a few examples of cross-cultural situations that simply cannot be taken at face value if they are to be interpreted properly. If you find yourself in one of them, you may feel absolutely certain you have been wronged or embarrassed, or you may feel completely perplexed at a sudden turn of events. Sometimes it's only a minor misunderstanding, but other times a lot rides on your ability to divine what is going on and formulate an appropriate response. Like a valued friendship. Or a multimillion-dollar business deal.

That's exactly what this book is all about. Why do the Chinese behave as they do? What do their sometimes bewildering actions or pronouncements really mean? How can you figure out what motivates them when they conduct business? What are the predictable areas in which their cultural norms are most likely to collide with those of Westerners? And how can you learn to deal effectively with them?

Anyone engaged in business with the Chinese or considering doing business in China should find this book useful. This includes people traveling to the People's Republic of China (PRC) for brief negotiations as well as those posted in China for extended periods, whether as business representatives, technicians, diplomats, or scholars. Casual tourists, even on a short stay in China, are also likely to find the book worthwhile, and will probably understand a good deal more of what goes on around them as a result of reading it.

Most of the examples in the book concentrate on life in the PRC, but anyone planning to travel to Taiwan, the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR), Macao, or even Singapore on business or pleasure should also find this book of interest, since the similarities among Chinese living on the mainland and many of those who reside in other places greatly outweigh the differences. And finally, the book should also prove useful as a guide for people involved in hosting Chinese groups visiting their own country.

The book is organized according to substantive areas, with some general discussions of cultural differences and intercultural relationships (Chapters 1, 4, and 7, for example) as well as specific points relating to important situations such as meetings, banquets, gift-giving, negotiations, and hosting. The most important points to remember about each major topic are summarized in a recap section at the end of each chapter.

My own credentials for writing this book consist primarily of experience in mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong that spans twenty-five years, including a total of eight years of residence in these places. What has always intrigued me most about the Chinese are the cultural differences between them and the Westerners with whom they have relationships and do business. These are sometimes profound and sometimes trivial, and most often somewhere in between. How we perceive one another, and how we can learn to bridge the gaps and communicate clearly, has always held a strong fascination for me.

One final credential to which I'd like to own up is an abiding affection and respect for the Chinese people. I say this not to warn the reader of a potential bias in favor of the Chinese in the following pages, but rather to mitigate against what might otherwise seem at times to be quite the opposite. This book may appear in places to be critical of the Chinese and their practices, and I certainly don't spare them their lumps when and where I feel they deserve them, for it seems to me that to do any less would be to write a book that is less than candid, and hence misleading to the reader. But in truth, I could not have lasted in this business this long if I were not energized and charmed by my interactions with Chinese people. I hope this book will help others to feel the same way.

One of the old saws concerning writing about China—at least China in the late twentieth century—is that the situation usually changes before the ink has had a chance to dry on the page. This has been the consistent finding of all who presume to commit to paper their observations about Chinese politics. Movements have come and gone with great rapidity in the last three decades, and no matter what one writes, one's words are invariably overtaken by events. Those who try to provide guidance on doing business in China generally find that even before the page proofs come back from the publisher, the cast of characters has changed, or a new law, regulation, or policy has been promulgated that makes an entire chapter irrelevant if not inaccurate.

This constant and rapid evolution is much less the case in the area of culture, protocol, and etiquette, which is considerably less vulnerable to the winds of change than business or politics. China may be changing rapidly, but patterns of interaction among people have by and large been affected as little by the 1949 revolution and the 1979 reopening to the outside world as they were by the upheavals of 2,500 years of history. Beneath a thin veneer of socialist ideology and communist practice, Chinese interactions are governed by patterns laid down and developed through the experience of thousands of years. Business practices may become more sophisticated, and material goods may flow in from the West, but the underlying principles of human interaction tend to be very resistant to change.

Manners evolve, too, of course, but they do so somewhat more slowly than other things. And one of the happy characteristics of etiquette is that one is seldom faulted for conservatism. Following traditionally acceptable practices could conceivably cause you to appear old-fashioned, but it will never put you at risk of committing a faux pas.

Still, things do change, and Chinese protocol has changed since the publication of Dealing with the Chinese. In preparing this book, I've taken care to ensure that it is as up-to-date as possible. The majority of situations, attitudes, and practices discussed are undoubtedly timeless as far as the Chinese are concerned. The use of guanxi—connections—isn't likely to lose its tremendous importance in the foreseeable future, nor are the Chinese likely to abandon their fixation with the concept of mianzi, or face. And I'd give odds that a dozen years from now, business meetings in China will be conducted in a fashion quite similar to the format used today.

Nonetheless, the reader is strongly encouraged to use the book as a guide rather than a mandate or prescription. If a suggested path of action doesn't get the desired result, or if an interpretation of someone else's behavior doesn't seem to ring true, by all means try something else. Good manners is generally just good common sense anyway. The purpose of this book is precisely to shed some light and to contribute some insight as to exactly what it is that constitutes “good common sense” when Westerners deal with the increasingly scrutable Chinese.


Chapter I

Protocol and the larger Picture

2,500 YEARS OF INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS

THOUGH KEENLY AWARE OF THEIR NEED TO LEARN FROM THE West in technological areas in which their country lags behind the rest of the world, the Chinese people have never felt the need for instruction from outsiders in the areas of decorum and protocol. Since Confucius codified the universe of interpersonal relationships and their associated duties nearly 2,500 years ago, the Chinese have had an established set of principles governing etiquette on which they have always been able to rely.

China has historically been a highly homogeneous society with little tolerance for deviation from generally accepted norms of behavior. To most Chinese there are proper and improper ways for people to behave toward one another, and you will seldom hear much argument as to exactly what these are. Precisely because they tend to share a set of assumptions about how to act, the Chinese are fond of lecturing one another about what constitutes proper behavior in a given situation. There are relatively few gray areas, even in what is becoming an increasingly complex society.

This being said, however, it is important to point out that the Chinese generally hold only other Chinese to all of these exacting standards. Disparagement that may readily be directed toward an erring fellow countryman is not as likely to be leveled at a foreigner. On the contrary; the body of knowledge concerning proper behavior is greatly revered and not considered to be easily acquired; no one who was not raised Chinese can reasonably be expected ever to master it completely.

The Chinese are probably correct in this last assertion. You'll never be as Chinese as the Chinese; in fact, if you were not born Chinese, you'll never be Chinese at all, no matter how much you understand about them. But this does not mean that it doesn't pay to try to learn their ways. Even if you accept the fact that a foreigner will never really “measure up” to the often subtle standards of protocol held by most Chinese, there are nonetheless considerable benefits to be derived by trying to master the art.

THE ADVANTAGES OF LEARNING CHINESE WAYS

Learning Chinese customs is worthwhile for a number of reasons. First of all, it is useful because imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, even to the Chinese. You'll score a lot of points with a Chinese friend or business associate if you remember to use both hands when you offer your business card or to turn your chopsticks around and use the thicker end when serving food to others during a meal. Even if you never become a latter-day Confucian, you'll ingratiate yourself by demonstrating a sincere desire to make your counterpart comfortable with you. The Chinese are quite simply delighted when foreigners try to speak with them in their own language— even if it is badly mangled—or deal with them according to their own rules.

Then too, there is the benefit of understanding more clearly what is going on around you. Even if you don't play by Chinese rules, they always do. They will give subtle signals that express how they feel throughout their interaction with you. Since these are, for the most part, cues not commonly understood by Westerners, many of them will be incomprehensible to the uninitiated. It's up to you whether you choose to acquire the tools to interpret them or not.

Knowing the meaning of these cues can give you a distinct advantage in business and even social situations. It can help you understand whether you have offended, pleased, flattered, or amused someone, backed someone into a corner, or caused him or her to lose face. It can help you divine the nature of the relationship between two Chinese people—who defers to whom, who outranks whom, and who really makes the decisions. And it can help you determine what you need to do to keep things moving in the right direction.

Dealing with the Chinese does not necessarily mean playing entirely by their rules, however. Intercultural communication is a two-way street, and there should always be give-and-take on both sides. In fact, it's a mistake when visiting China to attempt slavishly to do as the Chinese do and forget your own cultural values in the process. You'll be uncomfortable and unsure of yourself, and unlikely to be able to conceal this fact from your hosts. And you'll be ceding all advantage to your counterparts, who, after all, will always understand the rules better than you do.

What you are left with, then, is a tightrope of sorts. It's advisable to learn how to see relationships and obligations through Chinese eyes, because understanding how they view a situation provides definite advantages. It's also flattering to attempt to do as the Chinese do, and they will certainly appreciate the gesture. But it's equally important to remember who you are and what cultural baggage you bring to the party. The Chinese may not be interested in changing the way they do things, but unless they are provoked or they feel that something of overriding importance is at stake, they can generally be counted on to try to make you comfortable with them. It's precisely the converse—learning enough about them to make them comfortable with you—that one wants to strive for here.

TAIWAN, HONG KONG, AND THE MAINLAND

Although this book is written specifically with the People's Republic of China (PRC) in mind, much of what is contained herein is applicable to Chinese living elsewhere in the world. Chinese people reared entirely in foreign cultures, such as American-born Chinese, are quite likely to have more in common with their fellow countrymen than they do with China mainlanders or Taiwanese. But it is probably fair to say that there are more commonalities than there are differences among the majority of Chinese in the world.

The bulk of the Chinese people who live outside of mainland China today are relatively recent emigrants—by Chinese standards, anyway—whose families left the mainland within the last one or two hundred years. A high percentage live in. Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macao, and Singapore, as well as in Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and other countries of Southeast Asia. Many others live in the United States, Canada, Australia, Europe, and even Latin America. Asian Chinese in particular tend to share more cultural values with their compatriots on the mainland, and those in Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan undoubtedly share the most. The differences that do exist are far more likely to stem from politics than from culture.

For example, a person in Taiwan would be unlikely to feel bound by communist-inspired restrictions concerning the nature or value of gifts he may or may not receive from a business associate, but his or her behavior after a gift is offered—obligatory refusal and repeated protestations—might well be indistinguishable from that of a mainland compatriot. Seating arrangements at a banquet in Hong Kong might owe a little less to strict organizational protocol and a little more to informal friendships, but the order of the dishes and the ritual of toasting might well be lifted right out of a Beijing event. And the setting for a business meeting in Singapore might be a modern office rather than a stuffy meeting room, but the guest of honor would still very likely be placed on the host's right—just as he or she might in China or indeed, in Hong Kong or Taiwan.

This is not to say that communism has not made its mark on Chinese social attitudes, or that people in the PRC don't do certain things differently. The Cultural Revolution of 1966–1976 had devastating effects on interpersonal relationships that are felt even to this day. Chinese in the PRC who lived through this period tend to be less trusting and friendly toward people they do not know and less likely to express unorthodox opinions in their presence than younger Chinese. And while the Chinese have historically been a group-centered people, the amount of social control held by one's work unit over one's life in the PRC (see Chapter 4) is unprecedented in Chinese history, except perhaps by that once enjoyed by the patriarch of the extended family. Happily, the demise of the tyranny of the danwei (work unit; see Chapter 4) is one of the effects of the changes that have shaped China since 1979.

Throughout this book, differences the reader is likely to encounter in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Southeast Asia will be pointed out. What is perhaps most surprising is, after you scratch the surface, how few significant ones you really find.


Chapter II

Getting in Touch

ONCE, EARLY IN MY CHINA CAREER, I RECEIVED A TELEPHONE call from someone at an American company that had done no business in the PRC, but was interested in developing some. It was clear from the sound of his voice that the man was extremely frazzled and frustrated. He had been put in charge of developing the China market and was eager to succeed. He had done his research and identified a Chinese organization he felt would be a fitting business partner for his firm. He had drafted a telex to that unit (the preferred form of communication in those days), putting forth an abbreviated business proposition, and had sent it off to China. When he received no response, he reconfirmed the telex number and tried again. And again. When I spoke with him four telexes later, he was just about to wash his hands of the whole idea.

We'll never know for sure exactly what the problem was, but I'd put money on something approximating the following scenario: All of the telexes were of course received by the Chinese unit, and after translation they made their way to the desk of someone fairly responsible in the organization—probably a manager or a director. The name of the company wasn't familiar to the manager, so he asked around a bit but found no one in the unit who had ever heard of this company.

Perhaps one of the unit's translators consulted a reference book on U.S. businesses but couldn't identify the company, or perhaps there was an error in spelling or in translation. Or perhaps no one even took the matter that far. In any event, once it was clear no one had ever heard of the company, the leader decided not to risk taking any further action. And once that decision was made, repeated telexes were just a waste of time, money, and paper.

It wouldn't happen the same way today, of course. Chinese corporations are far more independent of government bureaucracies these days, and more aggressive about doing business abroad. In fact, someone today might be far more vulnerable to criticism for letting a potential deal slip through his or her fingers than for taking a chance on a new, untested partner. But the difficulty in this situation—that since no one had any knowledge of the foreign company, no one could vouch for its worthiness as a business partner—underscores a basic principle that remains true: The Chinese don't like doing business with strangers or companies of which they've never heard, and ventures and transactions in which precious foreign exchange is at stake are no place for taking unnecessary chances.

There could have been any number of reasons that the American company didn't receive any response at all. First, a negative response is considered impolite; silence communicates the same thing as an overt rebuff, and it is less awkward for all concerned. Second, Chinese generally do not feel social obligations to people or organizations they do not know. The telex was sent by a stranger, and one has no obligation to a stranger. Simply put, the Chinese probably didn't feel they owed anyone an answer. And third, if the manager or some other responsible official in the unit had decided on a course of “no action,” no underling would have even thought of taking even the small amount of individual initiative that a polite rebuff would have required.

One thing the company might have done differently would have been to work through an intermediary—that is, some individual or organization known to the Chinese unit who might make the formal introduction and, in so doing, vouch for the reliability of the company. It might be a consultant or consulting firm, a business partner, an embassy representative, or simply an acquaintance. Going through an intermediary can build confidence with the Chinese, who even after twenty years of an open-door policy may lack exposure to world-famous companies and behave as relative newcomers to the modern international business scene. Intermediaries are valuable in interpersonal relationships as well; someone who has been introduced by a trusted friend is automatically deemed worthy of trust.

In part because of this attitude, government organizations in China have always maintained “external affairs” departments designed to serve as intermediaries with foreigners. While at worst these organizations may simply add a layer of bureaucracy between you and your ultimate targets, they can also help open the right doors if you are patient. Using intermediaries from outside the ministry effectively bypasses these offices.

As doing business in China gets more “normal,” the need for go-betweens is diminishing. Now it's easier than ever to make contact yourself. To avoid a nonresponse like the one described above, however, it's best in your initial overture to present a lot of information about your company and the venture that you propose. Send materials that describe your company and its history, and literature about its products or services. And the more Chinese-language materials, the better. Be as specific as you can about the type of business arrangement you wish to discuss, and how and where you propose to meet.

It is probably fair to say that the same thing would not have happened in Hong Kong or Taiwan, because these areas tend to be a great, deal more sophisticated in international trade, as any examination of their impressive trade statistics would prove. But even though a Taiwanese businessman would likely have answered the first telex, that doesn't mean that he wouldn't have been more comfortable with more detailed information about the U.S. company, or with the blessing of a trusted intermediary. The fact remains that the Chinese strongly prefer to do business with “old friends.” And though this status can be attained relatively quickly and easily after the initial ice is broken —it really just means that some form of relationship, or guanxi (see Chapter 10) has been established—without it, the going is often rough at first.

COUNTERPART ORGANIZATIONS

Even though personal relationships—guanxi—are vitally important in China (see Chapter 10), business relationships with Chinese organizations are supposed to be institutional in nature. That is, individuals—even if they are instrumental in forging the association —ought to be able to come and go without affecting its basic nature. If General Electric signs an agreement with the Beijing Engine Works, that Chinese unit would likely feel obligated to receive any GE representative courteously; it doesn't have to be the senior vice president who negotiated or initialed the agreement.

Indeed, that particular person may have long since passed from the scene. What is supposed to live on is the relationship between the corporations. Personal relationships live on, too, of course, and when individuals switch units they carry with them all of the contacts from their previous working lives. But what is important to note here is that institutional relationships are not considered to be predicated on personal relationships alone.
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