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The thought manifests as the word;


The word manifests as the deed;


The deed develops into habit;


And habit hardens into character;


So watch the thought and its ways with care,


And let it spring from love


Born out of concern for all beings...


As the shadow follows the body,


As we think, so we become.




Buddha, Dhammapada 









	

	




Foreword











It is both a pleasure and an honour for us that Julia invited us to write the prologue for her book. We have witnessed the effort she made in order for this book to see the light of day as well as the commitment she has shown at every stage of the project.


The access of women to executive jobs and to positions of political, social and economic responsibility is more than a trend. In fact, it is the last step of a social transformation that started in the 19th century with the suffragette movements which granted women total access to education and working life, through the right to vote, education and employment. However, the proper incorporation of women into economic and social life will be completely achieved only when it will no longer be necessary to talk about budgets and when a woman ruling a Ministry or a multinational company stops being a mere anecdote.


This book written Julia Pérez-Cerezo is proof that despite the differences that may lie between cultures, the political system and historic moments which a certain continent or country may be experiencing, the entrance of women into the business world, as entrepreneurs, is now unstoppable. Nowadays, we witness the progress of an integrating feminism in which women can offer all the richness of their femininity and their way to do things, which is very specific and complementary to that of men. Nevertheless, the cultural changes that take place due to women’s inclusion into decision-making groups have such a social importance that specific measures are required to help them happen.


Therefore, an increasing number of companies, public and private organizations, as well as business schools, are helping to set up a wide range of groups and associations whose main aim is to offer training, awareness programs and follow-up to women executives and entrepreneurs. For more than fifteen years, our Work and Family International Centre, at the IESE Institute, has been organizing international conferences about women and business, programs aimed at executive women, publications such as La ambición femenina [The Feminine ambition], or research papers such as Frenos e impulsores de las carreras directivas de las mujeres [Brakes and Boosters of women’s executive careers] and Más allá del cambio de rol [Beyond the change of roles]. Besides, thanks to some agreements with the Autonomous Community of Madrid, the program Lidera was created to offer grants to help female executives take part in further training programs at the IESE Institute. A pioneer program for developing skills and competences aimed at all the women who seek to improve their leadership.


According to our research on executive women, one third of them leave the company where they initially worked to establish their own or become self-employed. This situation, along with the discipline with which executive women and entrepreneurs usually work, can also be seen in Asia.


Julia’s wonderful book about fifteen women entrepreneurs who have conceived and created their own businesses, highlights the tolerance and the ability to properly delegate to others as the characteristic features of these women who are also heads of family, great travellers and negotiators, women who have overcome the difficulties of the communist regime and have faced the changes of a new capitalist society still suffering from the male chauvinism of past years.


This book shows how nowadays innovation in leadership and business management need the touch of women who do not mimic the powerful men from the past, but rather use power to make a group united, training others and making the business plan a reality. Many of the now seemingly forgotten values in Western culture are present in the Chinese women entrepreneurs and are the base of their leadership and their success.


The IESE Institute, close friend of the CEIBS Business School of Shanghai, is also deeply interested in this reality. Proof of it was the recent Chinese Business Women in Leadership Forum as part of the 50th anniversary of the IESE Institute. Yang Lan, Co-founder and Head of the Sun Media Investment Holdings (SMIH), the top media private group in China, with an average audience of 500 million people, highlighted the fact that women play a crucial role in the future of China and that now they are much better trained than in the past. Talking about her website called “Her Village” and the lifestyle of working urban women, she explained that her aim is to seek collaboration between Chinese and Western women in fields such as job opportunities and social changes. Her group includes five newspapers and magazines, three television programmes, 600 electronic publications and many multimedia channels. She founded the group together with her husband, Bruno Wu Zheng, and now it is quoted in the Hong Kong stock market. As for her social initiative, she is head of the Sun Culture Foundation (SCF), intended for the improvement of education and the reduction of poverty in her country. She was also the candidate representing the 2008 Olympic Games of Beijing before the International Olympic Committee.


Zhou started selling jewellery that she carried in her bag and today she is the Head and Founder of Neoglory (China) Holdings Group – the world jewellery leader with more than 6,000 employees. She was considered one of the ten most important women in China in 2007 and received the Zhejiang prize for Entrepreneurial Initiative for her professional career and her contribution to social welfare.


In conclusion, Chinese women entrepreneurs are strongly defending the changes that are taking place in their country and we should pay special attention to the new generation of Chinese urban women and workers, as 80% of them manage the family expenses and 73% of them would choose to work outside of home even if they did not need a greater income for the family. And here is where we find one of the biggest challenges: going from a mechanistic business model which dehumanizes and corrupts the society to which it belongs, to a more human model that takes into consideration the global reality of its employees and helps them conciliate their professional and private life, enriching the company, the family and the society.


There are still two questions to be answered: Will these women confront the 12-hours-a-day, 365-days-a-year lifestyle of their clients and Chinese people in general? Are they the driving force needed to change this model? The certainty that they are is what the author to start writing this book.


Nuria Chinchilla, IESE Institute Professor
Consuelo León, IESE Institute Researcher


Authors of La ambición femenina


[The Feminine Ambition] (Aguilar, 2004)










	

	




Preface











A lot has been written about China and, in some cases by people who have never even lived there. Numerous facts on how to do business in this country have been compiled and published. In our daily life, we often talk about the so called Chinese threat, we wonder if China is the future and “what will happen the day the Chinese wake up”. Many of us still do not realize that the Asian giant has not only been active for the past three decades but permanently supervises everything, whereas the West remains in a relatively lethargic state, experimenting increasing difficulty. However, most of our studies on China have been made on a large-scale, and nothing has ever been written about a group completely unknown to the West: Chinese women entrepreneurs.


I knew very little about them either when in January 2004 I traveled, with just a suitcase and a piece of hand luggage, to that peculiar country in constant change named China. I embarked on a journey with no specific destination in mind but hoping to find a treasure that would enrich me and change my life forever. After comings and goings, many trials and tribulations, sweat and tears, making mistakes and learning from them, taking tough challenges, suffering hardship as well as finding moments of happiness, living, feeling and by opening myself up to the world, I finally ended up finding this treasure. It was there, in the only place it could ever have been, exactly where it came from and where it would always return to: in the deepest part of myself.


But how did I find it? Well, to a large extent, thanks to these Chinese women entrepreneurs. Our friendship has helped me discover myself, as a person, an entrepreneur and a woman. Paradoxical as it may seem, in a context where the present Chinese society is so utterly materialistic, the inner transformation these middle-aged women go through, their serenity, flexibility and equanimity leave an indelible mark. They have learned to survive by keeping calm in any circumstance and environment. They talk about enjoying the journey, regardless of whether you reach your goals or not, regardless of whatever you may find on it. It is clear that many of these female entrepreneurs have always tried, from an early age, to play successfully with the best players and have succeeded. However, as they explain, this has been possible because they have enjoyed the journey and chose activities and departments that fit with their personality which results in them being satisfied with themselves. Therefore, it is difficult to express in words all that emanates from these Chinese entrepreneurs as they reveal all the positive values they preserve deep inside: integrity, energy, creativity, great will power, an ability to fight adversities, entrepreneurship, being young at heart and having a great interest for everything, among other things.


In September 2004, during the 11th Global Conference of Women Entrepreneurs, I was invited by the All China Women Federation (ACWF) to give a speech at the plenary sitting. From this moment on, I came into contact with these women entrepreneurs and we kept in touch ever since. This event gave me the chance to meet these entrepreneurs whose great drive and inner strength immediately caught my attention. It is thanks to this very event and our daily contact that I decided to write a book that would make their story accessible to the Western world, hoping that they might become the model for a new style of entrepreneurship and leadership.


My inspiration to write this came from a book I read in 1986, entitled Women Like Us by Liz Roman Galleze, which compiles the stories of the first women graduates from Harvard Business School in 1975. Little by little, as usually happens in life, my project took another turn. However, it was meant to keep an original aspect: to be more intimate and literary, not business- or course-oriented and would not regard China itself but Chinese women entrepreneurs as leaders. This is why, to a large extent, I let them speak for themselves, trying not to apply Western filters and avoiding, as far as possible, any type of interpretation.


And it is the only way to actually grasp the way these women became entrepreneurs and leaders and the way they focus their inner richness. By listening to them, it is easy to understand that we people, at any age and in any circumstance, have the chance, at least every single second that passes by, to decide how to improve our life; even if it would imply a radical change to what we have been doing so far. In the same manner, it is easy to prove that with a positive attitude, it will always be easier to face life, change our circumstances, take new challenges and enjoy new life experiences. This way we avoid either remaining trapped in a dead past1 or taking the risk to live in an ephemeral future that might drag us down to discouragement and depression. Above all, when listening to them, one fully grasps the meaning of starting again and remaining continuously open to learning from this unique experience called “living life”.


And so for all these reasons, in this book which avoids numbers and statistics, any conceptual2 or interpretational errors3 are exclusively mine. The book focuses on the experiences that took place in Chinese urban surroundings which are very different from the rural world, where women’s lives are very different from their urban peers. The book does not make use of different sources, it is based exclusively on my personal impressions and perceived information since I arrived in China in January 2004. Particularly, it focuses on what I experienced during the individual interviews with fifteen entrepreneurs, which took place during the month of August 2007. Part of this information includes numerous magazines, articles and other published material that were handed to me during the interviews. The extension, quality and quantity of the information I received from these women was variable. As well as the length of interviews and the way they happened. Even though they were all supposed to dedicate a day to talking with me, and I was supposed to follow a script during my field work, if I had established a strict script to stick to, I would have reduced the spontaneity and richness of the interaction and coexistence with these women. One of the first words one must include in the dictionary when traveling to China is: flexibility. As long as it is managed by ourselves (which is different from leaving it in other hands) and we have perseverance, without which my work would have been just a collection of tourist interviews and culinary events, everything flows and we can achieve anything in this country. Without flexibility, moving forward into China can become a source of never-ending obstacles and frustration. Although, one thing is sure: living with flexibility in China is a very demanding and exhausting process, just like the interviewing process itself. Everyday was different to the previous, not only because I did not know what information I would obtain but because I would not even know how the day would start or evolve, nor which events or obstacles to expect during the day. Quite frankly, managing to take the helm was sometimes almost as tough as an expert skipper would find navigating in the middle of a storm.


The book does not tell the story of the companies established or directed by those women, nor does it describe their products in detail, or their evolution over time. The book is about the women themselves, as leaders and women, as wives, as daughters and mothers, and covers their entrepreneurship since it is a part of their current and future life4. To avoid tiring the reader, the book does not compile exhaustively the numerous leadership positions these women hold in business associations, chambers of commerce and similar.


Following the stories of these entrepreneurs, the book includes information and many anecdotes on present-day urban China and the way business works there. It also tries to explode the myths about China that usually exist in the West about its women and the way business is done here. Likewise, the book talks about the women entrepreneurs and directors, and about the woman in general and their relationships with the opposite sex, all of which is done with transparency, with what we could call “oriental influx” which is rare in this type of literature. Finally, the book includes comparisons and new ways of exploring differences between East and West, particularly with regards to the active female population.


This book aims especially to introduce these Chinese women entrepreneurs to the West, all of whom are women with great strength and personality. Despite being millionaires or having a far higher than average economic status compared to the West, these small, big or medium-sized business leaders are completely unknown in our countries and, in many cases, also in their own country. In this way, the book compiles a variety of personalities and ages, socio-economic statuses (when starting out), sectors and operational environments, as well as different company sizes.


However, the book intends to go further with some inner-self exploration intended to reach the bottom of their hearts. And when we manage to reach this, we can observe the same frustrations, the same worries, the same joy, the same goals most of us women from the West could find in our own hearts if we are able to open ourselves up and be sincere with ourselves. At the end of the day, what their heart tells them is that whether they are famous or not, millionaires or not, successful or not, these Chinese entrepreneurs and leading directors are just like their Western counterparts, they are just women.


This book also aims to express their inner strength. A strength that was transmitted to me whenever I was with them and which has stayed with me ever since. With them5, I constantly received important messages that nowadays are frequently forgotten in the Western world. For instance: “It is never too late to start all over again,” or: “In order to obtain something, there is no other choice but to work hard,” or something which was equivalent: “It is necessary to work in order to live better, nobody gives us anything for free,” and also: “When you want to do something, you must carry it out not only think about it; even if you think there is no time for it, you must do it.” Another favourite saying was: “If you go for it, you get it,” along with: “Perseverance is a great companion on our journey in this world,” or the one that says: “He who honestly gives, will receive” and finally, probably the most important message for all which is: “At the end of the day, we only have ourselves.”


These women, all over their forties and some even over their seventies, in many cases, have lived the times described in Xinran’s book The Good Women of China: Hidden Voices, but they are of course very far from reflecting the image sometimes the West has regarding the social status of a Chinese professional woman. When I listen to some of my European friends talking without knowing, I cannot avoid thinking that the false image they have in mind is similar to Chinese women’s situation during the early 18th century, which is beautifully and delicately described by Lisa See in her book Snow Flower and the Secret Fan. Or else, sometimes this false image is also similar to that of Asian women without culture or means, as they are described in such a heartbreaking manner by Louise Brown in Sex Slaves, the trafficking of women in Asia. However, these images do not reflect any of the women in present day China.


The women in this book belong to a unique generation in China. Due to their experiences and past, they are a group nearing extinction. However, at the same time, in a present day society so in need of new strategic and operational models, these women could perfectly represent the beginning of a new style of entrepreneurship and leadership. Hence the special value of this project. They are the first generation of entrepreneurs and top executives that was born under the famous “opening up” process instigated by Deng Xiaoping. They are women who have had a very harsh youth. Under the impositions of a strict communist regime, they developed a particular inner strength and an ability to fight and work. This generation of women created themselves almost in their entirety, they are self-taught in the world of business as well as in the mechanisms and management models of the capitalist economy. This generation of women does not speak or understand English. They have lived and trained only in China, therefore they are familiar exclusively with Chinese business culture. Some of the interviewed women could remain in business for another twenty years, but others, due to their age, will be on the verge of retiring the day this book is published.


At this point, it is important to explain that even in the 21st-century, there still exists the idea in China that if a man has money, he must have women - the so-called girlfriends [nupengyou], who are one of their official hobbies. However, they have more economic status and social consideration than their Western counterpart. First off, they are not “the other one” that has to be hidden from the public world. Normally, these women are the ones that accompany men in social circles and they are maintained in the greatest luxury and exist in their own prestigious social sphere. This is why, in current China, where millions of Chinese entrepreneurs aspire to become millionaires, it is said that many beautiful women (usually without any studies or professional career) are reaching high economic and social status by becoming nupengyou. Of course, these women are very vulnerable but no more so than their Western counterparts who even in the culminating moment of their life, usually they do not aspire to any social appreciation. And when nupengyou are clever and know how to use their education (there are also graduated and professional women among them, though less common), they can become successful entrepreneurs, usually thanks to their rich partner’s financing.


In an environment where men publicly live a double life, it is important to explain that although there are some married women who have extramarital affairs, this is not widespread and is rather incidental. And just as in the West, it is not acceptable for women to show their extramarital partner in public, or let on that they actually have a double life.


To put some aspects of the book into context, it is important to express that during the period where communism left its deepest mark, prior to China’s Opening-up with Deng Xiaoping, marrying was, in most cases, part of the service a person or a couple owed to the State since marriage helped to maintain social stability and achieve new improvements in productivity (many books describe this period’s situation, cf. Bibliography). During this era, giving priority to romantic aspects was considered to be a lack of patriotism. In addition, a large number of marriages keep the bond based upon tradition and routine with a total absence of love or sex between partners. This is due to the fact that nowadays families still play the same role in marital matters, especially in the smaller cities and between middle-aged couples. The rate of divorce in China, among the young urban population, is rising exponentially and this trend is progressively reaching the middle-aged population as well.


Speaking of genders, thanks to my experience, I must admit that I could not even imagine having carried out a similar research project with Chinese male entrepreneurs and leading businessmen. Maybe because, as their female counterparts say: “with women, communication is easier, it is much easier to create a relationship of confidence.”


The truth is that coexisting with Chinese women entrepreneurs indeed helps to develop optimism. Contact with these women is a great therapy for facing the challenges daily life brings us and the ones imposed by the current socioeconomic environment. They teach us that leadership starts by taking charge of our actions and behaviour, and by focusing the learning process towards our inner-self. Following their own experience, they teach us that life itself is an interesting adventure worth living; a perfect path to explore without stopping, a constant learning process that brings us constant personal growth. They believe this pursuit of inner happiness is necessary to later enjoy the outer success. Always giving and expecting nothing in return. And always promoting human values in the company.


In the current crisis of the capitalist system, due to an overloaded financial economy, Chinese women entrepreneurs explain the mechanism of their traditional mentality of only considering to be real what can be touched and not to trust whatever is not controlled or not understood. Due to this they have always tried, as businesswomen, to avoid banks with the exception of specific occasions. Because they have always considered the real economy to be more valuable than the financial one.


The example of these Chinese women entrepreneurs shows us that it is always good to leave the comfort zone and that the developed Western society needs would benefit from doing so, in order to survive. It also reminds us that intuition, common sense, daily work and perseverance are essential tools to face challenges in the current environment, which is intricate and uncertain. Finally, this example makes us see that the source of inspiration to develop new and innovative leadership models as well as business management models for the 21st century may lie precisely in the Eastern world and in its women.
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Chinese women entrepreneurs











Nobody can ignore that the evolution of China’s mean annual growth of more than 9% during the past three decades has been very impressive around the world. In fact, China’s GDP has more than quadrupled since 1978. The annual mean growth of foreign trade has exceeded 15% since 1978 as well. Goldman Sachs predicts that by between 2040 and 2050, China will leave the USA behind, to dominate the world economy, while China anticipates this occurring in 2030.


In this dynamic and prosperous economy, a great number of private companies have been established, particularly during the past 15 years. In a certain way, this reflects the famous saying that the Chinese are great entrepreneurs, and today many of them are millionaires thanks to their successful companies. It is estimated that in China, the number of private businesses exceeds two million. Many of these businesses have grown, but the great majority, 98% of them, are still small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). However, considering the size of China’s economy, even a Chinese SME can be an important company worldwide, and particularly in the European market.


In China, women have been disdained and consigned to second-class citizenship since the time of Confucius. Confucius’ philosophy deeply impacted Chinese culture and is still present today. The teachings of Confucius say said that women were not meant to work and had to remain at home to take care of the house and children; that women were not meant to stay in their family’s home (therefore, they had to be disinherited), but in their husband’s (to whom they were generally sold for a dowry that would help the new couple go forward) and that within the family hierarchy women had to walk one step behind men, behind all men, including their own sons. The teachings also say that women were not meant to give birth to female babies, only male ones, and that women should avoid having their firstborn be a girl. (It is well known that in China’s rural areas, infanticide is still practised when the newborn is a girl.1) Oddly enough, today there are many Chinese women entrepreneurs and they play a very important role in the development of China’s booming economy.


Historically, in China, as in the majority of countries, very few women have been given recognition in their country’s history. Only the names of vestal virgins or paragons of chastity, who either remained widowed and faithful to their husbands or committed suicide after their husband’s deaths, appear in the official annals of Chinese history.


Within the Chinese feudal system, which lasted many centuries, and under the influence of Confucian principles, women experienced a very bitter history of constant oppression inflicted by the regime, the clans of power, the divine power and their husbands. They were obliged to observe the feudal codes of obedience to their fathers before matrimony, to their husbands once married and to their eldest sons once widowed.


The sinister tradition of binding girls’ feet started during the Nantang dynasty (A.D. 937-975) and lasted for centuries up until our contemporary history. Not only has this custom devastated the bodies and physical health of Chinese women but also their mental health. For centuries, as in the West, these women were limited to living in small spaces and to obeying the credo that “the exceedingly virtuous woman is the one who has no intellectual merit.”


After the First Opium War (1839-1942) and with Western influence, China started to become a colonial country, while remaining partly feudal. At the end of the 19th century, the incipient Chinese bourgeoisie launched the Hundred Days Reform (1898), promoting the improvement of its people’s situation, particularly women’s, in order to strengthen the nation. Consequently, the need for gender equality was emphasised with the foot binding issue raised for the first time and the creation of the first educational programs for Chinese women.


At the beginning of the 20th century, the growth of the Chinese bourgeoisie led to the promotion of democratic ideas in the country. Sun Yetsen led the 1911 revolution that overthrew the Qing Dynasty and incorporated gender equality into his program, proclaiming that women should take part in China’s social life and actively participate in the important reforms to be made. This is how high- and middle-class intellectual women began their fight for gender equality, for the abolition of the dynasty system and for establishing a new regime which became the Republic of China (1912-1949). They established important rights for the female population in China, launched relevant educational programs as well as the first newspapers and other publications for Chinese women. For the first time in the history of China, women’s voices were being loud and were heard.


In 1915, the New Culture Movement emerged. It defended individual freedom and personal independence. These were key elements for Chinese women’s emancipation. In 1919, the May Fourth Movement emerged against feudalism and imperialism (already influenced by Russian Marxism), and was headed by intellectual women and students. From this moment forward, open communication between men and women became possible, men and women could go to the same schools, women were allowed to study at Chinese universities and for the first time, freedom of choice in marriage was demanded.


The proclamation of the People’s Republic of China on October 1st, 1949 continued changing women’s situations. For the first time, women were held in high regard as state leaders and it was proclaimed that women should have the same rights as men: politically, economically, culturally, educationally and socially. In May 1950, the Marriage Law came into force, establishing the freedom to choose one’s partner, monogamy and gender equality in matrimony. In 1954, the constitution of the People’s Republic of China was published, also ensuring gender equality. From this moment forward, Chinese women began actively participating in the Chinese economy in urban areas as well as in rural areas, carrying out tasks and engaging in professions that were completely new to them. Although just as in many other countries, it cannot be said that there is total gender equality in their professional lives, the Maoist revolution undoubtedly contributed to their integration into the labour force.


In the late 70s, China liberalized economic reforms that have allowed the country to experience growth and have made their economic leadership internationally known. The introduction of a market economy has brought challenges as well as important opportunities for this new professional group of Chinese women. Thanks to their unwavering tenacity, many of them learned how to maximise opportunities and become extraordinary entrepreneurs, but also by doing this, they have considerably contributed to the evolution of China’s economy and business culture, and they continue to do so.


In parallel with the growing and active participation of individual women in the new market economy, the Chinese government launched the Program for the Development of Chinese Women (2001-2010) that establishes goals for women’s progress during the first decade of the 21st century. It is the political response to a reality that the Chinese government cannot ignore: the growing participation of professional women and women entrepreneurs is taking a lead position within the Chinese economy.


Women in China represent about 37.4% of the labour force. Women entrepreneurs and executives represent approximately 20% of the total of this group. Of the 41% of women who work in the private sector, the majority work in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).


It is estimated that women lead 20-25% of Chinese SMEs. Chinese women entrepreneurs are present in every sector throughout China, on the coast as well as inland. Sectors may include real estate, construction and manufacturing, to energy, technology, finance and services, as well as health, education, culture and commerce.


Within these SMEs, about 65% of Chinese women entrepreneurs are over 40, and generally do not speak English; 32% are between 30 and 40, with those under age 35 more likely to speak English; 56% of all women entrepreneurs have a university education (which is higher than the men’s rate of 53%) and the majority say that they work at least twelve hours a day, normally more than five days a week (in China, there is no clear distinction between one’s work life and one’s personal life) and that they sleep six hours a day on average.


In addition to the opening and development of the Chinese economy and its transition towards a market economy, 80% of these women entrepreneurs established their own enterprises after 1990 and two thirds of them did it after 1996. According to their own declarations, 95% of these SMEs have consistently made a profit.


The main external difficulty that women entrepreneurs found during the establishment of their enterprises was the lack of financial resources, having already used their own savings and those of their relatives and friends.


In order to establish their brands and provide stability to their businesses, the majority of women needed from three to six years of work. Generally, they benefited less than men from cooperation with universities and research entities.


Of women-led SMEs, 52.5% have more than a hundred employees, whereas in the case of men the rate is 37.9%, and 60% of their employees are women (whereas in the enterprises created by men that rate is 45%.


In 2001, China joined the World Trade Organization, a fact that has undoubtedly influenced the way these women entrepreneurs do business. It has mainly influenced the entrepreneurs located in the most developed Chinese provinces, particularly the ones from the coast and eastern China.


In any case, Chinese women-led SMEs have many more difficulties than their male equivalents in establishing international relations. To a large extent, this is due to the fact that Chinese women entrepreneurs have less knowledge about regulations and international standards than men. However, for 50% of women entrepreneurs, 30% of their incomes originate from exports 2 though only 15% of those exports are for Europe. About 20% of these women say they have experienced rejection of their products in Europe because they lacked international quality standards.


Most Chinese women entrepreneurs are married and even if they do not live with their husbands, they retain their marital status. This is a reflection of the Chinese tradition that considers keeping the family close as good for business. For women over 40, the majority of Chinese women entrepreneurs, getting a legal divorce could ruin their business prospects.3


Female and male entrepreneurs share Chinese culture, the roots of Confucian philosophy, distrust towards strangers and reliance upon the family for doing business. For this reason, many of their own husbands work in their companies and, occasionally, so do other members of their families. Even when this is not the case, these women entrepreneurs feel they must help the rest of their unfortunate relatives economically.


In the same manner and also according to Confucian tradition (still very present in China), when doing business, family interests are put before any others. Whenever there is a conflict between the first and the latter, family interests must always prevail and will always be defended.4


Many urban Chinese women entrepreneurs come from families with business or intellectual backgrounds – traditions that existed prior to the Communist Revolution. In other terms, they belonged to what we would call high- or middle-class families, before 1949. However, just as in the Western world, there are also women entrepreneurs with different social origins and more modest backgrounds. In some cases, they even came from rural environments.


The economic strength of these women entrepreneurs is a reality that’s impossible to ignore in present-day China, not only because of its volume but also because of their particular management styles and ways of approaching life and business that are quite different from how their male counterparts conduct things. These women are used to fighting in order to overcome any obstacles in their daily lives, to moving forward by themselves and to not falling down so easily in discouragement, despair, routine and mediocrity. No matter how odd it may seem in the West, these are socially renowned women. Because in China, as in the United States of America (although the way to do business and the levels of transparency and free competition are quite different), not only does society admire men, but also women who have made their way in the world. Women entrepreneurs and executives are well respected amongst themselves because they fend for themselves without the need for a masculine presence in order to obtain status and/or recognition.


China is a country of paradoxes. Here, rich men must have many women, the so-called nupengyou [literally, friends, but also means lover; in Mandarin, qingren]; this is considered one of their official hobbies, and men lead completely transparent double lives (as opposed to in the Western world, where everything would be hidden). Therefore, for most Westerners who have not lived in China, it would be difficult to understand the reality in which successful women entrepreneurs live and are held in high regard. It would be difficult to understand that “invisible machismo”, which is not seen but felt, is not as evident as it is in the West; constant rivalry within a couple, so frequent in the West, is not always present in China and in any case, it takes other forms, regardless of the type of relationship. In China, professional and family relationships often interconnect in a much smoother way than in the West. A woman may have a business project in mind and start it, thanks to her husband’s and/or son’s help. In this way, they become her most faithful assistantsv and can become her right-hand men in the development of the business. However, the only boss, the owner [laoban] is still the woman. These situations are reversals of that famous phrase, that if written the other way around would be: “Behind every great woman there is a great man.” However, when this situation takes place in the West, meaning that personal and professional relationships become mixed: the husband works in his wife’s business project and she is his only boss, then statistically, for both situations, hell and divorce are almost guaranteed. For Western men as opposed to Chinese men, to have a wife who brings home a salary and who has power frequently causes discomfort. Numerous marriages like this endure over time even though the personal relationship within the couple may be as questionable as that of many Western couples after so many years of living together. What is indeed curious in these types of couples, is how successful and (in many cases) overwhelming women entrepreneurs and executives keep their marriages alive by becoming “wives and mothers in the home,6” or, showing themselves to be docile and inferior once they’re at home.


Many utterly surprising stories can be found concerning these women entrepreneurs’ marital relationships. For instance, there are many who reached the peak of their economic power and today they have nothing. While the women were busy building prosperous businesses and working to exhaustion, their husbands were busy spending it. On a daily basis, they were spending the money on women, alcohol and gambling. As the women were establishing their businesses and multiplying their patrimony, the husbands were exhausting everything at a faster pace, resulting in complete ruin.7


But none of this stops Chinese women entrepreneurs, some of whom are still active and conduct business even though they are over seventy. This fact contrasts with the Western present-day reality in which a significant percent of women entrepreneurs end up quitting their jobs. Contemporary women entrepreneurs and executives begin managing private enterprises at just over the age of forty. Western women are tired of spending their life breaking glass ceilings that constantly multiply, and so they decide to do something new and leave behind the historical reference models – mostly masculine ones – to develop other aspect of their personality, usually beginning from the ground up in environments different from professional ones. They frequently change their style of dress, leaving behind corporate uniforms that, unlike their Chinese equivalents,8 they have worn for years.


In 2002, Sylvia Hewlett published a collection of interviews in the Harvard Business Review with women over 41 who had received remunerations of over a hundred thousand dollars. The interviews revealed that 49% of these women did not have children. Their aims were to develop brilliant professional careers so most of them had delayed marriage only to realise later that men do not want to marry stressed-out, workaholic women over 35. The ones who did find partners realised that by that stage and under the circumstances, having children was not as easy as they had previously thought. The ones who did manage to conceive understood that they had doubled their workload. The article concluded that in North America, the corporate world is still an uneasy place for mothers.


As a matter of fact, in the West, it is still believed that women are potentially less productive because they can become pregnant, and once they are mothers they tend to shoulder most of the family’s responsibilities, if not all of them. But does anyone ever wonder how male executives’ “business trips” and exploits with mistresses as well as other sexual distractions during working hours reduces their productivity and increases expenses for Western companies? Or how much costs increase when Western companies decide to operate in precise markets although the choice is based exclusively on their executives’ hidden agendas and parallel personal interests?


Whether or not the West wants to admit it, both Western and Eastern women entrepreneurs survive in social environments where women are often still seen as sexual objects. In a 2007 interview of female Chinese Internet users mostly between the ages of 20 and 30, - they expressed special interest in reading stories of successful women published on the net, but categorically refused to view numerous web pages that portrayed women as subordinate to men, ideal lovers for married men or sexual objects whose sole aim was to provide men with pleasure.


Since there are so many women entrepreneurs in China, we should wonder why this happens. In the Western world, it is usually said that the need to build an enterprise or a new business reflects the wish to build something from the ground up. This and the wish to earn money are what motivate the majority of Chinese women and men to carry on. If being an entrepreneur or being enterprising is basically associated with the desire to make money, then every Chinese person is potentially an entrepreneur.


The framework for becoming entrepreneurs and operate as such, as well as the personal and the social restrictions Chinese women must face, are very similar to those of Western women. Despite these restrictions and (theoretical) lack of enterprising traditions from their ancestors (because of having lived under a Communist regime), Chinese women, just as Western women, have found a place to operate successfully within the booming Chinese economy. Favoured by the Maoist Revolution, this environment has been conquered by Chinese women and they continue to move forward thanks to their tenacity and hard work.


Chinese women entrepreneurs are women with great energy, tremendous intuition, great communication and interpersonal skills, great self-motivation and outstanding self-leadership and self-control. They usually have the imagination necessary to emerge from situations with flying colours, they are efficient when solving problems and when dealing with many goals and tasks simultaneously. They have a more participatory style of management than their male colleagues. They clearly know the direction they must follow to reach their goals and to benefit. Similarly to their Western counterparts, they usually create very personal entrepreneurial cultures within their working environments. And just as for their male Chinese entrepreneur peers, an important goal is to make money – the sooner the better.


Nonetheless, women entrepreneurs’ business culture is undoubtedly much more transparent than that of their male peers. Likewise, they have better developed and more Western kinds of communication styles and social skills and they provide more information for free. The concept of “free” is slightly peculiar in China, because even when something is provided without any monetary cost there is always an interest or something else expected in return.


They are also more open-minded than Chinese men, and therefore it is possible to establish more sincere communication with women, and with some effort, to activate their empathy.


Once that occurs, despite their cultural differences, the ways in which they understand intimate relationships or approach the concept of family, their inner strength and their ability to consistently struggle despite whatever emotional baggage they are carrying become transparent. This makes them much more similar to Western women than to their Chinese parents, husbands, children, friends or colleagues. This is why it can be said that, above all, Chinese women entrepreneurs are women, and although in China they may be considered second class citizens, they are entrepreneurs within their economy. Once boundaries are breeched and lives are revealed, one sees that these women’s personal universes are not very different from those of their Western counterparts.


Women entrepreneurs are usually busier than their male peers who seem to have much more time for socialising and going to karaoke bars or similar nightlife activities. This situation is probably not very different from that observed in Western countries when male and female entrepreneurs’ situations are compared.


Chinese women entrepreneurs clearly possess the three most valuable qualities found in Chinese people: cleverness, diligence and persistence. In fact, they are as clever, as diligent and as persistent as any Chinese person is at their best.


Many of these women are now millionaires or share a much higher economic status than that of the average Chinese person or their peers in the West. Despite all of this – the professional networking these women entrepreneurs offer to Westerners living in China, and models for a new style of entrepreneurship and leadership for the 21st century, they are still completely unknown in the West.
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Three distinguished links in the Chinese network











These women entrepreneurs, who represent a seed of enterprising and leading styles for the 21st century, were already quite established in China in January 2004. What could a mature Western woman entrepreneur know about Chinese women entrepreneurs? What could a Western woman who’d landed in Beijing, with only a Chinese acquaintance as a contact in Shanghai and a couple of contacts in Beijing via another Chinese acquaintance, understand about Chinese business? This was how I arrived in Beijing on a Sunday in January 2003 – and without speaking a word of Mandarin. It was dark; the hotel where I lodged was near a Mandarin school in Haidian, a completely unfamiliar environment for a Westerner, despite the hotel’s wonderful traditional-style garden, similar to the one in Suzhou.


The only references I had about the role of women in China were that once China had an empress – Empress Wu – and a feeling for the enterprising spirit of her rural women whom I had the chance to see during my first visit to China in 1994. These women were capable of climbing mountains carrying boxes of soft drinks faster than Western climbers just to make sure they’d sell all the beverages once the others reached the top. The women also waited for tourists to come down to offer them delicious homemade meals in their own houses. And since these women did not speak English, they communicated by using notebooks where previous tourists had written descriptions about that singular culinary experience.


Empress Wu is the only woman emperor in the history of China. Her personal name was Wu Zhao, the name she took once she became the empress and for which she even invented a character in order for it to be unique: Wuzhao. Formerly, she was known by many different names and today she is recognized by the name of Wu Zetian, which is a combination of her surname Wu and her posthumous name Zetian. When she ruled, she declared the name Zhou for her own dynasty, and she used the name Shengshen Huangdi, with the title huangdi that was coined by the first emperor, Qin Shi Huang. In English, huangdi means ‘emperor’. In the year 690, the fact that a woman proclaimed herself to be huangdi shocked many of the intellectuals. They thought that a woman ascending the throne was an infringement of Confucian norms.


The life and behaviour of Empress Wu were always surrounded by polemics. Her style of government was considered brutally despotic, full of purges and persecutions of people who were hostile to her being in power.


Another shocking matter for Confucian moralists of that time regarded the fact that earlier in her life, before becoming an empress consort and later a huangdi [empress] herself, young Wu had been the concubine of both a father, Emperor Tang Taizong, and later, his successor son, Emperor Gaozong, the one who proclaimed her an empress consort.


Empress Wu tried to silence the criticism by promoting Buddhism, which she made the official state religion in the year 691, as well as interpretations of Buddhist doctrines that gave legitimacy to her reign. One of the most controversial and well-known interpretations was by a monk (and the empress’ lover, according to legend) whose thinking was similar to hers. He promoted the theory that Maitreya – the future Buddha – would be a woman.


On 20th, 705, at the age of 80, Empress Wuzhao could not ignore the successful coup d’état in which her ministers (and lovers, according to legend) and brothers, Zhang, Zhang Yizhi and Zhang Changzong, were executed. The empress was forced to abdicate the throne in favour of her son, Emperor Zhongzong, who returned to ascend the throne and restore the Tang dynasty on March 3rd, 705. Old Wu would die months later, in December.


Beijing was there, the Chinese economy was there, and the Chinese entrepreneurs were also there, all within reach. How could a Western middle-aged professional who’d landed in the biggest world economy connect with this reality of a difficult spoken language and even more difficult written language that made it impossible for foreigners to learn anything about the city from signposts or written messages?


The first decision I made was to live in the business area of Jiangguomen – Guo Mao. Haidian has traditionally been a university, not business, district, which is why, for a middle-aged Western professional it would be more useful, efficient and comfortable to reside there. The area is closer to economic activity and the flats are decently built.


The second decision I made was to dedicate many hours each day to learning spoken and written Mandarin, and in parallel, to create my new Chinese network, persevering without becoming discouraged. I learnt, however, that in Chinese cities, due to their large size and traffic jams, a considerable part of the day – five hours more or less –- is wasted going from one place to another.


So the third decision I made (and probably the most important) was not to give up when Western professionals who’d resided in China for many years, believed it was impossible for a middle-aged Westerner to survive 21st century China. They recommended packing things up and going back home.


China is tough, very tough, even for the Chinese themselves, and even more so for Westerners. First of all, there are just too many people everywhere –or as they say, zhonguoren tai duole [“We Chinese are too many”]. The culture is so completely different in so many aspects that it takes a lot of time to integrate oneself with it. In any case, the more one learns about China, the less one knows about the country itself and one must simply accept this because there are no easy explanations. It is like hanzi: at the beginning it seems approachable as reading matter, but after five months it becomes so complicated that it is better either to dedicate oneself totally to its learning or just let go of it. One must accept that China is a country not given to integration; it is the antithesis of the U.S.A. in that sense, since the more time one spends in China, the more foreign a Westerner feels. Every day we are reminded that we are waiguoren [foreigners]. China is a country that at first wants to give, show, invest, as these are essential requisites for receiving tomorrow. Without proving something, without persevering or investing, it is impossible to win a Chinese person’s confidence. Both the definition and the interpretation they have for the word “ethics” is different from how we define it in the West. Almost everything is done differently. Opening a door is done in the opposite way to how we are used to doing it in the West. Buying theatre or concert tickets from a scalper are cheaper than if bought directly at the ticket office. Everything must be renegotiated, every day, at any time of the day, in any type of relationship, even in the street. Every day is different from the previous, and different from what one had imagined when waking up in the morning; meetings in China are improvised, agendas are flexible. It is not difficult to obtain a meeting for the following day when calling. Unlike China, in the U.S.A. even phone calls are scheduled at least two or three weeks in advance. What it is difficult to do in China is to arrange a meeting a few days in advance. And to cap it all, non-smokers must bear the intense smell of tobacco that leaves everything impregnated with it. Anyone who resides in a big Chinese city suffers the effects of cloudy skies, whether due to meteorological phenomena or atmospheric pollution. And if the city is Beijing, then one will have to cope with the unpleasant climate of freezing, extremely dry winters, springtimes with sandstorms from the Gobi desert, summers with permanently overcast skies, high temperatures, humidity and daily pouring rain and finally, autumns that, anticipating the arrival of winter, sometimes have blue skies and sunshine.


The Chinese virtue called perseverance is precisely what a Western middle-aged individual needs in order to survive in a country like China. Perseverance is needed in order to weave a useful network, and communicate in their language – even if they try to ignore your efforts or are unused to hearing foreigners speak Mandarin – in order to read their faces and hearts, without which it would be very difficult to even approach a meeting or a negotiation in any theoretically balanced scenario.


One must live in China, within the Chinese environment in order to fully grasp how culturally distant we are. It is like living in another paradigm that can only be (slightly) grasped by leaving behind Western concepts and totally embracing this new reality. This is why every Chinese person, no matter if found in the metro or on the bus, offers the possibility of getting to know this country better, and so this opportunity should not be lost. One must talk to everybody and be well disposed to live any type of experience, every day.


One must work hard to create a network made from fine, colourful strands, starting with the most accessible circuit – the Westerners – and then letting one person lead you to another, one company lead you to another, one institution open the door to another and so on. In this way, little by little, Western connections start to intertwine with Chinese ones until you have woven a dense network of exclusively Chinese connections. The meetings for the establishment of social networks organized by the Western Chambers of Commerce in China are especially useful for this purpose; particularly Anglo-Saxon chambers and mostly the ones from the British Chamber of Commerce whose meetings include both Commonwealth and Chinese individuals.


This is how I discovered the fascinating world of Chinese women entrepreneurs, a world unknown to the West. Everything started after meeting Terry Woods, then regional director in the Asia/Pacific Division of Landell Mills, and later, a specialist with the Asian Development Bank (ADB), whose previous link was someone from ADB and who, in our second meeting, had the courtesy to provide me with the contact for someone they had worked with at the China Women’s Development Foundation – part of the All-China Women’s Federation – in case this person could help me begin a collaboration with this last institution and its influential sphere in China. This person became my good friend: Tan Shaohong, helping me with many contacts in many places, always disinterestedly, when it came to weaving the Chinese network and many times allowing me to participate in social events where an independent individual or expatriate – like me – would never have been invited to. My visit to Tan Shaohong was one of many during that time. I went to China with the intention to work with the Chinese people, with Chinese companies and institutions and to help them internationally just as I did with the Americans, and with this attitude I attended any meeting I could during my time in China. However, as opposed to other meetings which ended without interesting results, Tan Shaohong explained the path I should follow in the All-China Women’s Federation and offered to introduce me to Cai Lin, assistant to Zhao Hongjiu, the director of International Relations at the ACWF. And so, a couple of weeks later, there I was having a meeting with Zhao Hongjiu and Cai.


In this meeting I brought only myself and my Spanish business card with the Madrid address of my service company in Spain, very poor instruments according to Chinese stereotypes and information which the West is constantly bombarded with according to their customs. I did not bring a business card from a big institution, a private company or a public organism that endorsed me and my interest to make contact with the ACWF.
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