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Preface by Li Jinyuan


I have learned much from the stories of others. I have learned from ancient philosophers, from leaders of government, from leaders of business, and from everyday people. I continue to listen and to learn, because we can only move forward if we continue to learn. And we should help others to learn and move forward also, whenever possible.


This book came about in part because others, including people in Western countries, were asking about my story, which I think is a simple one of belief, persistence, and respect. I have been fortunate to grow my company through its first stage of focus on China, its second stage of international business, and now its third stage of progressive globalization while staying true to the traditions, values, and aspirations of my country, the People’s Republic of China.


Tiens Group has had its share of challenges and difficulties, but those events have given us energy and heightened our efforts to succeed. True success, of course, comes from helping others, especially in the areas of health and education, and Tiens tries to do that through creating harmony, assuming responsibility, and fostering prosperity.


Fortunately, we were able to engage the author, Christopher Sheedy, to spend time with us to gather the material used for this book. Although an experienced business writer, he knew little about China, about Chinese business, or about my company when he started on this work. That is exactly what I wanted, someone who wanted and needed to learn about it all, and someone who could then tell others, especially readers outside China, what he had discovered.


To the many people who freely gave their time to speak with him, I am grateful. These people – including professors, Tiens management, university students, Tiens employees and business partners, consultants and everyday people – provided him with a balanced and informed view that comes across clearly.


I am grateful to Professor Kevin McConkey who coordinated the preparation of this book, and with whom I authored Achieving Your Dream: Words from Li Jinyuan (Li Jinyuan & Kevin McConkey, 1 Plus Books, 2017) from which you will find various quotes at the beginning of the chapters in this book.


Finally, I am grateful to those who take the time to read this book, which gives a portion of my story until now, a sense of the achievements and directions of Tiens, and an understanding of the culture and possibilities of my country within itself and its influence around the world. I say “until now” because, for me and I hope for all of us, there will be more to come. This will come through education and health, through gratitude and respect, and through belief, effort, and good relationships. Those are the attributes that we need to achieve our future as individuals, as businesses, and as societies.


I hope you enjoy this book, and I hope you find something that will assist in furthering your own life and creating the future that you desire.


Li Jinyuan


Chairman, Tiens Group









Preface by Christopher Sheedy


Navigating business rules, relationships, and regulations in a new territory is always a challenge. Even those moving around similar cultures – American or British people who visit an Australian workplace, for example – find they must recalibrate at least a little to do business positively and successfully.


When the cultural shift is a major one, as it is for most during their first (or twenty-first) visit to China, much more than a recalibration around behavioral and procedural issues is required.


There are surface-level considerations, such as where and when to sit at a conference table, how to refer to individuals in formal and informal situations, and the basic differences between collective and individualistic societies. There are mid-level matters, such as the meaning and significance of “face,” the influence of politics and the complicated relationships between those of varying seniority and age. And there are deeper issues around motivation, faith, family, philosophy, history, generational attitude shifts, and business purpose.


This book informs around all of these topics and more. Along the way it explains the complicated relationship between Chinese politics and business, dissects the problems China has with its own brand, analyzes the culture and processes within organizations in China, discusses how Chinese businesses view the Western landscape, and outlines the many differences between Western and Chinese business cultures.


Most importantly, to bring this knowledge to life it tells the rich narrative of Li Jinyuan, who came from almost nothing to create a business worth billions of dollars during a period in China that originally offered little to no support for entrepreneurs. The challenges he faced and the lessons he learned sometimes feel as if they are borrowed directly from a movie script, with themes around rags to riches, triumph over tragedy, overcoming insurmountable odds, the individual against the system, loyalty and self-belief, and the courage to never, ever consider retreat.


It all unfolds against the stunning and almost surreal backdrop of the development of modern China.


Welcome to a deep experience of business in China, a journey that not only offers profound insight into a people and a culture, but also tells the compelling story of one man, one company, and one country.


Christopher Sheedy









Acknowledgements


A brilliant story, as I often tell students of my writing courses, is a story of an individual. No matter how vast the subject matter or how broad the topic, it only becomes a truly powerful tale when its narrative focuses on a single person.


At its broadest, this is a book about China. But it would not have been possible without the support and cooperation of the individual who is its focus, Chairman Li Jinyuan. The Chairman has become known internationally as one of China’s great entrepreneurs, a billionaire whose business success is matched only by his generosity. My thanks go to Li Jinyuan for allowing me to be his guest, for welcoming me into his business, his home and to his table, and for sharing with me his astounding tale of struggle and success.


Mr Yan Yupeng, Chairman Li’s trusted and long-time lieutenant, has also offered enormous support and insight. He is the detail to the Chairman’s big picture, the manager who has turned many a grand plan into reality. Thank you, Mr Yan, for your patience, your professionalism, your time, and your calming nature.


Special thanks also go to my constant China companion, cultural advisor, and friend, Professor Kevin McConkey. For offering invaluable support, management, coordination, navigation, and advice (and a whole lot of early-morning exercise sessions) throughout an unforgettable journey, thank you.


From Tiens Group there are so many individuals I want to thank for kindly sharing their knowledge and time, in particular Zhang Ke, Lucie Lu, and Carter Yue, all of whom went above and beyond, and who taught me plenty about China along the way. Also, my gratitude goes to Antonio Albano, Stephen Beddoe, Chukwuka Raphael Chibueze, Cui Huan, Chloe Demai, Dr Frank Deng, Paolo Frana, Sam Fuentes, Gao Weiwei, Geng Jia, David Guo, Dr Han Liansheng, Woody He, Joshua Hiller, Kevin Hou, Carol Huang, Mariel Kuitunen, Li Zhibin, Professor Lin Jiayang, Liu Peng, Professor Liu Shuhan, Yana Liu, Rick Nelson, Ren Dong, Jose Antonio Sanchez, Richard Shaw, Shi Jingli, Song Xiang, Tang Wei, Tan Shean Yang, David Thevanon, Jason Wang, Leo Wang, Mike Xing, Derek Xue, Jerry Xue, Jane Yang, Yang Xuezhe, Liu Ying, Liang Yong, Jia Yongqing, Michael Yu, Vera Yu, Flora Zhang, Professor Jack Zhang, Jason Zhang, and Jeff Zhou.


Thank you to academics and China experts Bill Banks, Professor Paul Gillis, Professor Robert Grafstein, Professor Ian Kerr, Professor Liu Yingqiu, David Martin, and Professor Sara McGaughey for sharing your valuable time and insight. And special thanks to Associate Professor Will Felps from UNSW Business School, who introduced me to this project.


Thank you to my publishing team at Nicholas Brealey for their assistance in preparing the book for publication, particularly Holly Bennion, Iain Campbell, and Jonathan Shipley.


For reading early drafts of this book and offering invaluable publishing feedback, thank you to Christine Beddoe, Dr Louisa Connors, Liu Yan, and Susan Muldowney.


For sharing knowledge and acumen – and often food, drink, company, and adventures, in Beijing, Tianjin, and Wuqing – thank you to Nancy Cao, Marco Frigatti, Gao Di, Gao Fengwu, Edward Hong, Cecily Huang, Paul Kenny, Leven Liang, Liu Pei, Liu Yuan, Pang Zhiyao, Gaetano Piccirillo, Qiao An, Anne Ruisi, Jenny Sun, Mary-Kate White, Rebecca Zhang, and Zhen Lingyu. And for teaching me to make dumplings, thank you to Sophia Li.


Finally, to my wife and dearest friend Jenny Bond, whose books will always be far more beautiful than mine, and my beloved boys Sam and Ben (and you too, Mick … woof!), thank you for your love and support, for many joyful FaceTime chats, for putting up with my endless absences, and for always inspiring in me a powerful urge to return home. If there’s one thing China has taught me, it’s that family belongs at the center of one’s world. That’s where you reside in mine.









1


Courtesy and control


The rhythm of life in a Chinese corporate is governed by strict rules of interaction. These rules are in the way new staff are trained and in the positions in which attendees are seated during meetings. They are in the order that people of varying seniority step into and out of lifts and through doorways and in the way glasses are clinked during drinks. These many rules of interaction are rituals of sorts. Having been cultivated and nurtured for thousands of years they are one of the most important ingredients in Chinese society. Rituals also make up the essence of Confucianism, a traditional philosophy that has had substantial influence on modern-day Chinese thinking and behavior.


At the Tiens Group headquarters, a sprawling, landscaped industrial park at least as large as an average suburb in a typical Western city, a ritual kicks off the beginning of each working week. Every Monday morning at 8am thousands of staff congregate on the steps outside the main office building – an imposing, eight-storey, crescent-shaped structure – and gaze across the expansive grassed gardens with their life-sized sculpture of eight galloping horses, to the fountains and ponds presided over by a grand, three-storey tall, winged-lion statue coated in gold.


Flanking the right and left of the gardens is a phalanx of 110 flags, representing many of the countries in which Tiens does business. Connecting those two parallel and symmetrically perfect lines of flagpoles is a series of five larger ones. The pole in the center, taller than the rest, carries the Chinese national flag. The two either side of the Chinese flag fly the Tiens emblem. The final two, at the same height as the Tiens standards, are those of the United Nations.


It’s an important piece of symbolism for the staff who organize themselves in perfectly formed lines down the steps. They gather according to the department in which they work. They stand respectfully, straight and still, watching as uniformed guards march to each of the central poles to raise flags. As the Chinese flag is raised, the Chinese national anthem is broadcast from speakers placed around the property. When the Tiens flags ascend the poles either side of the national flag, the Tiens anthem plays and fountains around the lion statue pulse water jets timed to the music. One’s country comes first, the imagery in front of them says. Then the company, which exists to serve one’s country, is as important as the UN. The rest of the world follows and also deserves respect.
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Chairman Li Jinyuan


Image courtesy of Tiens Group


Earlier in the morning of the first day that I witnessed this organizational ritual, large groups of trainees and others had been marching in formation along the streets of the Tiens property. They wore the same colored shirts and their group leaders, playing the role of staff sergeants, marched alongside each “platoon,” variously shouting orders and joking with their colleagues. At the outdoor athletics arena, built for the use of employees and visitors with its all-weather, rubberized artificial running track surrounding three basketball/tennis courts, the groups stopped and exercised together, in unison. There was no sitting out of this exercise and, indeed, it appeared everybody was happy to take part. The entire process was quite clearly about the group and not about any specific individual.


I’d been in China – my very first visit – for less than 24 hours when I watched these staff members marching around the streets of the Tiens Park in the cool of an early spring morning. I was out for a run and to my eyes the entire exercise appeared foreign and forced, exactly the type of treatment that would have Westerners falling about laughing, refusing to take part, or perhaps even making an official complaint to the HR department. But it’s behavior that I would gradually grow to understand as I developed an appreciation of the history, culture, and philosophies that have combined to forge a nation that, in three short decades, has made an astounding leap from third-world laggard to global economic and political powerhouse.


“Stop thinking like a Westerner,” I’ve been told over and over by Professor Kevin McConkey (let’s call him “the Professor”) along the way to my development of this appreciation. The Professor is my manager on this project and, more importantly, my cultural advisor. He is a retired professor of psychology, a small, strong, wiry sixty-something international consultant to Tiens, whose physical stature is boosted by his quiet sense of purpose and power.


The Professor, who has worked in universities in various countries including China, listens and observes when other Westerners would instead choose to speak their mind. When asked a question he pauses to think, spending as much time as he needs to formulate a correct and concise response, rather than filling silence by blurting whatever first comes to mind. Because his words are not wasted and his thoughts are well-considered, those around him value what he has to say. The Professor’s silence offers great gravitas. I’m not sure whether he was always this way or if he has perhaps picked up such traits from the Chinese people around whom he has spent a large portion of the previous few decades. This silent thoughtfulness or modest wisdom, I will discover, is not uncommon in Chinese people. Indeed, once or twice I hear the Professor referred to as “a Chinese Westerner.”


“Stop thinking like a Westerner,” he says to me during that first week of an 18-month immersion in the world of Chinese business, when I ask why the staff members on the sports field don’t just go off and do their own exercise rather than doing everything in a group. “Stop thinking like a Westerner,” the Professor orders when I suggest that I make direct contact with each of the Tiens Group’s senior managers, to hurriedly request interviews within the next day or two. “Stop thinking like a Westerner,” he warns, most disconcertingly, as we’re crossing a busy road and he realizes I’m considering darting through a gap between a truck and a taxi to safety.


What does any of this have to do with business in China? Originally I wasn’t quite sure but now, 18 months later, it has become clear. In this book I will share the vital insights that I have picked up throughout the journey.


Success in business in China, you see, is about so much more than business. It is about relationships and respect, about awareness, about an understanding of history, philosophy, politics, and power. It is about knowing how the collective Chinese mind works, what it desires and what it takes for granted, and how that collective mind is changing with new generations.


Let me begin with a brief illustration, a simple moment in daily life that comes to represent so much more. This is intended only as an illustration, not a rule, and not a representation of the way things always work in China. It was a small experience that helped me to comprehend a different way of thinking.


We’re crossing a road in Wuqing (pronounced “Woo-ching”), a thriving, industrial, satellite suburb of the visually stunning city of Tianjin. Wuqing is what is known as a “special economic zone,” a potent tool of the Chinese government in its introduction of open-market principles to an ostensibly socialist society.


On the road there are cars, three-wheeled vehicles, bicycles, trucks and dangerously quiet but fast electric motorcycles. There seems to me to be no order amongst the vehicles and their movements. Taxi drivers appear to rely on their horns more than their steering wheels to get where they are going and vehicle speeds vary from Mr Bean to Fangio. The road we’re crossing is six lanes wide.


After a rare break in the traffic we make it to the halfway point and that’s when I spot the upcoming gap. If I run, I think, I can make it to the footpath on the other side. The Professor sees me making mental calculations and puts his hand on my arm.


“Just walk at a constant pace. Don’t change speed,” he says.


“Walk? Don’t change speed? We’ll be killed,” I reply.


“Stop thinking like a Westerner,” he says, as we wander into the path of two motorcycles. Then the traffic envelops us, digests us and delivers us safely out the other side.


The significance of the moment, which I originally put down to having gotten very lucky, was lost on me for quite a while. It wouldn’t reveal itself until several weeks later when I was a passenger in a taxi. I was watching and smiling as the driver leaned on his horn every few seconds. This type of behavior in the West would likely lead to road rage. Beeping one’s horn regularly in traffic is perceived in the West as selfish, aggressive, and annoying. But here nobody was perturbed. In fact, those who were honked at would often wave at the taxi driver once he passed.


It made no sense at all until I consciously decided to stop thinking like a Westerner.


In the West, where actions and reactions are most often driven by individualistic thoughts, a beeped horn is angry and hostile. It is saying “Get out of my way” or “Stop driving like a fool, I need to get past” or “Move it, I’m in a hurry.” It is about the individual.


Change the focus to a collective society and a beeping horn means something very different. It says, “Look out, here I come,” or “I’m overtaking on your left and I don’t want to hit you,” or “Wait a moment before moving into this lane or we’ll have an accident.” That’s what the taxi driver was saying with his horn, which is why his beeps were being responded to with an appreciative wave rather than a furiously clenched fist.


And what about crossing the road? What do we see in this situation when we stop thinking like Westerners?


A collective society looks after its own. Individuals within a collective society naturally and unconsciously feel it is their duty to look after those around them. This is a trait I witnessed time and time again in China, a selflessness and a level of genuine respect for others that is often difficult to find in the West.


So as I’m crossing the road, as long as I am behaving reasonably (don’t step in front of a vehicle that has no chance of stopping) and predictably (walk at a constant pace), then drivers will generally look after me. In the West, drivers are looking after themselves, but in China, they are looking after those around them.


In the Western environment, sudden lane changes, unpredictable braking and various angry and dangerous maneuvers are the norm. But the Chinese setting is more forgiving and interconnected, one in which drivers naturally look out for each other and understand that others will look out for them.


This is all extremely simplified and generalized. Even the term “collective” to describe a society is sweeping, indiscriminate, and lacking any real value apart from lazy explanation and assumed understanding. The intention behind the telling of these stories is to demonstrate the importance of trying not to think like a Westerner when beginning to develop an understanding of how China works and the way its people think.


I recently used these stories to help explain the cultural and philosophical difference to a friend who had made a disparaging remark about a young Asian woman who was wearing a nurse’s facemask on a Tube train in London. He thought she was foolish to believe that a flimsy facemask could stop her from picking up an illness from fellow commuters. I explained that perhaps she wasn’t hoping to protect herself. It was instead likely that she was already ill, perhaps she had a cold. She wore the facemask to stop her sickness spreading to others. There is an individualistic (Western) and a collective (Eastern) understanding of every interaction. In China, society comes first.


Even Western politeness can have an unintentionally negative effect in China. For example, early on in my China immersion, when I was still in full Western mode, I was in a lift with a wonderful young lady whose desk was not far from mine in the Tiens headquarters building. When the lift doors opened I stood back to allow her to alight, but she also stood back for me. I gestured for her to step out, and she did the same for me. I wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but I didn’t want to be rude so I stood my ground until she eventually exited the lift.


What was going on? In a society where respect and “face” are very important, junior people must always give way to senior people. I was a senior, middle-aged, Western writer who had been brought in to work with the company’s Chairman. This meant I was to be respected. The moment I made her step out of the lift ahead of myself, anybody witnessing the situation would have considered her extremely rude. So my own Western politeness could inadvertently lead to her losing face.


Societies are wonderfully complex puzzles that can never be completely solved by an outsider. Even after forty years of China experience, the Professor still considers himself an amateur. But in a society that at its heart is exceptionally forgiving, the outsider can survive comfortably on the basics as they develop a deeper understanding of how the local people think and behave.


Ritual and rhythm. Courtesy and control. In a nation of 1.4 billion people a small issue can get out of hand very quickly. Respectful but unapologetically strong leadership in government and in society is not just desirable, it is an absolute necessity.


This courteous control seeps down through society and it reveals itself at Tiens in several ways. One is in the time management of staff during the working week of Monday to Friday. After the Monday morning flag raising, at 8.30am music is piped through the speakers of the offices, factories and other buildings, indicating to staff that it’s time to begin work. At midday and again at 1pm the music signals the start and end of lunch and at 5.30pm it says it’s time to stop work and head home. Many staff catch the free company buses to various destinations in Tianjin and Beijing, where they began their journey to work that morning.


This idea may not play so well with the Western notion of lunch being a time that you choose fairly freely, and of flexible working hours. But how many of us work in an office that ensures we take a full hour for lunch? And who can say they would complain if they were told to go home every day at 5.30pm rather than stay late, night after night?


It is a system that has worked admirably for this and other Chinese businesses as they have grown and evolved into internationally respected organizations. It is a way that Chinese companies have remained Chinese after the nation opened its doors economically in the late 1980s, having spent the previous decade decollectivizing agriculture and experimenting with foreign investment and local entrepreneurship.


What is Tiens Group? It is a multinational and ever expanding conglomerate that was begun and built from the ground up by Chairman Li Jinyuan. It is a company that has done business in more than 190 countries. Tiens headquarters office, several of its manufacturing plants, and its R&D facility are in the Tiens International Health Industrial Park in Wuqing, a campus that also contains three international hotel brands, a 7,000-seat, 27,800 square meter convention center, a 3,000-seat banquet hall containing ten luxurious, multifunctional spaces, a hospital, a museum and a zoo – all owned and managed by Tiens – amidst hectares of landscaped gardens, canals, bridges, and fountains.


Broad offerings from Tiens include neutraceuticals, skin and beauty products, e-commerce, hotels and tourism, health management, conventions, luxury furniture, financial and industrial capital, and tertiary education. The company’s products are roughly grouped into health products, wellness equipment, beauty, skincare and household products, and are found in over 40 million homes around the world. Tiens has recently leapfrogged many global leaders in the technology and sales arenas by using and developing truly innovative and exciting solutions in the fields of big data, artificial intelligence, and blockchain technology.


For Li Jinyuan, typically referred to by staff as “the Chairman,” the road to success has been anything but smooth. Now one of China’s most respected billionaires, his is not a rags-to-riches tale, although it’s not far off. He grew up in a poor, rural village but his father at least had a reliable income. Li left school at 14 and learned how business operates by working in a state-owned oil enterprise, but was forced to leave this company when he and his father fell out with authorities.


Years later, after launching Tiens and developing the brand’s first product, a calcium powder intended to strengthen bones, Chairman Li lost everything. But rather than give up and retreat, he pivoted the company away from the path everybody expected him to take and moved in a surprising and new direction, choosing a business model unheard of in China at the time.


“There are two ways to go. One is to give up. The other is to get stronger, to fight,” one of the Chairman’s longest serving and most loyal staff members told me. Li, it turned out, was a fighter.


In the next 12 months, around 1995–96, Tiens achieved two billion renminbi (yuan) in sales, and that’s when many of the real challenges began.


In this book, Tiens and Chairman Li form our central case study and in doing so create a powerful business context for the reader seeking a greater understanding of Chinese opportunities and challenges. This rich case study, combined with reporting on what has been going on around the business in China and the rest of the world, helps to illustrate the thinking of Chinese businesspeople and companies. It also illustrates the ways in which China is positioning for the future in the context of its continued rise in the world.


Interestingly, the Tiens narrative is also the story of modern China. Tiens is not only part of China and a reflective result of the way the nation has shaped itself into a world power, but the company’s development and growth, its foreign policies and attitudes, are a perfect match, in sync with the moves that have been made by the nation that it serves.


I will discover that none of this is by accident or coincidence, it is all by design and all for the long term. The private business, although it has no direct government connections, has been driven by its founder in unison with the directions being taken by the country’s leadership, and this is not unusual in a Chinese company. The organization itself, like China, has developed into a powerful empire. Both a business and a nation require strong, long-range and visionary leadership.


Information and insight for this book come from multiple visits over 18 months as a guest of Chairman Li and Tiens. It was important that I spent an extended period rather than attempt a point-in-time snapshot. Over the 18 months I was able to develop deep professional relationships, to see business changes work and not work, to understand important cultural issues, and to achieve an authentic sense of the present and the future for the company, and for China.


In this time I was able to observe, meet, and interview many people throughout China, including business people, industry leaders, students, journalists, academics, and people on the street, as well as many international experts from other countries.


Who am I? I’m a business journalist and author who has run a professional writing company for two decades. I’m fascinated by the intricacies of business around the globe, by the sometimes inexplicable success of gutsy entrepreneurs and the equally confounding failures of major corporates. Over the last decade I have watched as the entire Western world has turned its focus towards China.


Why was I selected to pen this book? That’s a fine question, and it’s one I asked before the project began. When one discusses China with an expert, a certain level of knowledge about the nation’s history, politics, culture, etiquette, and business practices is assumed. Despite a mountain of reading and other research prior to my flying in for the first time, I often found myself lacking some of this knowledge. During my immersion it became necessary for me to ask a lot of questions or risk not truly understanding a situation.


Why was a Chinese professional writer not commissioned for this project? After all, they would be able to speak the language rather than requiring an interpreter. They would also develop a relationship of trust more quickly with the main players in the organization. Finally, they’d be far less inclined to embarrass themselves in a professional or social situation as a result of their etiquette ignorance.


I was told by the Professor that this was exactly why the Chairman had decided not to bring on board a Chinese, or China expert, writer. This project required a person who would ask the sometimes stupid questions that any Westerner would ask, who would experience cultural confusion and seek answers as a result, and who could be thrown into social situations where they would make endless faux pas. Only then would that person be able to write a book that offered true value to a non-Chinese audience.


I was the ultimate guinea pig – a perfect mix of ignorance, insensitivity, and journalistic meddlesomeness.


Ultimately, when I was offered an opportunity to spend time with one of the Middle Kingdom’s greatest business leaders, a man who has amassed untold wealth whilst taking the idea of collective thinking to entirely new levels (he has given away over 1.6 billion yuan and wholly or partly funded the building of over 100 schools around the globe), I jumped at the chance to see what was on the other side of the emperor’s door.


Now it’s your turn. Let’s meet the Chairman.
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Etiquette in a Chinese workplace




“Tradition evolves with social progress. When society improves, then tradition follows too. Traditions must be respected, but they also must change to match the time and the people of that time.”


Li Jinyuan




Entering Chairman Li’s inner sanctum for the first time is a nerve-wracking experience. He is respectfully and variously adored, revered, and feared amongst staff members on the company’s extensive, landscaped property. When they’re called to his office, employees quickly don ties and suit jackets then check themselves in the mirror before making their way to the eighth floor. (In the lift the Chairman’s floor is actually marked “9A” – there is no eighth floor because a Chinese proverb about fluctuation and uncertainty describes “seven ups and eight downs.” Just as Westerners have an issue with the number 13, the “downs” connected to the number eight can give it some negative meaning.) They walk silently through several high-ceilinged chambers containing security guards, artworks, and administrative staff, until they enter the gloriously lavish space in which the Chairman spends his days. The Tiens International Health Industrial Park is the center of the empire that Li Jinyuan built, and he is the leader at its center.


While Western business leaders consider that there is great value in making themselves approachable and available, and in walking the floor as often as possible, in traditional Chinese businesses the opposite is true. A strict sense of structure and knowledge of rank and place is essential. Meetings involving the Chairman only rarely occur in the office of a lesser-ranking attendee, for instance, and the senior member of the meeting has absolute control. Other attendees do not speak until asked to do so and are rarely invited to share opinions, only to listen and receive their orders.
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Author Chris Sheedy and Chairman Li Jinyuan in the Chairman’s office


Image courtesy of Tiens Group


In a conversation with Frank Deng, I discussed this particular quirk of Chinese business meetings. Deng, who originally trained as a chemist and has worked in research and development with numerous American and Chinese businesses, at the time of our interview managed R&D at Tiens. A self-described “serial inventor” (he has around 30 patents to his name), he grew up in China but has spent most of his career working for American companies in the USA. After earning his PhD at an American university, he spent 20 years with such businesses as GE, GlaxoSmithKline, and Bayer.


Deng laughed when he told me he is referred to by Chinese business people as a “banana” – yellow on the outside and white on the inside. “It means I am Americanized,” he explained. “And it’s true.” Thanks to his time in the West, he doesn’t completely understand some of the logic of the Chinese way of business.


“In America we’d have seven different people come to a meeting with seven different ideas, and that can be very valuable,” he said. “In traditional China it is an authoritative environment, so people are very unlikely to give their opinion. When people come to a meeting in a Chinese business, everybody sits quietly and whoever is the highest ranking in the room talks. Everybody else listens.”


Can that be a good thing for a business, I asked. Does it translate to strong leadership and clear direction?


“Many would say that with this model, you’re not using the brainpower of the other employees, you’re only using the brainpower of whoever is the highest ranking person in that room,” he said.


Surely there must be some benefits, I suggested. After all, military organizations have traditionally thrived on this type of leadership.


“You do tend to end up with fast execution, rather than so many opinions and no decision. The highest-ranking person tells the others which way to go, and they go that way. Here, everyone goes the way the Chairman tells them to,” Deng explained. “Sometimes in America, when we had seven different people with seven different opinions, after a three-hour meeting those people would still have seven different opinions.”


The Professor agrees. He has had similar experiences in Chinese companies.


“A few years ago when I was doing some work in Shanghai, one young woman was full of ideas,” he recalls. “I would say to her, ‘Why don’t you tell your boss?’ She would say, ‘I can’t do that. I’m not allowed to do that.’”


“I told her I would take some of her ideas to meetings we both were attending and see what got picked up. Of course, some of her excellent ideas were picked up. Even then she wouldn’t let me say she had come up with the ideas because that might have caused loss of face for her manager. But she was still pleased.”


“As a senior Western person, I was able to speak more than others. Culturally, you often have to wait until you’re senior enough to offer opinions. It is about respect, but it is also an inhibiting factor in the business world.”


Then there are the naming conventions. No matter how senior an executive in a Western business, I would expect to be on a first-name basis soon after we’ve been introduced. But that is rarely, if ever, the case in the Chinese business world.


Let’s take a step back and talk about people’s names in China. Family name comes first and the person’s individual name, which Westerners typically refer to as the “Christian” or “given” name, comes second. So for Li Jinyuan, his family name is “Li” and his individual name is “Jinyuan.” I am often referred to as “Mr Chris,” as Chris is sometimes assumed to be my surname, and sometimes it is a mixture of respect (Mr) and of my saying it is okay to call me by my given name.
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Chairman Li Jinyuan and Professor Kevin McConkey
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In most social situations in China one is safest to stick with surname, referring to the person as “Mr Li” or as “Miss Zhang,” etc. A senior person in an organization is also often referred to, by an English speaker, with their title before their family name, such as “Chairman Li” or “Vice President Yan.” Do not ever jump directly to their given name, as one would in a Western environment. It indicates disrespect and is overly familiar.


Sometimes a person will, after a while, ask you to refer to them by their Western or their Pinyin (which is Romanized Mandarin) name. This is a name often bestowed upon the individual by the person who was responsible for teaching them English or another foreign language, and it will sometimes, and only sometimes, sound a little like their Chinese name. For instance, a woman by the name of Lu Xi (in Pinyin) might have the name “Lucie” (French), meaning in a Western environment their name becomes “Lucie Lu” – a merging of their Westernized first name and their Chinese surname. Other times, they may choose a Western name that they like. So a woman by the name of Zhang Xiaoye may choose the English name “Rebecca” and introduce herself to Westerners as Rebecca Zhang. Once you have permission to refer to a person by a specific name then that is okay in informal situations, but you should always go back to the more formal naming convention when in meetings or other more formal environments. Once again, social success in China is always about a show of respect.


While we’re close to the topic, it’s worth mentioning the importance of familiarizing oneself with basic pronunciation. Don’t be the one who speaks to the waiter and orders a Tsingtao beer by saying “Sing-tayo.” It is pronounced “Ching-dow.” Visit YouTube and watch some of the excellent instructional videos on the basics of Chinese pronunciation. “ZH,” for instance, is similar to the English “J,” and an “A” can often be pronounced as an “O.” So “Mr Zhang” is pronounced “Mr Tsong” and “Mr Wang” is pronounced “Mr Wong”. An “E” can be pronounced various ways, so the male name “Peng” is pronounced “Pung” and the name “Ke” is pronounced “Ker.” You won’t always get everything right, but at the very least you’ll be respected for trying.


One further complication in Chinese business meetings is seating, which follows a highly structured pattern. The highest-ranking person sits at the head of the table. When the table is round, the highest-ranking person will sit in the seat that faces the door. Their colleagues then sit down the table in order of rank, with the higher ranks, or the more trusted lieutenants, closer to the head of the table. Western visitors should not be too concerned about all of this, however, because they will almost always be gently guided to the appropriate seat. Just be sure not to walk in and sit wherever you feel like sitting.


In the case of two groups coming together, perhaps from two different departments or businesses, the highest-ranking staff members from each group will sit opposite each other in the center seats of the table. Still here there is an indication of power – although both high-ranking people are opposite each other in the middle, the most senior or most important person typically faces the door.


Then there are other markers of rank in a meeting. The order in which tea is served – and tea is always served! – is the order of seniority, although the most senior person will sometimes indicate to staff to first serve the most senior guest. The order in which people are expected to speak is the same. And sometimes the more senior people will sit on seats that are physically higher than others at the table.


During an interview with one of Tiens Group’s managers, which took place in a long, luxuriously decorated stateroom in which it was only practical to use two single lounge chairs at its very end (facing the entrance, of course), our young interpreter squatted (but did not sit) on the floor between and slightly behind us. She could not be offered an office chair as she then would have been physically above her manager. The interview ran for 90 minutes and I can’t imagine the discomfort she must have felt, but it was important to her that she did not stand as it would have demonstrated a lack of respect. In traditional Chinese businesses, lower ranking people are rarely offered the same consideration as their more senior colleagues.


Finally, the lower ranked people in a meeting may be expected to speak more quietly than the senior staff. This became a problem for me sometimes as I was less able to hear what my interpreter was saying. I soon learned to ask permission, on the interpreter’s behalf, for them to speak up.


But don’t assume that every business in China operates this way, that etiquette doesn’t vary by region, or that things aren’t changing with new generations, especially those who have been Westernized through study and work outside China. A legal professional at Tiens tells me of an experience that neatly demonstrates this multitude of cultures and behaviors in China. At a previous place of employment an American manager, who had worked in China for over a decade, complained light-heartedly to the HR Director that he still couldn’t get his head around the cultural idiosyncrasies.


The American said, “I’ve been here for ten years and it’s still a mystery to me!”


The Chinese HR Director replied, “Don’t worry, we’ve been here for 5,000 years and it’s a mystery to us, too.”


Accordingly, a former colleague of mine from London, now living and working in Beijing and managing the Chinese office of a well-known Western brand, was surprised when I discussed my experience of Chinese meeting etiquette. In his office things are completely different, he said. The young, junior-level Chinese staff, he claimed, are brash and sometimes border on being arrogant. They are completely unafraid to let their opinions be known, even if it makes somebody else look bad. They yell and cry in the office, he said, and they happily cut each other down, whether behind backs or to each other’s faces.


I discussed this incongruity with the Professor and he was quick to point out a specific difference.


“They’re young Chinese people who have intentionally chosen to work for a foreign brand and they may have already spent a few years studying and/or working in the USA, Europe or the UK,” he said. “That takes a specific type of person. They’re going to have different drivers of behavior and different experience of the workplace from the very beginning of their careers.”


The Professor agrees that China contains many different variations of Chinese culture and many different ways of thinking, especially across generations. These differences can also often be linked to the various levels, or “tiers,” of economic, educational, and social change and development occurring across China.


“Think of the way things happen in the tier one cities – Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen – compared to the tier two cities, then the tier three and four cities,” he said. “The way that business is done and the flexibility and rapidity of business differ across the tiers. Then you have a range of types of organizations. Some are effectively government departments. Others are semi-autonomous government departments. Others are almost independent but have government representatives on their Board. Still others are private companies that operate in a traditionally Chinese fashion, and finally there are those that look very much like Western companies.”


Where does Tiens fall? It is a private company based on a Western model but operating, in its head office at least, in a traditional Chinese fashion. Although, as we’ll discuss, the Chairman is working hard to modernize the business practices, without losing traditional Chinese cultural values. This type of simple understanding is essential for anybody to develop when they’re doing business with a Chinese company or brand.


No matter where in China you are or what type of business you’re dealing with, the Professor believes it’s the little things that matter. He recalls one meeting some time ago that was organized to agree final contract details between a Chinese company and the Western company he was then assisting. In the room were the Chinese company chairman, several of his staff, and his seven-year-old granddaughter. The young girl was learning English at school and her grandfather thought it would be a good experience for her to attend the meeting. The Professor spent most of his time speaking directly to her, helping her practise what she’d been learning at school, and almost no time discussing the final contract details. “The very next morning the signed contract arrived and it contained all of the terms we’d requested,” he says. “The little things really do count for a lot.”


“Cultural mistakes happen all the time and every time, unless you are extremely observant of how people respond to you. It starts from very little things and builds up to offending a person at the dinner table by rushing and sitting at the wrong seat, or by saying something the wrong way. Even with a lot of leniency, the Chinese culture is a minefield.”


And so I, a beginner with exactly 24 hours of on-the-ground experience in China, entered the Chairman’s cavernous office on day one with some trepidation. The Professor had briefed me thoroughly. Sit where you are told to sit. Speak when you are spoken to. Drink whatever is put in front of you. Lose the beard (my wife is still highly amused about the fact that I shaved for another man, speaking of losing face…) because some Chinese people are initially wary of those with facial hair – ancient philosophers get a pass on this. The Professor had told me what he expected would happen in the meeting, but indicated that the content and direction of the meeting would be “up to the Chairman.”


Chairman Li was already seated at the head of a hand-made, intricately carved, sandalwood conference table when the tall, heavy doors to his office were drawn aside. The heavily decorated ceiling hovered nine meters above as the Chairman rose from his replica Ming dynasty emperor’s chair to shake my hand and indicated that I should take my place at the first chair on his left for our discussion.


The Chairman is a tall man, broad, solid, and triangular, like an ageing professional swimmer, with a handsome, oval-shaped face that suits his heavy brow and receding hairline. His skin glows as if it is scrubbed and buffed on a daily basis. His dark eyes are kind and his smile welcoming, although over the next 18 months on this very same face I will see fierce fury, unrestrained pride, terrible sadness, sour frustration, and more. With a wave of his perfectly manicured hands, the Chairman gestured to the other senior and junior people to sit in specific chairs before turning his attention back to me.


This meeting was about a judgement, of sorts. Would the Chairman be happy allowing me to be a guest within his business for various intervals over an extended period of time and sharing his story with me? Did he sense that there could be a suitable level of trust between us? Was I the right person for the job? I’d been warned that if this meeting didn’t go well I’d likely be politely shown around, and then taken to Beijing Capital Airport to catch the next flight out of China.


So I expected a grilling, but what I experienced instead was a wondrous storytelling. The Chairman, through the interpreter, began sharing tales of the business’s early days, of intense and almost crippling struggles, of immense achievement and of new challenges brought on by success, of bad guys in bomb vests threatening to blow up Tiens manufacturing plants, of people in other countries trying to “kidnap” his brand, and of government officials, in the early days at least, making every step infinitely more difficult than it should have been. His voice was resonant with color and passion, and despite my complete lack of Chinese, the general direction of each account was clear before the interpreter had even begun to translate.


The Chairman spoke of health and happiness, of disaster and famine. His smile warmed the room and his anger was raw and fierce. When he discussed young children he had met along the way – in his old hometown in north-east China, in the far western region of China, in African nations – and the poverty he had witnessed, his eyes glistened with genuine sadness. I realized I wasn’t being sold to him but instead he was selling his story to me and, from a writer’s point of view, it was a brilliant one. And by my attention and reaction, he was forming an opinion of me. He was giving to me and, importantly, observing my reaction in ways that I wouldn’t come to understand until much later.


He ended by making a reference that was lost for a few moments on many of us, including myself and the interpreter – something about the business, a duck, and flames. Then I realized what he was referring to. Some business people and entrepreneurs say they went through hell before experiencing success, but a private business this size, one that had international aspirations from the beginning, one that was being created during a period in which China was struggling with the idea of allowing entrepreneurs and privately owned businesses to even exist, would naturally have suffered challenges on an entirely new level. The Chairman was saying that he often felt like a duck being barbecued on a spit.


Since the business began, and even to this day, Tiens has been attacked with flames from all directions. The business had suffered a genuine baptism of fire, and from the look of satisfaction in the Chairman’s expressive eyes when he brought his stories to a close, it’s clear he wouldn’t have had it any other way.
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