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Introduction 

Literally Hé ér bùtóng 和而不同 means "harmony, but not uniformity". I 

decided to name my thesis using this expression of Confucius, (Kǒng Fūzǐ 孔夫子, 

551 BC-479 BC) taken from The Analects (Lún Yǔ 论语), a collection of thoughts of 

the Chinese thinker and philosopher and his disciples. I used this expression because 

the teachings and cultural values dictated by Confucius were decisive and still today 

influence Chinese thought. 

The expression is found in the sentence: Zǐ yuē: "Jūnzǐ hé ér bùtóng, xiǎo rén tóng ér 

bù hé 子曰: "君子和而不同, 小人同而不和". It means: "Confucius said: The 

gentleman aims at harmony, and not at uniformity. The mean man aims at 

uniformity, and not at harmony".  So, a gentleman can have different points of view, 

but, even if he does not follow others' way of seeing, he tries to coexist harmoniously 

with them. The differences must be tolerated and accepted, even if not shared. 

"Consent without harmony" is to suppress dissent and eliminate differences, which 

leads to stagnation and loss. 

The traditional Chinese cultural values of honestly, harmony, benevolence, loyalty, 

rectitude, courtesy, wisdom, and filial piety are respected in Chinese diplomacy 

through the concept of harmony, which includes the fundamental principles of 

nature, society and humanity. Harmony is the most important traditional Chinese 

value. According to the concept of harmony, the universe combines diversity.  

“The unique fascination that China seems to exert on all those who approach it… 

gives rise to a plethora of luxuriant images that suggest fabulous sweltering heat full 

of magic and mystery. (…) From the western point of view, China is quite simply the 

other pole of human experience. (…) China is that fundamental. Other without which, 

if it never encounters it, the West cannot really become conscious of the contours 

and limits of its cultural self”1.  

Therefore, China is this "different", this Other, whose culture must be respected and 

supported. In China we are faced with traditions and ways of thinking that are very 

                                                           
1 Paquet P., Leys S., Navigator between worlds, La Trobe University Press, 2016 
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different from ours. If we want to achieve respect and consideration, we must be 

fully aware of it. However, it is not enough to understand a different way of thinking, 

we must also accept it and apply it. So, it’s necessary to follow also this Chinese 

idiom: rù xiāng suí sú 入乡随俗, that literally means: when entering (Rù 入 “to 

enter”) a village (Xiāng 乡 “village”), follow (Suí 随, “to follow”) their customs (Sú 俗 

“custom”). In other words, “When in Rome, do as the Romans do”. Only in this way 

will it be possible to establish and maintain positive and lasting personal and 

professional relationships. This concept can also be considered in the workplace. 

Working in a harmonious environment is very important for employees working in 

companies in China. If the environment is not harmonious, the Chinese employee 

changes company. This is one of the main reasons for the problem of turnover in 

China.  

Harmony is also assessed on the basis of the differences, in this case cultural ones, 

which in international companies must be considered, tolerated, respected and 

supported. A truly international enterprise can achieve a difficult harmony in the 

training and management of human resources coming from and operating in 

different contexts. Simply a word or a gesture, depending on the cultural context, 

can have a different meaning. Therefore, for expatriate managers, cultural 

differences play a very important role. The models considered global must always be 

adapted to cultural diversity, considering it as a resource, to arrive, as Confucius 

says, to harmony. 

The problem that I posed in this study is: "How much and how does Chinese 

culture influence working models considered global?" And "How do expatriate 

managers face this cultural diversity?" 

Culture is the most important element of an organization, which makes it possible to 

explain its structure, strategic choices, recruitment and the conduct of individuals. 

Human Resource Management, especially at international level, is one of the 

business disciplines that has undergone major changes due to globalization and, 

consequently, is able to respond effectively to the needs of organizations and the 

cultural context. 
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Living a year in Shanghai has allowed me to get closer to Chinese culture. I had the 

chance to interview some expatriate managers, whose interventions have been 

reported in full. I think it is interesting to analyze different personal experiences 

directly in the field: I interviewed a Chinese manager who works for a Western 

company in China, and some Italian managers who work in China for Western 

companies. What emerged from the empirical analysis will be compared with the 

literature within the chapters of the thesis, with the aim of outlining the 

characteristics and management of human resources in China. 

The methods of human resource management used in China since the 1950s have 

undergone several transformations over the years due to the profound historical 

and social changes that China has been the protagonist of. Today we are witnessing 

an epochal process: China, the most populous country in the world, is entering with 

all its economic, political and cultural weight in the global community. The new 

China opens up to the West and at the same time approaches its own millennial 

tradition. 

For this reason, I considered interesting to analyze in the first chapter the 

historical events that have influenced people and ideas in the last century, tracing 

the origins of modernity. I think it is important to read the historical passages in an 

economic key, showing data of the evolution and of social economic progress, taking 

into account the continuous play between tradition and innovation that China feeds 

on. 

The second chapter talks about the labor market, both in its structure 

(regulation and legal aspects) and in the management field (characteristics and 

problems). The process that led Chinese companies to the awareness of the 

importance of the formation of human capital with real skills in the field of work will 

be examined and the policies adopted by the government will be illustrated. Finally, 

I will analyze the problems currently affecting HRM in China, also with regard to 

foreign companies: the high turnover rate and the lack of professionally trained 

personnel. 
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The third chapter contains a reflection on the impact of culture on the 

processes of HRM: the effects of cultural differences on the processes and 

organizational structures. I will illustrate the phenomena arising from the cultural 

heritage of Confucianism, such as the influences of the guanxi, the concept of "losing 

face" and respect for the hierarchy. In addition, I will also talk about some symbols 

and the Chinese label, which is necessary to know if you want to do business in 

China. In this way we will try to understand how culture still manages to shape the 

work mentality and how intercultural management is an instrument for optimizing 

and synchronizing the company's functioning. 

The fourth chapter deals with the theme of international careers. The 

management aspects of human resources are dealt with and a profile of the 

manager, who takes into account the culture and management style, without leaving 

aside professionalism and technical skills, but always looking for harmony, which I 

mentioned so much. I will analyze the internal or external recruitment process and 

the different types of international managers. I thought it is important to talk about 

the expatriate management process, analyzing each phase. What I want to underline 

is the importance of the cultural factor for managers operating in China, a country 

that has strong millennial traditions and a high concept of its society. 
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前言 

字面上来讲，和而不同意味着‘’和谐但并非完全一致‘’。我决定以取自论语中

孔子的一句说法为我的论文命名，而论语是一位中国思想家和哲学家思想和纪律的

文集。之所以我使用这句话，是因为孔子口授的教诲和文化价值观都非常坚定果

断，且现在还仍将影响着中国的思想。 

我们可以在这句话里面找到这句说法：子曰：君子和而不同，小人同而不和。这意

味着：孔夫子说：有身份的人看重于相处和谐，而不是完全一致；而卑鄙的小人看

重于完全一致，而非相处和谐。因此，有身份的人可以会有不同的观点。即使他们

不需要跟随别人的想法，他们也会尽力去和其他人和谐相处。不同点是必须会容忍

和可接受的，即使这些观点不需要被分享。然而同而不和即为去抑制心里的不同意

的看法，并且表面上去除和他人的不同点，而这会导致事情的拖延和一些事情的损

失。 

中国的外交，通过贯彻和谐相处的观念，包括体现了很多中国传统的文化价值观：

诚信、和谐、仁慈、忠诚、清廉、谦逊、智慧和孝心。而这种和谐相处的观念又包

括了很多自然、社会和人性的基本的原则。和谐中国传统观念最重要的。 

根据“和谐”观念，世间万物是结合了的差异性的。在西方世界看来，中国仅仅就是

人类经历的另外一极。中国是那么的具有根本性以至于如果西方世界没有遇到这个

国家的话，他们可能是不会意识到他们自身文化轮廓的局限性的。因此中国自身其

实是“不同的”，它里面的很多文化是必须被尊重和相互支持的。在中国我们面对着

和我们很多不同的传统观念和思想的方式。如果我们想去做到理解和尊重，我们必

须很好的意识到这一点。然而，去理解一个不同的思想方式并不容易，我们也必须

要接受这种思想方式并且运用这种思想方式。因此，去遵循这则中国的习语是非常

重要的：入乡随俗。这则习语字面上意味着：当进入一个乡镇，那就遵循他们的习

俗吧！换句话说又可以字面上这样理解：当在罗马时，就按照罗马人的方式做。只

有通过这种方式我们才有可能去建立和维持一个积极而又长久的个人和较为正式、

专业的关系。 
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这种观念也可以被考虑运用在工作场所。工作在一个相当和谐的环境对于在中国公

司工作的职员来说是非常重要的。如果工作环境不和谐，那么这些职员就会改变他

们的工作公司。这就是中国人员流动问题的一个主要原因之一。 

和谐程度的衡量可以建立在差异性上。这样看来，在跨国公司的各种文化即便不

同，也必须要被理解、容忍、尊重和支持。一个真正的跨国公司可以通过训练和管

理来自不同背景的人力资源，从而实现一个看起来比较难以实现的和谐性。简简单

单的一句话或一种姿势，在不同的文化背景下，也会有不同的意义。因此，对于在

国外的经理来说，文化的差异起到了非常关键的作用。那种设计全球性业务的公司

模式必须要适应于文化的差异性，并将它视为是一种资源，从而实现孔子所说的

“和谐”。 

我在本文涉及到的问题即是：“中国文化是在什么程度上和是怎样来影响设

计全球性业务的工作模式的？”以及“国外的经理是如何面对文化差异性的?” 。 

文化是一个组织最重要的因素，它使得去解释这个组织的结构、战略选择、人员招

聘和个人的行为上具有可能性。人力资源管理，尤其是那些国际级别的人力资源管

理，是为经历全球化变化的商业规则之一，因此它也是可以具备能力去有效地回应

各个组织的需求和文化背景。 

居住在上海的这一年使得我离中国的文化更近了一步。我获得了采访一些国外经理

的机会。而他们的介入已经被完全的报道过了。我认为直接分析在这一领域的不同

的个人经历是很有趣的。我采访过一个为一家在中国的西方国家公司的中国人经

理，和为西方在中国公司工作的意大利人经理。而从实证分析透露出来的东西将会

在本文的章节中与相关的文献尽心比较，而这目的在于概括出在中国人力资源的特

点和管理方式。 

在中国，人力资源管理中运用的方法自 1950 年就已经经历了几次因为深刻的历史

和社会变化而引起的转变，中国同时在这些历史和社会变化中充当了主要角色。今

天我们正在见证这一划时代的过程，而中国，作为世界上最多人口的国家，正在以
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其在世界上的、所有的经济上的、政治上的和文化上的能力去融入到这个过程之

中。新中国将同时对西方开放，且还仍将会继续发扬其本身的千年文化。 

因为这个原因，我认为在第一章分析一些在上世纪影响人们和当时的观念的

历史事件是非常有趣的，这同时可让我们追溯现代化的本源。我认为从阅读经济学

方面的历史文章是非常重要的，而这可以展示出社会进化的数据和社会经济前进的

数据，且将会把中国所依赖的传统和创新之间的持续发挥考虑进去。 

第二章主要讲结构上（规则和法律层面）和管理领域上（种类、特点和问题

层面）上的劳工市场。我们将考察中国企业认识到在工作领域拥有真正技能的人力

资本形成的重要性的过程，并说明政府所采取的政策。最后，我将分析目前影响中

国人力资源管理的问题，以及涉及到外国公司的问题：高流动率和人员专业培训的

缺乏。 

第三章包括了有关文化对人力资源管理进程的思考：文化的差异性对各种进

程和组织架构的影响。我将会阐释源自于孔夫子思想遗产的现象，诸如“关系”、“丢

脸子”和职位等级上的相互尊重的影响。此外，我还将讨论一些中国符号和标签，

这对于了解您是否想在中国开展业务是必要的。通过这种方式，我们将努力理解文

化是如何塑造工作心态的，跨文化管理作为一种管理方式是如何优化和同步公司运

作的。 

第四章讲到了国际职业发展的主题。人力资源的管理层面将会涉及，且一个

涉及到文化和管理风格的经理的形象也同样会讲到。且这些都不会省去专业性和专

业技能，还能从中寻求到“和谐”，这种观念我已经提到了多次。我还会分析内部和

外部人员招聘的进程和不同类型的国际经理。我认为提到国外管理的进程，分析进

程的每一阶段是很很很重要的。我想着重突出的是对于在中国工作的经理来说文化

因素的重要性，毕竟这个国家有很多有影响力的千年的文化和对社会的强烈认同

感。 
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CHAPTER 1 

Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping: a century of changes 

 

Methods of Human Resource Management used in China since the Fifties to this day 

underwent several years of historical and social transformations. Today, China is 

entering in the global community: the new China opens up to the West and at the 

same time addresses its own millennial tradition. For this reason, I consider 

interesting to analyze in an economic key the most meaningful events that may have 

influenced people and ideas, taking into account the low continuous game between 

tradition and innovation on which China feeds : the understanding and the 

awareness of the past, perceived like a limit or a resource – Laura De Giorgi and 

Guido Samarani explain – permeate the entire Chinese journey towards modernity 

and represent a fundamental character of the identity of the people and the ruling 

class2. 

The process of opening up the nation, started in a certain sense with Mao Zedong 

and continued with Deng Xiaoping, made it necessary to update the economic 

planning systems that began to be used in the Maoist era in order to relate with the 

Western powers and to compete with them, even if they had been on the world 

scene for much longer than China. Becoming influential on the international scale, it 

represented a real challenge, since the economic and development bases from which 

they started were rather modest.  

However, the goal of development was embodied in the ideologies of both Mao and 

Deng, given that they, while starting from two different and in some ways opposed 

thoughts, dreamed of a prosperous and efficient future for the Chinese nation, which 

we actually see today in China's economic boom. 

"When China wakes up, the world will tremble": this famous prophecy – Rampini 

explains – pronounced by Napoleon in 1816, after reading the travel report of the 

first Chinese ambassador to China, Lord Macartney, and then resumed by Lenin 

shortly before his death, seems to have come true today. And the consequences for 

                                                           
2 De Giorgi L., Samarani G., La Cina e la storia. Dal tardo impero a oggi, Carocci editore, 2005: 13 
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all the other nations are first of all economic, even before political or military as the 

emperor thought3. 

The keys to success in this process of rebirth are many but certainly fundamental 

issues of the economic construction of this country – Tomba says – are the 

autonomy of the state, its strength in implementing policies, the depth of its 

relationship with society and its efficiency4. 

 

 

1.1 On the trail of the Great Helmsman to understand China today 

1.1.1 The Maoism 

The fame of Mao Zedong (Máo Zédōng 毛泽东, 1893-1976), “The Great Helmsman" 

(wěidà duòshǒ, 伟大舵手), president of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP, 

Gòngchǎndǎng, 共产党) since 1943, theoretician and military strategist, still strongly 

influences China regarding thoughts, life and forms of economic organization.  

In the years of his formation, between 1915 and 1921, Mao had approached reform 

circles. According to him, the causes of China's serious backwardness were to be 

found in the deep-rooted Confucian tradition that for millennials had shaped the 

behavior and habits of the population: only the overthrow of that system of values 

would guarantee political, social and economic improvement. 

The May Fourth Movement (Wǔsì, 五四) in 1919, "the most important aggregation 

movement of a variegated and complex nationalism"5, saw three thousand 

university students, followed by professors, associations of traders, industrial 

workers and proletariat demonstrating in Beijing after the Paris Conference. The 

young Mao was politically influenced by this anarcho-populist current6. This was a 

                                                           
3 Rampini F., The Chinese Century: Stories of Men, Cities, Money from the World's Factory, Mondadori, 

Milano, 2006: 13 
4 Tomba L., Storia della Repubblica popolare cinese, Mondadori, Milano, 2002, p. 52 
5 Ibid: 12 
6 Meisner M., Mao Zedong. A political and intellectual Portrait, Polity Press Ltd., Cambridge, 2007: 26 
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movement that marked the birth of a modern nation, a wave of anti-imperialist 

nationalism : the beginning of a whole renewal of Chinese culture which, it can be 

said, continues to this day7. 

Mao fed his revolutionary feelings also thanks to the reinterpretation of Marxist 

theories, in fact he told his biographer Edgar Snow that he considered himself a 

Marxist since 19208 and Leninist, creating a Chinese version without enriching its 

contents. The two currents attracted Mao for their revolutionary power : the 

importance of the class struggle, the power of the masses and the total reform of the 

system. Mao considered it more appropriate to rely on the largest, and at the same 

time most dissatisfied, part of the country, the peasants. 

China at the time was an underdeveloped country, a nation that rested its economy 

on agriculture with backward techniques. The aim of his policy was to open China to 

the world by modernizing it, saving it from foreign colonization, while preserving its 

identity and traditional values, bearing in mind that "the Chinese are profoundly 

proud of their history"9.  

Western imperialism was synonymous of the humiliation that the Chinese people 

were tired of suffering. Assimilating the concepts of struggle, mass mobilization, 

revolution and rebellion and collaborating with the CCP on the project would have 

seen the birth of a definitely different China. 

The bases of Maoist thought also refer to other Western theories, such as the cult of 

Nietzsche's heroism and individualism, but the model he intended to follow for 

development was the Soviet one, readjusted according to the needs of China, since 

he believed that "Russia was the most civilized nation in the world"10. 

 

 

                                                           
7 Corradini P., Cina. Popoli e società in cinque millenni di storia, Giunti, Milano, 2005: 384 
8 Schmidt-Glintzer H., La Cina contemporanea. Dalle guerre dell’oppio a oggi. Trad. di Floriana Pagano, 

Carocci, 2002: 58 
9 Cappuccitti E. M., Sammarra A., Secchi G., La gestione delle persone in Cina. La diversità culturale: 
un’opportunità o una criticità?, FrancoAngeli, Milano, 2007: 7 
10 Zedong M., Letter to Zhou Shizhao, 14 March 1920, in RW, vol. I: 504 
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1.1.2 Revolution after revolution 

As far as Mao Zedong is concerned, mass mobilization (qúnzhòng yùndòn, 群众运动) 

assumed an increasingly important role since the participation of the people in 

politics represented for the politician the maintenance of power revolution after 

revolution. In fact, when he opposed the revolutionary masses with the aim of 

reestablishing the control of society by the communist state, his plan collapsed. 

Another fundamental element was unification (yīyuánhu, 一元化) not by force, but 

by the persuasion of the people. Mao's politics revolved around the concept of 

revolution, through which he managed to secure the popularity and trust of his 

people. Yu Hua explains that the Chinese were following a slogan that was in vogue 

at the time, "Chairman Mao is in our hearts," interpreting it as if the people were 

President Mao and President Mao was the people11.  

There was talk of a "commanded" economy, an economic reality in which everything 

had to be planned and organized without there being room for individual initiatives 

or from the companies. The Maoist program certainly looked innovative for the time, 

willing to preserve national integrity, even if the accepted renewals were only those 

that the CCP approved. The political revolution was the means that Mao had decided 

to use to achieve decisively important economic goals as the President's dream saw 

China overcoming British industrial production in fifteen years and the American 

one in thirty : a project that seemed crazy. In any case, to realize this plan it was 

essential that the countrysides were reorganized, so that they produced much more 

to support an industry that had to grow quickly and effectively. 

Mao started a collectivization phase that lasted until the late Fifties. The first 

Constitution (xiànfǎ, 宪法) of 1954, formulated by the National People's Congress 

(ANP, Zhōngguó Rénmín Dàibiǎo Dàhu, 中国人民代表大会), fully legitimized the 

CCP. Subsequently the law on agrarian reforms and that on marriage were changed. 

Price control was also introduced, which broke the previous inflationary spiral and 

the alphabet and writing were simplified, which aimed at increasing literacy. The 

                                                           
11 Hua Y., Shí gè cíhuì lǐ de Zhōngguó 十个词汇里的中国 (China in ten words), 2010 
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years between 1953 and 1957 saw the implementation of the Five-Year Plan (dì yī 

ge wǔ nián jìhuà, 第一个五年计划), while in 1958 the Great Leap Forward (Dàyuèjìn, 

大跃进) was launched, an alternative plan for the economic growth of the country. 

Although the economic irrationality of the project was criticized several times, 

because the plans were not related to the economic and social reality of the country, 

it could however be said that the first forms of economic organization were 

established during this period. The new requirements connected with the Great 

Leap required a greater extension of the land units, and the political-ideological 

factor provided a new response through the foundation of the so-called popular 

communes12. President Mao in fact, founding the popular communes and 

reorganizing the latter in such a way that the nascent Chinese industry was 

facilitated, created the basis for the flowering of a new economic policy that 

assumed a tone of modernity. 

 

1.1.3 The collectivization and the "Great Leap Forward" 

The Great Leap Forward was based on the assumption that through the exaltation of 

the masses the economic growth and industrialization of the country could be 

promoted. The policy of "walking on two legs" was really important – Samarani 

explains – which simultaneously promoted traditional small-scale production 

methods and modern large-scale methods13. 

The best known results of this system were the so-called "backyard furnaces", which 

produced a high quantity of low-quality steel for the most part useless. In fact, in 

many cases the small-scale production plants built in those years remained unused 

and served as the basis for the industrial take-off of the 1980s. As I have already 

mentioned, a fundamental point in the strategy of the Great Leap Forward, following 

in the footsteps of Stalin, was the establishment of the People’s Communes14, 

(gōngshè 公社), replacing the workers' cooperatives. In this way collective units 

                                                           
12 Sabattini M., Santangelo P., Storia della Cina, Editori Laterza, Bari, 2005: 616 
13 Samarani G., La Cina del Novecento. Dalla fine dell’impero a oggi, Einaudi, Torino, 2004: 225 
14 The name “People’s Communes” refers to the revolutionary Paris Commune. 
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were created which were entrusted not only with the task of organizing and 

coordinating agricultural work, but also with the responsibility of assuming 

administrative tasks within the village, through the collection of taxes, the 

promotion of industry and of trade. Health and social policies were entrusted to the 

municipal system, but also to the development of education and the management of 

the popular militia. The People’s Communes, the "decisive step towards total 

collectivization"15, were created in 1958 with the aim of organizing campaigns and 

increasing agricultural production, to achieve a level of development equal to that of 

the United Kingdom over a period of ten years. 

The aim was to free the peasants from the heavy taxation that landowners imposed: 

agriculture would be incentivized, the industries would benefit from it and, above 

all, the conditions for the creation of a new production system based on it would be 

created, based on the integral nationalization of the means of production, including 

the land, the integral collectivization of life and the transformation of the income 

distribution system, following the needs of each singular. 

The collectivization plan contemplated a single agricultural unit that did not give its 

growers a remunerative gain, but a share of produced goods. This system, called 

tiefanwan (tiěfànwǎn, 铁饭碗), literally "iron rice bowl" – Tomba explains – It is "a 

metaphor particularly suited to defining this system of control and social belonging, 

unbreakable and egalitarian"16, which lasted until 1958. The extension of the 

People’s Communes varied, but was comparable to the magnitude of an Italian 

province, which included all the activities economic and social, including services for 

the population, so as to become self-sufficient, developing agricultural, industrial 

and tertiary activities, and thus freeing the female productive forces that could 

dedicate themselves, together with the male ones, to the increase of the population. 

The municipalities essentially represented an organizational form of division and 

control, but the CCP had previously adopted several methods to manage the 

population. The hukou system (hùkǒu, 户口) foresaw the division of the people in 

urban residents (jūmín, 居民) and not (nóngmín, 农民), while the jieji chushen (jiējí 

                                                           
15 Corradini P., Cina. Popoli e società in cinque millenni di storia, Giunti, Milano, 2005: 457 
16 Tomba L., Paradoxes of Labour Reform : Chinese Labour Theory and Practice from Socialism to 
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chūshēn, 阶级出身) divided the population according to the social class to which 

they belong. 

In addition to the municipalities, the Party had established the danwei (dānwèi, 单

位), the "work units" to which every citizen had to refer : to the unit it was necessary 

to ask permission to marry or to change jobs.  

Through the methods of control and management indicated above, the Party had 

created over the years the conditions for the implementation of a new economic 

policy in which mass mobilization would be increasingly indispensable. 

The adoption of the system based on the municipalities led to an increase in the size 

of the organizational units : the former administrative units, the xiang (xiāng, 乡) 

and the old CPAs, were abolished and so that resulted in the merging of 740000 

cooperatives in 26000 comunes17 to which – as explained by Sabattini and 

Santangelo – the coordination of agricultural, industrial, commercial, educational 

and military activity was delegated.18 The new facilities could hold around 2000 

families.  

The forced collectivization represented two advantages : the Party, thanks to the 

structure of the municipality, which re-proposed on a small scale all the functions 

that the state exercised at the macro level, was able to influence public opinion ; 

production, on the other hand, was encouraged by the cooperation of the 

organization.  

The brigades (rénmín gōngshè shēngchǎn gived, 人民公社生产大队 or shèdu, 社队) 

and the teams (shēngchǎndu, 生产队), in which the municipalities were subdivided, 

held respectively about 250 and 40 families.  

Through this system of subdivision, the Party was able to manage politics, society 

and the economy at the local level, since the units carried out all the administrative 

functions that the state was responsible for at national level, so the purpose was to 

                                                           
17 Schmidt-Glintzer H., La Cina contemporanea. Dalle guerre dell’oppio a oggi. Trad. di Floriana 

Pagano, Carocci, 2002: 89 
18 Sabattini M., Santangelo P., Storia della Cina, Editori Laterza, Bari, 2005: 616 
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perform small-scale projects to promote large-scale projects. Sabattini and 

Santangelo explain that, according to the vision of the Chinese authorities, the Great 

Leap Forward and the People’s Communes were not only instruments to accelerate 

the modernization of the country, but were a condition to quickly reach the final goal 

of communism, as evidenced by the slogan "Communism is heaven and can be 

reached through the common people"19. 

The work force appeared almost militarily organized and the slogan of the "Four 

Transformations" promulgated a reform focused on the following elements : 

"organizational militarization, militarization of action, collectivization of life and 

democratization of management"20. In particular, the democratic management of the 

new units implied the fact that every hierarchy was abolished, a principle 

completely in line with the communist ideals. 

To remedy some problems that emerged later, a new policy of readjustment and 

consolidation was defined, but, as explained by Sabattini and Santangelo, "actually 

represented a real change of course compared to the previous setting"21.  

Systems were used to empower workers, to achieve a higher degree of productivity, 

which provided for remuneration based on the quantities of output produced 

(bāochǎndàohù, 包产到户, "to fix agricultural production quotas for each family"). 

The performance of each worker was recorded on a register and evaluated by 

assigning the "work points", which were then added : at the end of the harvest, the 

results of the relationship between the output produced and the points obtained by 

the unit were able to show if a work unit had the right or not to be rewarded. 

Another problem was that the industries had succeeded in establishing themselves 

only on a small scale, unlike what the Party had planned22. 

Furthermore, in the countryside, the labor force continued to be in surplus 

depending on the seasonality. For this reason the system of "peasant workers" was 

                                                           
19 Ibid: 617 
20 Ahn B., The Political Economy of the People's Community in China: Changes and Continuities, The 

journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 34, No. 3, 1975: 631-658 
21 Sabattini M., Santangelo P., Storia della Cina, Editori Laterza, Bari, 2005: 619 
22 Jones P.P., Poleman T.T., Communes and the Agricultural Crisis in Communist China, Stanford 

University 3, 1962: 3-22 



23 
 

adopted, which foresaw that the workers of the temporarily unemployed 

countryside moved to work in the industries. Thus, a general downsizing of the 

municipalities was realized – according to Sabattini and Santangelo – which became 

smaller, with an increase of the total number from 24000 to 7000023. A municipality 

generally included 16.000 families and the cities, center of the political and social 

activities, were surrounded by about twenty villages. As regards the administrative 

tasks of the various units, the municipalities ran small businesses, mills, motor 

vehicles and workshops ; the brigades had become the bases of decision-making, so 

they are responsible for ownership of the means of production and management 

tasks. Only some general services and non-agricultural companies remained 

responsibility of the municipalities. For each type of unit the election of a 

management committee was scheduled, in charge for two years of the municipalities 

and of the brigades and in charge for a year of the teams. The link between these 

institutions and the Party was undisputed, so the committees had to make sure that 

the rules imposed from above were respected by all the management units. 

The characteristics of the municipalities remained almost unchanged until the years 

of the Cultural Revolution : the adopted management systems did not endur major 

changes, due to the fact that over the years the Party showed a low propensity to 

readjust its policies based on the needs of the country. The "democratization of 

management" in the first period remained a feature of the management system until 

the end. 

To foster the communist spirit of the masses, the Party abolished all forms of private 

property : the lands were owned by the community, the work performance was not 

judged individually but depending on the work of the units, the private spaces had 

significant restrictions, to say the least. Regarding this last point, since the imposed 

directives established that the houses of the civilians were deprived of the kitchens, 

the phenomenon of collective canteens emerged (gōnggòng shítáng, 公共食堂), so 

that all the food produced in the municipalities was consumed collectively. This 

decision was repeatedly considered to be devoid of rationality, since the food was 

initially offered in unlimited quantities, without considering the fact that production, 
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already decreased by 15% in 1959, was suffering significant declines due to the 

wrong decision-making policies adopted24. 

There were no particularly positive results during the Great Leap Forward. This led 

to the fact that products were sold at very low prices to allow the accumulation of 

the surplus of large state-owned industrial enterprises, and ended up creating a 

serious discontent among the peasant masses, which were less and less productive. 

Although the movement created lively enthusiasm throughout the country, it was a 

failure that caused, according to some scholars, the most terrible famine of mankind. 

It was caused by planning errors, mainly for not being able to readjust the decision-

making policy based on the actual needs of the people and its consequences were 

ignored by Mao, who was responsible, between 1958 and 1962, for the death of over 

20 million people. In addition to the negative weather conditions, factor that the 

Party actually blamed, surely the wrong planning, the lack of adequate resources 

and the backward agricultural techniques were essential determinants in the 

disaster resulting from the application of the management practices of the Great 

Leap and the institution of the state monopoly on purchases and market activities 

(tǒnggòutǒngxiào, 统购统销), established to facilitate the flow of resources between 

the countryside and industry, did nothing but worsen the situation. There was no 

lack of forms of protest, often violently repressed, and the first signs of rebellion by 

the intellectual world started to emerge, which the Party, as we will see later, 

showed that it did not tolerate in the most absolute way.  

Staff management designed for the rural world at the time was the result of a 

mixture of communist ideology and a desire for renewal and economic development. 

The project certainly presented the elements of novelty that apparently proved 

suitable for a country that wanted to become part of the group of economically 

influential states worldwide. However, the irrational emphasis with which the 

ideology of the Party was promptly applied ended up backfiring against the country 

itself, and the situation now seemed increasingly irrecoverable since every form of 

                                                           
24 Chang G. H., Wen G. J., Communal Dining and the Chinese Femine of 1958-1961, Economic 

Development and Cultural Change, Vol. 46, No. 1, The University of Chicago Press, 1997: 1-34 
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opposition, any suggestion that deviated from the ideas of the leadership was 

constituted as a pretext for violent repression by the CCP. 

 

1.1.4 The first forms of management of industries and rural world 

After settling the question of the land with the land reform, the popular government 

is ready to address the industry : if the goal of growth of production for agriculture 

had been reasonably set at 4.3%, for the industry it was 11% per year, data that rose 

further in subsequent years25.  

The situation of workers in the Twenties was already delicate for several reasons: 

the workforce was used to obtain eight-hour working days, adequate and 

proportionate salaries in the index of price levels and forms of protection for the 

unemployed; moreover, the strikes, often repressed with bloody techniques, 

represented the method used most frequently for the manifestation of these needs. 

There are differences in data based on sources, in fact, refering to the data dating 

back to 1928, the statistics speak of 100,000 demonstrators killed in the repressions 

of the strikes, 27,699 regular trials carried out by the KMT always for the same 

cause and 17,200 workers finished in prison, while those for example relating to the 

two-year period from 1928 to 1930 speak of 700,000 deaths. The Kuomintang 

(KMT, Guómíndǎng, 国民党), the CCP's rival nationalist Party, led by Chiang Kai-shek 

(Jiǎng Jièshí, 蒋介石, 1887-1975), proved to be reluctant to approve the workers' 

organizations and tolerate their complaints.  

The CCP after 1927, when it defeated the opposition by becoming the only Party in 

China, with the aim of improving the situation and thus gaining public opinion, 

sought to increase union participation and abolish trade unions linked to the KMT, 

in order to protect those masses that would have been precious for the success of 

the communist revolution. The CCP therefore seemed determined to intensify its 

relationships with the working class, which was increasingly encouraged by the 

Party to adopt the method of armed struggle to cope with various problems. 
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However, the presence of the Party within the workforce had to be consolidated, 

since the CCP appeared distant from the needs of the workers, who still criticized 

the inadequacy of wages, the disparity in pay between women and men and between 

the various territories of China, the lack of subsidies for the unemployed and the 

inefficiency of the policies adopted for the reintegration of the latter into the world 

of work. 

In 1948, the ACFTU26 (Zhōnghuá Quánguó Zǒnggōng Huì, 中华全国总工会) was 

founded. It is a union organization, led by the cadres of the Party, which accounted 

for 90% of the Chinese workforce. The ACFTU, however, closely linked to the CCP, 

repeatedly represented was unaware of the real needs of the working-class, carrying 

out only bureaucratic tasks27. Thus the Party, more intent on achieving the 

announced production objectives, was less meticulous in the development of 

personnel management processes for the industrial world, and the trade unions, 

concerned with carrying out their administrative tasks, were dominated by the 

interests of the CCP cadres.  

The participation of the workers in the management of the companies was 

unfortunately the most problematic element, since it seemed increasingly hampered 

by the Party, not inclined to let the workers enjoy extensive management autonomy. 

From the Great Leap Forward to the Cultural Revolution, the situation did not seem 

to improve. The Party of the first period that had taken the side of the masses 

seemed increasingly disinterested in the needs of the latter. The CCP needed now an 

increasingly amount of ignorant people, who could accept and follow, without 

discussing, the rules imposed from above. In fact, from 1966 to 1976 the 

intellectuals, who proved to be in disagreement with the Party, suffered the abuse of 

the Communist leadership and were executed and imprisoned. The dictatorial spirit 

influenced the work force of the period, which seemed more and more impotent in 

the face of the decisions of the administrators linked to the Party and the managerial 

autonomy of the workers was increasingly limited. In time, therefore, it was 

                                                           
26 ACFTU means « All-China Federation of Trade Unions » 
27 Wang R., Ballot M., Chinese Labor Relations in Transition : Where Will All the Workers Go?, Labor Law 
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preferred to adopt personnel management systems that would adapt to the needs 

and impositions of the Party. 

I have already said that the political ideology of the time had repercussions on 

management practices. The first forms of personnel management, put into practice 

in enterprises and in the rural world of the Mao years, presented some common 

characteristics: the antigerarchic component, since the abolition of every hierarchy, 

should have led to the creation of an absolute egalitarianism, in which the people 

should have actively engaged in achieving the goals set by the Party; the sectoral 

specialization of the workforce was not indispensable, since the workers had to 

know how to carry out any kind of job. The management of the time had to provide 

organizational models accessible to the masses.  

The leader of the Communist management models therefore had to be able to lead 

without commanding, since the CCP strongly insisted on the reversal of roles 

between workers and managers, with the aim of democratizing management, based 

on group decisions. This is actually inconsistent, since the Party needed or wanted a 

submissive work force. So, the intellectuals, so discriminated in the first period, 

appeared to be re-evaluated within the companies, while the managerial autonomy 

of the workers, promoted by the CCP, was discredited and avoided. As a result, over 

time the situation seemed increasingly out of control : the CCP continued to act on 

the basis of the principles proclaimed, throwing the peasants into poverty. 

Thus, the labor force employed was lacking in technical and sectoral skills. For this 

reason the light industry continued to assert itself only on a small scale, while the 

heavy one produced poor quality products : the "steel fever", that had invaded 

China, led, for example, to the creation of furnaces that actually produced steel for 

the majority unusable. 

Mao had introduced himself to China as the man who would assure its development, 

he had shaken the minds of the people previously considered inferior and incapable 

of modernizing, he had put into practice revolutionary organization systems and had 

faithfully pursued the line of communism from the first moment. The Chinese 

historical journey in 1949 "seemed to have known a radical and irreversible turning 

point, with implications for Chinese civilization far more significant than any other 
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event of the twentieth century"28, around which we can build any historical reading, 

as De Giorgi and Samarani say. Maoism was an era in which China experienced new 

development techniques, in which new farming methods, new machinery and new 

fertilizers and new irrigation systems were introduced in the rural world. The 

companies were introduced to the most modern production methods, close to those 

of the western world. With Mao, China appeared for the first time in the world, 

absorbing those new knowledges and new technologies that proved to be decisive 

for future development. 

The President remained at the head of the Party until the end of his days, despite all 

the errors of assessment committed. The criticisms of Maoism are very numerous. 

But, if the number of deaths of Mao is still difficult to quantify, the economy of the 

time, after an initial period of benefit, suffered a not inconsiderable collapse. 

The Party was certainly wrong not to be able to relate its initiatives to the reality 

that dominated and not wanting to change its work even in the face of the situations 

of misery that the country was going through. The pros are much less numerous 

than the cons, but, with Maoism, China entered modernity and laid the foundations 

for its own economic success, also through the experimentation of the first forms of 

personnel management. It will be seen later how these primordial management 

policies will be readjusted in the era of the Four Modernizations of Deng, given that 

the reform management seemed increasingly indispensable in the transition from 

the planned economy to the socialist market.  

The new system would have meant that it was precisely the market that assumed a 

role of primary importance and that the management should adapt to it, thus 

absorbing Western technologies and theories, being less programmed and more 

inclined towards efficiency, adopting new wage measures and focusing on skills 

rather than on workers' political consciousness. 
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1.2 The trasformation of Cina in the reform era: the modern HRM 

1.2.1 The real "Great Leap" 

After Mao Zedong's death, China experienced a period of destabilization from a 

political and economic point of view. In the period between 1970 and 1990, the 

People's Republic of China was the protagonist of unprecedented economic and 

social transformations in the region. Turning on the switch to the economic miracle 

was the hand of another great leader of the People's Republic of China, Deng 

Xiaoping (Dèng Xiǎopíng, 邓小平, 1904-1997) in the early 1980s, who, starting in 

1973, emerged from the Communist party and began to earn the esteem and 

support of the administration. In the role of “pre-eminent leader” conquered in 

1978, he was the architect of the only true Great Leap Forward. 

Wu Xiaobo29, who lived in first person, from a young and sensitive point of view, the 

tumultuous years that have profoundly and irreversibly changed China, affirms that 

this was the year that marked the beginning of a change in China, which at that 

moment began to respond to the call of a different destiny, after ten years of cultural 

revolution with all its spasms and "planned economy" that had brought it to the 

brink of collapse.30 

In fact, in that year Deng started a series of economic reforms (jīngjì gǎigé, 经济改

革), which in a luster, allowed the most populous country on the planet, then just 

emerged from the horrors of the Cultural Revolution, on the brink of economic 

collapse and with large sections of the population fighting hunger, leaving behind 

secular isolation and backwardness and establishing itself in a few decades as the 

new global superpower. 

The doors of China were opening up and suddenly the population looked at 

everything that was "on the outside" with great wonder and interest. For a long 

time, China and the rest of the planet had been non-communicating universes, and 
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30 Xiaobo W., China Emerging, China Intercontinental Press, 2008 
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even the West was extremely curious about what seemed like a world unlike any 

other. At the end of 1978 Deng Xiaoping appeared for the second time on the cover 

of Times magazine31 , with the title "Visions of a new China"32. 

Deng followed the so-called "policy of the two openings", ie the one towards the 

inside and the one towards the outside : "The reform we are carrying out regards 

the pursuit and development of the two opening policies. Politics must continue to 

pursue openness33. 

Deng therefore also implemented a policy aimed at modernizing China by opening 

up to international markets, moving, in this way, towards the exact opposite 

direction of its predecessor. 

We have several theories concerning the transformations of China after Mao Zedong. 

The analytical tradition, as explained by Jude Howel, claims that there was a break 

between the Maoist "mass line"34 and the progressive democratization of China 

following the Four Modernizations planned by Zhou Enlai since 1963, in the 

Shanghai CCP conference, and implemented by Deng Xiaoping.35 

Other scholars – Valori explain – argue that there is strong continuity between the 

economic policy of Mao Zedong and the one made by his heirs as head of the CCP, 

since "All the communists are regulated and transformed with a dialectic that, 

instead of being based on a Hegelian and Marxist logic of opposites, is determined on 

the formula, in certain aspects smilir to the one of the Crusaders, of the "distinction", 

                                                           
31 The first cover was after the death of the Zhou Enlai premium in 1976.  

See: Xiaobo W., China Emerging, China Intercontinental Press, 2008 
32 Xiaobo W., China Emerging, China Intercontinental Press, 2008 
33 Xiaoping D., Deng Xiaoping Wenxuan: Of San Juan, Dèngxiǎopíng wénxuǎn: Dì sān juǎn 邓小平文选: 

第三 卷 (Anthology of Deng Xiaoping: Volume 3), Renmin chubanshe, 1993: 113-4. 

34 Consistency with the Great Timoner's "mass line" is linked to the Maoist concept of "seeking truth 

in fact", a classic element of the anti-Confucian philosophy of the 18th century and typical trait of 

"Chinese characteristics" socialism he passes Mao Zedong to his political heirs. According to this 

attitude, we must start from the current conditions external to our country, province, county or 

district and derive from them as our guide for action, laws that are inherent to them and not 

imaginary: in other words we must discover internal relations of the events that happen around us.  

See Zedong M., Reform Our Study, May 1941, in Selected Works, vol. 3, Foreign Languages Press, 

Beijing, 1984 
35 Howell J., An Unholy Trinity, Civil Society, Economic Liberalization and Democratization in Post-Mao 

China, "Government and Opposition", vol. 33, n. 1, 2007 
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between continuity and rupture, between the maintenance of the lines that bring the 

baselines of the system, in particolar on the hegemony of the Party on the State and 

the planning that regulates spontaneity, and collateral and often symbolic 

phenomena in which changes are realized”36. 

Yu Hua37 says that more than thirty years after the death of Mao Zedong, China has 

built an astonishing economic miracle, but he also had to pay a staggering burnt. 

Environmental degradation, the crisis of values, the widening of the gap between 

rich and poor and the spread of the phenomenon of corruption lead to the 

intensification of the contradictions within the country and to the proliferation of 

social problems. Many begin to regret the Maoist period, although it is probably just 

nostalgia, but it would not really go back. According to these people, at the time of 

Maoism people led a frugal life, without inequality, as the class struggle was only in 

theory, and did not live in a struggle for survival. Now, after having distorted the 

value system and redistributed the wealth, which has stratified the society and 

therefore has resulted in social conflict, class struggle does exist.38 

 

1.2.2 The end of Maoism and the beginning of Denghism 

To contextualize the process of change that involved the management of personnel 

that took place in the period after Maoism, it is necessary to provide a brief 

historical introduction concerning the most salient facts that occurred in China in 

the Seventies.  

During the last years of Mao's government, two factions had formed with 

inhomogeneous ideologies : conservatives and reformists. The President, an elderly 

man of course, but still vigilant on his own party, launched in recent years the 

campaign against the "counter-revolutionaries", those students and intellectuals 

                                                           
36 Valori G.E., La via della Cina. Passato, presente e futuro di un gigante della storia, Rizzoli, Milano, 
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who realized that to follow the Maoist principles slavishly did not only bring benefits 

to the people Chinese.  

The children of the "red families", that is, peasants and workers, were stirred up 

against the "black" classes, that is, those who were deemed dangerous for the 

stability of the Party39. 

The latter were persecuted, lynched, imprisoned and publicly humiliated by the Red 

Guards (红卫兵, Hóngwèibīng), while the universities were closed. Mao Zedong still 

counted on the support of several figures, whose role was crucial during the Cutural 

Revolution and the last years of the Maoist experience : Jiang Qing (Jiāng Qīng, 江青, 

1914-1991), wife of Mao, Kang Sheng (Kāng Shēng, 康 生, 1898-1975), Chen Boda 

(Chén Bódá, 陈伯达, 1904-1989), Zhang Chunqiao (Zhāng Chūnqiáo, 张春桥, 1917-

2005) and Yao Wenyuan (Yáo Wényuán, 姚文元, 1931-2005)40, which nevertheless 

had anarchist tendencies. The objectives that Mao posed in his last years of 

government were two : limit the powers of the People's Liberation Army (Rénmín 

Jiěfàngjūn, 人民解放军) and remove Lin Biao (Lín Biāo, 林彪, 1907-19971), head of 

the EPL, from the political scene. The later unclear death of the latter, caused in 1971 

by a plane crash, caused quite a stir in public opinion. Although Lin Biao left the 

scene, the Gang of Four (Sìrénbāng, 四人帮)41 pervaded the Party and was in charge 

of a CCP purification movement that provided for the elimination of all political 

components deemed more distant from the Maoist ideology. 

The economy of the Seventies appeared to be fairly healed after the disasters of the 

Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution and the Deng's project was one of 

innovation and restruction with an autonomous and efficient system : Deng's aim 

was to create a socialism market in which the economy would have effectively acted 

through the laws of the market, but without this adding up to the exit of the 

Communist Party from the social and productive fabric of the country. 
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Market economy elements were introduced gradually, particularly in respect of the 

price dynamics. He promoted the policy of the Four Modernizations (sì ge 

xiàndàihuà, 四个现代) : agriculture, industry, scientific research and the army. 

The rise of Deng, however, was hampered by the Gang of Four who removed him 

from the political scene. Mao, now aware of having little time available, designated 

Hua Guofeng (Huá Guófēng, 华国锋, 1921-2008) as his heir, a political figure always 

close to the same Mao and to Zhou Enlai (Zhōu Ēnlái, 周恩来, 1898 -1976), right-

hand man of the President and premier of the CCP42.  

Obviously the Gang of Four was immediately hostile to the successor but in 1977 the 

return of Deng, established during the Third Plenary Session of the X Central 

Committee, and the fact that the gang was put out of play after the death of Mao, 

changed the situation. Reformism became a source of confrontation within the Party 

where the conservative line prevailed. Deng knew how to oust Hua Guofeng and his 

successors43, constituting itself as the new undisputed leader of the CCP. 

 

1.2.3 From collectivization to privatization : the abolition of People’s 

Communes 

As for agriculture, Deng introduced a gradual privatization, not of land ownership, 

but of their use, thus freeing farmers from the mechanisms of collectivization. The 

municipalities were abolished and the peasants were left free to produce quantity 

and quality of different products. Agricultural production began to grow 4% a year 

and with it the wealth of the inhabitants of the countryside. "The first economic 

results are spectacular : from 1978 to 1985 the annual income per capita of the 

farmers has more than tripled. (...) Increasing efficiency in agricultural production 

also allows the liberation of a lot of manpower that flows into non-agricultural rural 

activities”44. 
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The abolition of the municipalities meant the end of the state control of the 

countryside, which saw greater margins of freedom. So many local companies were 

born to meet the demand for new products from enriched farmers. The most 

important fact – Corradini explains – even if not underlined by the press and by 

Western observers, was the abolition of the definition of class that all the Chinese 

had since the time of the agrarian reform45. 

Granting the freedom to the farmers proved to be one of the most apt moves : they 

were seized by an incredible entrepreneurial fever46. This allowed the birth of new 

social actors, such as women47 who could devote themselves to corporate and 

industrial activities, and young people, who no longer had the obligation to work the 

land and that were free to move to the city to study and cultivate ambitions and 

aspirations. 

In the industrial sector, the state maintained a closer control : the privatizations 

were in fact at the center of the Deng reform but the strategic sectors and about 50% 

of the production remained in the hands of the state enterprises. Private companies 

enjoyed rapid growth, especially in the tertiary sector, whose needs had increased in 

previous decades without the state having the facilities to govern them.  

In general, the efficiency criteria in production were pursued and the doors to new 

technologies as well as foreign investments opened up. Wages varied, and very deep 

differences between rich and poor were created. All this produced a transformation 

even within society : on the one hand a new social class was born, made up of 

entrepreneurs, traders and wealthy citizens, on the other, the demographic increase 

made agricultural production insufficient and unemployment was beginning to 

become a problem.  

If, in the countryside, Deng's consent remained very high, social tensions grew in the 

cities : students and intellectuals gave life to a movement that called for the Fifth 
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Modernization, or the democratization of the Chinese system. Meanwhile, in 1988, 

the rise in inflation caused in part by the system of market growth led Deng to 

conduct an austerity policy and to increase state control in the production centers of 

the richest regions. This new authoritarian breakthrough, coupled with an increase 

in corruption, reinforced the protests of intellectual students who joined those of the 

marginalized in the new society. More and more demonstrators joined the squares, 

particularly occupying Tiananmen Square. The mass of demonstrators went on 

increasing throughout the month of May : "In the spring of 1989, Beijing was an 

anarchist's paradise. The police had suddenly disappeared and, in a natural way, the 

university and the citizens have covered its functions. (...) Objectives and common 

hopes have reigned a perfect order in the city, without the need of public security 

forces"48.   

Finally, the order was given to vacate the square resorting to violence. The dramatic 

event went around the world and even today "the number of deaths in the tragic 

shootings of 3-4 June 1989 on Tian'anmen Square has never been ascertained with 

accuracy”49. 

An interesting fact is the way the Chinese themselves got information about this 

tragedy: Yu Hua explains that, after leaving Beijing, they initially did nothing but give 

news about the arrest of students, then the images were back to those of the usual 

prosperity of always. It seemed liked nothing had happened. Even today, we are 

witnessing a gruesome phenomenon, given that today in China very few young 

people are aware of the facts of Tian'anmen Square50 . The extremely harsh 

treatment of the protest caused the disdained reaction of many Western countries 

and not only, but Deng continued to officially govern until 1992, while remaining in 

fact at the top of power until his death in 1997.  
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After providing a framework generic of Deng's actions, now we are going to analyze 

specifically the economic situation, and therefore, consequently the economic 

reforms of those years. 

 

1.2.4 From the Cultural Revolution to the Four Modernizations 

The intention of the first Modernization of the new leader of the PRC concerned the 

increase of economic efficiency, allowed by the economic surplus, which motivated 

the workforce, to rebuild human capital and to acquire new technologies from 

abroad; The second aim was to ensure that China had better inputs, for example 

skilled labor, technology capitals and management techniques, since the Great Leap 

and Cultural Revolution had severely damaged the quality of the workforce, the 

organization of the work, production processes and fixed capital: the new 

development strategy had to move towards greater economic liberalization, also 

drawing on experience from past moderate policies that had tried to limit radical 

excesses51. 

The damages also concerned the management of companies, especially in regards to 

the inefficiency of work found in the eighties by the first joint- ventures in China, and 

therefore also the management: the Maoist managers were not interested in 

operating in the production efficiency, given that the priority was to reach the 

production quotas: selling the products beyond the quota out of the factories, which 

allowed to public managers to make a career and to the central planners to maintain 

their credibility, a key concept in traditional Chinese public ethics52. 

The population was only incentivized to obey the Party and to produce, so the 

problem was also that the redundant labor force was poorly educated. Then, Deng 

reformed the universities by inserting merit criteria and eliminating the clan and 
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family tradition typical of China, which communism had even strengthened, under 

the "better red than technical" criteria53. 

Moreover, as the population was increasing and several infrastructures were being 

built, land was an incrementing scarce resource. Investments in cutting-edge 

technologies were almost completely ignored : the R&D sector was still largely 

disconnected from the economy and the situation was exacerbated by the fact that in 

the period 1949-76 excessive and unregulated exploitation of available resources 

had led to the wear and tear of industrial infrastructure, which now appeared to be 

worn out and in need of extremely expensive maintenance54. 

Maoist economic planning proved to be so lacking that the senseless location of 

resources, the relative waste, the consequent increase in energy costs, the emphasis 

on local self-sufficiency and the failure to develop economies of scale meant that 

production recorded a decline considerable, to say the least. 

The incompetence, with which the Party directed the industrial production of the 

Maoist years, undermined the state enterprises, the so-called state owned 

enterprises (SOE, guóyíng qǐyè, 国营企业), enormous but inefficient : of the 

estimated 100 000 SOEs estimated in the late Nineties, sources international 

indicate that only a small percentage would actually operate according to sound 

production and financial criteria55. 

Small industries proved to be increasingly fruitless : in 1978 they produced 57% of 

total Chinese production but this value, negatively influenced by the situation 

indicated above, could not fail to be lowered later. Deng's reforms, however, began 

to bear their first fruits : the NDP of 1978-92 is higher than that of the period 1957-

78. The demographic decline between the two periods also led to an increase in per 

capita output and a consequent increase in personal consumption56. 

                                                           
53 Ibid: 226 
54 Yeh, K.C., Macroeconomic Changes in the Chinese Economy during the Readjustment, 1984 
55 Samarani G., La Cina del Novecento. Dalla fine dell’Impero a oggi, Einaudi, Torino, 2004 
56 Yeh, K.C., Macroeconomic Changes in the Chinese Economy during the Readjustment, 1984 



38 
 

The saving rate for the period was quite high but the inefficiency of the whole 

system continued to generate negative phenomena of undoubted relevance, even if 

good results had been obtained: the gross domestic product rose from 

36.450.000.000 yuan in 1978 to 21.087 .100 million yuan in 2006, increasing almost 

sixty times. According to data released by the government, in 2007 the ratio 

between campaign income and city income was 1 to 3.3, with an absolute difference 

of 9694 yuan, the highest of Denghian politics57. 

Industrial production therefore increased considerably with a value of around 40% 

of the NDP, but the figures for agricultural production and the primary sector 

employment rate were still high, demonstrating that industrialization was not yet 

has been completed. Then, the boom of the years 1992-94 marked an increase in 

industrial production of 20% per year58. 

The path to becoming a world economic power was still long : working on efficiency 

was essential even if the results achieved with Deng seemed propitious. The 

increase in exports and imports confirmed the willingness to open and 

improvements in the living conditions of the population, both per capita and per 

capita consumption had increased, could not but positively affect the climate of 

development that China was experiencing during the years of the Open Door Policy 

(Kāifàng Zhèngcè, 开放政策)59, according to which it was essential for China to open 

up to the world. 

 

1.2.5 New leader and new reforms : influences on character management  

The communist democratic cornerstones proclaimed first with Mao and then with 

Deng were still accompanied by a regime that continued to show itself to be 

authoritarian, without ever undermining the socialist system, an element which 

                                                           
57 Hua Y., Shí gè cíhuì lǐ de Zhōngguó 十个词汇里的中国 (China in ten words), 2010 

58 Sabbatini M., Santangelo P., Storia della Cina, Editori Laterza, 2005: 647 
59 open-door policy took the form of a series of sub-policies in the sphere of foreign trade, foreign 

direct investment and international lending, in which the experimentation of a free market economy 

in the so-called economic zones special (Zes) 

See: Maria Weber, Il Miracolo Cinese, il Mulino, Bologna, 2001: 33 



39 
 

China has never renounced, neither in the 1970s nor in the future. The new 

leadership was led by a reformist who had always grown up in the Marxist-Leninist-

Maoist ideology : the importance of the popular democratic dictatorship therefore 

remained unquestioned and the uniqueness of the past was an inviolable principle. 

"The dichotomy democracy-dictatorship [...] is largely frustrated by the existence of 

China in the 21st century"60. 

"Speaking of international politics here are two important issues, the first concerns 

the development of democracy, the second concerns that of economic reforms, and 

at the same time reforms should be pursued regarding the other sectors of society." 

(Deng Xiaoping)61 

The Open Door Policy was affecting trade and foreign companies, pushing China to 

establish economic relations with the West, and this led to a huge increase in 

business partnerships between the two worlds. The links with foreign countries 

were considered increasingly important. The joint ventures (JV, hézīqǐyè, 合资企业), 

the wholly foreign-owned companies (WFOE, wàizīqǐyè, 外资企业) and the foreign-

owned companies (FIE, wàishāng tóuzī qǐyè, 外商投资企业) exploded in those years. 

China began to interact with other states through international financial agencies, 

thus also resorting to international loans. 

Sino-foreign companies served as important vehicles for new technologies, new 

knowledge and new management models and greatly influenced the shape of the 

new Chinese management. State-owned companies began to open up to the market 

undergoing a marketization process : the system of state-owned companies should 

have mimed the market, taking part in it, and then optimize the combination of 

factors of production and the distribution of surplus-value between capital and 

labor, that is, according to the classical models of socialist programming, between 

wages and productive investments.62  
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As I said before, Deng wanted to create a more democratic economic system, so he 

gave importance to the previously discredited intellectuals and their personal skills, 

which were now obtained from the training. Xin An Lu and Jie Lu (2008) explain that 

"experts" should be reevaluated and workers, both in the industrial and agricultural 

sectors, should be more empowered, in fact, unlike the system of the municipalities 

of Mao, Deng's policy allowed farmers to administer their land parcels and directly 

benefit from their work on the basis of a shared responsibility system63. This 

awakened considerably the enthusiasm of rural China : at the moment when Deng 

Xiaoping declared "let some people get rich first" – Xiaobo explains – to become rich 

was already the common purpose of the majority of Chinese people. A materialistic 

era was about to begin in all the country64. A key objective was the reform of the 

new policies introduced to promote economic reform and efficiency, with the aim of 

making labor less "rigid" to facilitate China's participation in global competition, 

thus satisfying "a key demand in China's post-reform economic development"65.  

These are the years that will see China moving from a planned economy to a socialist 

market economy that will assume in many ways the typical characteristics of a 

capitalist economy, even if this capitalism had Chinese characteristics. Huang 

Yasheng titled his book referring to this motto of Deng Xiaoping and argues that the 

Chinese growth model of the eighties, promoted by Deng Xiaoping after Mao's death, 

was more favorable to the well-being of the Chinese people, fundamentally different 

from that capitalist of the nineties, based on a clear favoring of the cities on the 

countryside, of the state enterprises over the private ones, and of the foreign 

investments on the indigenous enterprise.  

According to Huang (2008), during the Eighties, the Chinese government followed a 

clear path towards a liberalization of the economy and society66. The reforms were 
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focused on the countryside, where the resourceful peasents were authorized and 

encouraged to start their own businesses. Economic growth was created by the TVE 

("Township and Village Enterprises"). These companies, that Western observers 

have long believed to be state-owned companies – Huang says – were actually de 

facto private businesses founded by individual peasants, who were allowed to raise 

funds in an informal way to get into business, or to which loans were granted 

directly by the banks. People felt things were changing for the better, and they had 

confidence in Deng Xiaoping's determination to keep China on this course67. 

As for SOEs, the employees turned out to be an excess number, so the wages were 

low due to the Maoist positioning policy that would guarantee full employment 

without worrying about how this goal could be achieved. The fact that SOEs did not 

constitute themselves as legal entities meant that the state assumed the burden of 

the deficits of these companies : managers were therefore increasingly indifferent to 

company performance and did not bother to increase the efficiency of production 

processes, allocation of resources or management methods. Flexible employment 

was encouraged by the government As a specific response to the problem of reusing 

the masses of redundant workers from the state sector, flexible employment was 

encouraged68, created the first experiments on contracts, then abandoned the Maoist 

system of tiefanwan. These topics are discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

1.2.6 The abandonment of tiefanwan and the labor contracts: new personnel 

management  

Cavalieri and Guglianone (1995) explain that from the mid-Eighties Chinese 

companies recruited employees on the basis of forecasts of central and local 

economic planning, according to the principle that all the country's labor force 

"belonged" to the State. The working career was rigorously planned : the competent 

administrative bodies assigned the workers to a specific enterprise and city and to a 
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given task69. Even strictly private spheres of life, such as housing, social assistance, 

marriage, family planning, children's education, authorization for a trip or a 

purchase, and so on, fell under the competence of danwei, that is, the production-

administrative unit of belonging, according to the principle of jiusantie (jiǔsāntiě, 九

三铁), which literally means "the three old irons", composed of the tiefanwan "bowl 

of iron rice", guaranteed to workers the lifetime employment, the tiegongzi 

(tiěgōngzī, 铁工资, literally "iron salary"), which guaranteed fixed salaries, and the 

tiejiaoyi (tiějiāoyǐ, 铁交椅, literally "iron chair"), the system thanks to which the 

occupational positions enjoyed by Maoist managers70.  

Almost all the companies under the centrally planned system were state-owned and 

a "double system" of Party and management control became the basis of corporate 

leadership. The basic institutional structure at company level consisted of the Party 

committee, the workers' congress and the trade union. It was not uncommon for the 

general manager to be the Party Secretary and the Union Secretary71. And, as I have 

already said, all the unions belonged to the only union sanctioned by the state, the 

ACFTU.  

The tiefanwan generated many problems : the workers, aware of the fact that their 

jobs were safe and aware that they were guaranteed a welfare package including 

facilitations were demotivated and poorly competitive, very often absent. The 

employees were in surplus, as I have already said, regarding SOEs, and therefore the 

waste of economic resources was high.  

In the years between 1950 and 1956, China was facing various problems such as 

industrialization and unemployment : the CCP arranged, without worrying too much 

to evaluate the rationality of its economic choices, that the agencies eliminated the 

burden of the lack of work and that they placed the workers in the transport, 

infrastructure and heavy industry sectors. And that was how the Party hoped to 
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accelerate industrialization, at the same time solving the problem of unemployment. 

The so-called daiye qingnian (dėyè qīngnián, 待业青年), the "young unemployed" 

were increasing in number, but obviously hiring all the workers indefinitely, 

supporting more expenses to ensure them a virtually complete welfare package, was 

always configured more like a utopia. So the companies could not do anything else 

but start to hire the employees temporarily so as not to continue to be in debt. 

Around 1980, the Chinese government began experimenting with a reform of the 

work system, called "three in one", aimed at creating a greater degree of mobility of 

the workforce and encouraging the establishment of labor services companies, to 

provide training and services.  

Workers were gradually allowed to choose employment, consistent with the 

emerging needs of the market, while companies were allowed to select employees 

and enter into individual contracts with them. The reform of state-owned 

enterprises, the increase in foreign investments and, consequently, of MNC and the 

encouragement of the private sector helped to outline the characteristics of the new 

management of Chinese personnel, which was gradually closer to the models 

Westerners, also because managers to be more competitive were sent to study in the 

West. 

The changes of the companies could not help but influence the management of the 

personnel that became more and more autonomous. 

The theory of the full identity of the interests of the workers and of the State-

employer, however, quickly faced a downturn in the course of the Eighties. 

Only in July 1986, with a series of decrees issued by the Council of State, the subject 

of employment contracts in state-owned enterprises was regulated, introducing new 

rules both in terms of employment contracts and in relation to the social security 

system. The enactment of these provisions, however, was not the only regulatory 

measure of the time in this area. With other laws or regulations, companies were 
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given the possibility of hiring personnel even in locations other than the company, 

and new grounds for dismissal were admitted72. 

The industry space was given to private initiatives : small businesses could also use 

wage labor (up to four or five units) while for large companies, both collective and 

state, the logic of profit and the laws of the market prevailed over political 

considerations, for which the closure of economically unproductive companies was 

now also foreseen73. 

The public intervention was now weak, and even practically absent in the collective 

enterprises run by the people. 

After the 1986 Employment Contract System, in 1992 the "Reform of the Three 

Systems" (Sāngǎigé, 三改革) established that in the state enterprises the contracts 

were used, that the wages should be paid according to the performances. 

The transition between one system and another was not without obstacles, since it 

was often said that different companies paid for the same job were used in the 

companies. It was often discussed how a salary policy called "one factory, two 

systems"74 was used, according to which Contract workers used to receive wages 

that were often inferior and disproportionate to those enjoyed by permanent 

workers. However, we moved towards a more efficiency-oriented system, where pay 

differences were not determined solely by the base salary but by performance-based 

bonuses and compensation based on the job position, seniority and on skills. 

From 1992 up to the present day it was possible to observe how the companies have 

become more autonomous in the conduct of their salary policies, and this is also 

reflected in the salaries of managers who, seeing their salaries increasingly 

dependent on business performance, have worked much harder to run their 

companies as productively as possible. The wage system used was the gangwei 

gongzizhi (gǎngwèi gōngzīzhì, 岗位工资制, "salary system of position") and provided 
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for a basic pay, established according to the tasks, and an additional pay, established 

on the basis of the completion of the tasks characteristics of employment. Recently, 

it has been possible to observe how this system has increased the skills of the work 

force and was renamed as gangwei jineng gongzizhi (gǎngwèi jìnéng gōngzīzhì, 岗位

技能工资制,), which means "salary system of position and skills"75. 

Before the managers had to be youhong youzhuan (yòuhóng yòuzhuā, 又红又专"both 

red and expert"),76 while now having the right skills are more important. Managers 

were now working in a more result-oriented perspective, as contracts and 

businesses began to enter into contracts that established precise production quotas 

that businesses, under the guidance of managers, were required to meet. The role of 

people within companies was now very important. 

The role of the congresses was decisive, since they were the means by which the 

workers could evaluate the production plans of the directors, express themselves on 

the funds of the companies used for the protection of work or bonuses, intervene on 

changes in management structures, salary or training systems and supervise or elect 

managers. 

Between 1987 and 1992 the managerial figures began to be recruited both by the 

relevant departments within the companies and by the workers' congresses, more 

or less directly. This meant that the staff was also playing an increasingly decisive 

role in company management. 

Training assumed a role of primary importance, since in China there was a lack of 

highly specialized and qualified managers, also because during the Maoist period the 

universities were closed. Those who held the most prestigious positions, including 

managers, occupied their jobs almost always thanks to their political positions : it 

follows that very often you had to deal with people unsuitable to fill their roles and 

often led to corruption in companies. 

                                                           
75 Akhtar S., Ding D. Z., Ge G.L., Strategic HRM practices and their impact on company performance in 

Chinese enterprises, Human Resource Management, 2008 : 15-32 
76 Ding D.Z., Warner M., China's Labor-Management System Reforms : Breaking the « Three Old Irons » 

(1978-1999), Asia Pacific Journal Management, Vol. 18, Issue 3, 2001 : 315-334 
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The contract reform was in any case completed with the Labor Law of 199477, and 

led to an increase in the managerial autonomy of the companies, which, having 

equipped themselves with methods of personnel management more projected 

towards efficiency, now appeared decidedly more ready to move in a market-

oriented system. 

Cooney explains, however, that the standards presented by the Labor Law do not 

appear to be "markedly inferior to those of comparable countries and in many 

countries"78. 

However, the legislative framework and the institutions present significant 

shortcomings. In his institutional design, Cooney notes that the disordered internal 

structure of Chinese Labor Law is a "major obstacle to its capacity to generate 

credible labor standards"79. 

The complexity of the increasingly segmented and heterogeneous Chinese labor 

market has been a major challenge for editors to draft a law in general terms. The 

labor law itself has left out many details - for example, the law largely focuses on 

                                                           
77 Thanks to the Labor Law of 1994, Warner (1996) explains, the workers were recognized the right 

to choose employment, the right to rest, to leave, to receive salaries, to work in safety conditions and 

to be educated through training at the order to improve their skills; child labor - under the age of 16 - 

was abolished; discrimination based on race, nationality, gender and religion was banned; women 

were placed on the same level as men; the minimum levels of wages were established by local 

governments and had to be communicated to the Council of State; the contracts had to be used to 

regulate the relationships between companies and workers and had to specify the characteristics and 

terms of employment carried out; the companies in difficulty had the duty to reduce the number of 

staff but not before having consulted the staff and the unions of the workers; the workday was to be 

eight hours; the work week had to include an average of 44 hours of work; workers did not have to 

work in dangerous conditions and maternity was better protected; the worker advisory committees 

were to take place within companies.  

See : Warner M., Chinese enterprise reform, human resources and the 1994 Labor Law, The 

International Journal of Human Resource Management 7, No. 4, 1996 

See also: China, Labor Law, 1994, MOFTEC, Lex Mercantoria, 

https://www.jus.uio.no/lm/china.labor.law.1994/doc.html 
78 Cooney S., China's Labor Law, Compliance and Flaws in Implementing Institutions, Journal of 

Industrial Relations, 2007 : 673-686 
79 Ibid. 
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terminating the employment relationship but does not address the formation of the 

contract in any detail80. 

There have been successive attempts to fill the numerous gaps, however the 

clarification provisions are disseminated in various legal instruments and their legal 

status is not always clear, making them difficult to access by employers or 

employees81. 

As many scholars, such as Chang (2004) and Josephs (2009)82, have pointed out 

Regulation of Labor Relations has been given secondary importance in the 

development of a legal framework for a market economy, especially with respect to 

the main priority of attracting foreign investment. 

Overall, the new structure of Labor Law has shifted from an administrative structure 

organized by the state to a system in which workers are "reconceived and 

reorganized as individual subjects"83. If the main object of Labor Law is that of 

"counteract the inequality of bargaining power which is inherent and must be 

inherent in the employment relationship"84, then Chinese workers must rely on laws 

based on the status of a legal entity that is part of a contract. The Labor Law of 1994 

is still based on the working mentality of Chinese companies that shared common 

interests between management, workers and the Party85. 

                                                           
80 Cooney, S., Biddulph, S. Li, K and Zhu, Y, China's New Labor Contract Law: Responding to the Growing 

Complexity of Labor Relations in the PRC, The University of New South Wales Law Journal, 2007: 786-

801 
81 Cooney, S., China's Labor Law, Compliance and Flaws in Implementing Institutions, Journal of 

Industrial Relations, 2007: 673-686 
82 Chang K., Lun L., Dangdai Zhongguo Laodong Guanxi de Falü Tiaozheng Yanjiu (Theory of Workers' 

Rights) ; Beijing: China Labor and Social Security Publishing House, 2004 

Josephs, H., Measuring Progress under China's Labor Law: Goals, Processes, Outcomes, Comparative 

Labor Law & Policy Journal, 2009: 373-394 
83 Xu, F., The Emergence of Temporary Agencies in China, Comparative Labor Law and Policy Journal, 

2009 : 450 
84 Kahn-Freund O., Labor and the Law, Hamlyn Lectures, 1972 
85 Cooney S., Biddulph S. Li K. and Zhu Y., China's New Labor Contract Law: Responding to the Growing 

Complexity of Labor Relations in the PRC, The University of New South Wales Law Journal, 2007: 786-

801 
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In this first chapter, which serves as not only a historical, but also a socio-political-

economic introduction, in which China moved to achieve the objectives of openness 

and growth, I have considered the personnel management. Understanding the 

context in which China is now, influenced by the important changes I have spoken 

about, is important for dealing with the topic of this thesis in a more conscious way. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The economic boom and the labor market in China 

 

As I have already said, the high growth rate of the Chinese economy over the past 

twenty-five years was accompanied by the continued openness of the country to the 

rest of the world and to the free market. The foundations on which they built an 

international economy were not stable and this makes the rapid and unstoppable 

growth of the Chinese economy worldwide a unique phenomenon. 

Many of the multinational companies investing in Asia are moving their production 

and even management centers to China, still betting on the growth of this power in 

the coming years. 

In many aspects, China today has a new open and extended image86, far from Mao's 

China. In fact it is only with his death that, although slowly and with many 

difficulties, the new Chinese leadership changes its strategy, moving from a 

centralized and planned economy to an economy oriented towards greater openness 

to the logic of the market, but still linked to many premis rules, thus influencing the 

foundation and legislation of employment relationships. 

In the Seventies of the last century, the reform of rural areas was followed by the 

reform of the urban areas in the mid 1980s. So the great economic success of China 

is mainly due to the economic policies of Deng Xiaoping. The market has shifted 

from the three pillars of life-long work, fixed salary and control of appointments to 

more flexible rules adapted to national and foreign capitals, with a trend of 

increasing the power of employers. The objective pursued, through greater labor 

mobility and the overcoming of the state monopoly in the allocation of labor force, is 

that of the creation, for the first time, of a freer, more efficient and, in a certain sense, 

decentralized labor market. 

As I said in the first chapter, after the reforms of 1978, the growth of China has been 

remarkable, quadrupling its economy in the last thirty years: the pro-captured GDP 

                                                           
86 Examples are the 2008 Olympic Games or the 2010 World Expo. 
See: Cappuccitti E. M., Sammarra A., Secchi G., La Gestione delle persone in Cina. La diversità culturale: 
un’opportunità o una criticità?, Franco Angeli, Milano, 2007: 103 
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has had an annual growth of 8%. The factors that have made this economic success 

possible have been the high savings rate of the Chinese population, merging the 

savings in investments, the end of the rigid centralized control of the company and, 

more in general, the dynamics of meeting between the demand and the supply of 

labor, which have certainly encouraged large foreign investments in China and, with 

them, an impressive increase in gross domestic product. 

Fig. 1 : Level of GDP in China between 1960 and 2017 

Source : World Bank 

Therefore, economic growth is due not only to the efforts of the state to transform 

the economy from a planned economy to a market economy, but to individuals, the 

community and the foreign joint ventures that produced more than half of the 

national income. 

Although living standards were not completely high in cities and many Chinese 

workers were forced to live in crumbling apartments, in the last decades the quality 

of life has increased significantly87. It is possible to compare, in regard to 

development and well-being levels, Shanghai, Beijing, Shenzhen and Guangzhou to 

New York and London. 

Production up to ten years ago was of low cost and low added value, but now the 

quality is higher and the cost is limited : quality to Western standards is a reality in 

                                                           
87 Shirk S.L., The Political Logic of Economic Reform in China, University of California Press, 1993: 1-2 
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the country88. 

The Chinese consumer, unlike the Western one, does not have consumer culture. 

Only recently, wealthy people are buying goods and services that are not essential 

and the luxury market has developed. This means that the Chinese are receptive to 

every message, but their reactions are not predictable89. 

The productive power of China's immense cheap industrial machine, along with the 

increasingly rampant consumerism of a billion or more people, have turned the 

Chinese into what might be called "the most substantial natural resource on the 

planet"90. The greater the development of China, the greater its contribution to 

world welfare. In the next century, it is expected that new products, medical 

discoveries and services will be provided by China itself. Its contribution to the 

world society will increase from year to year91, with the same force that the 

industrialization and the expansion of America have had in the last centuries. 

 

 

2.1 Inequalities and discrimination 

The rapid change in the labor market has brought to light an impressive social issue 

that the Chinese government has for a long time left in the background, especially 

since the beginning of the Nineties with the abolition of the planned quota of 

assumptions by public companies. The planned economy certainly did not 

contribute to the efficiency and dynamism of a rigid and meticulously 

predetermined labor market both in rural communities and in different urban units. 

Nevertheless, it guaranteed to the workers, even if under the ideological mantle of a 

                                                           
88 An example are the telephone companies, such as Nokia, Sony-Ericsson and Motorola, which 
produce most of their models for Asia and the world in China. 
89 Cappuccitti E. M., Sammarra A., Secchi G., La Gestione delle persone in Cina. La diversità culturale: 
un’opportunità o una criticità?, Franco Angeli, Milano, 2007: 104 
90 Fishman T. C., Cina, How the rise of the next superpower challenges America and the world, 2005: 16-
17 
91 Naughton B., Chinese Economy: Transitions and Growth, The MIT Press, Massachussets Institute of 
Technology, 2007: 1-12. 
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purely frontal egalitarianism, full employment, job stability, uniform remuneration 

standards. 

 

2.1.1 Regional inequalities 

It is necessary to consider that the inequality between the territories of a single 

nation is typical of the industrialized countries. This causes the polarization of 

wealth in some areas, and poverty and backwardness in others. China, from the time 

it entered the free market and its industrialization began, was hit by this 

phenomenon, which is due to several factors, such as : the level of infrastructure, the 

endowment of resources and capacity, the degree of openness towards external 

markets and the combination of labor and capital factors in the production function. 

Indicatively, the regions of the coast are industrialized, but that hinterland is not. We 

can see in the map below, according to the Nominal GDP, the division of the regions 

in colors in 2017. 

 

Fig. 2 : Map of China's province-level divisions by GDP (in billions USD)  

Source : NBS  

 



53 
 

One of the big bets for the future of the country will therefore be stopping the trend 

of regional polarization to avoid serious problems of disequilibrium in the future, 

with the disadvantage of a very high demographic rate. 

With regard to discrimination, the Chinese are often intolerant of personnel from 

other places. This strong sense of belonging to the territory can create problems 

within the working group. This kind of phenomenon is due to the idea that who 

comes from other areas is not part of the same clan and therefore has no reason to 

integrate. It is enough to think of the internal division created once again by the 

hukou system, about which we will discuss soon. 

However, this is not the only reason for discrimination, in fact, according to a study 

conducted by Professor Cai Dingjian at the University of Political Science and Law in 

China, more than 85% of those interviewed say they have suffered discriminatory 

phenomena in ther workplace and more than 50% of them find that these 

discriminatory phenomena have had a considerable impact on their lives. The main 

causes of discrimination are : sex, age, health conditions, appearance, ethnicity and 

religion92. 

Discrimination takes place not only at the workplace but in all stages : from the 

moment in which the interview is held until the end of the employment relationship. 

30% of respondents claim to have been victims of discrimination regarding 

compensation and benefits, while 21% have suffered discrimination in regard to 

promotions in the workplace93. 

Discrimination is also present in job advertisements : often there are requests for 

specific ethnic groups, specific physical characteristics, even affecting the genetic 

aspect, considering only candidates with a specific type of blood94. 

It is interesting now to consider what are the main discriminatory causes to better 

understand the needs and peculiarities of today's Chinese labor market. 

 

                                                           
92 Lu J., Employment Discrimination in China: The Current Situation and Principle Challenges, Hamline 
Law Review, 2009: 2-6 
93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid. 
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2.1.2 Discrimination at work based on territorial provenance 

Rural migrants (nóngmín gōng, 农民工) often perceive more discrimination due to 

their economic and social status, their dialect or ethnicity.  

Those who move to cities in search of a job that economically supports their family, 

if married, suffer more discrimination at work than an individual without ties. 

Furthermore, migrants with more advanced school education suffer less from 

discrimination in the workplace or in the search for work and also perceive a higher 

salary than the others.  

Discrimination affects the permanence of the worker in the city looking for a job, 

because the subject subjected to discrimination has a low quality of life. Sometimes 

this makes the situation no longer bearable. 

Discrimination against rural workers is as a matter of fact due entirely to the hukou 

system, the internal passport system that does not guarantee social services to rural 

migrants95. 

First of all, these mingong workers are forced to work in dirty and unsafe 

environments, where they can often contract lung diseases. Very often they are not 

paid on a regular basis when they receive their salary with a delay of several months 

and in some cases, years. In addition, to be able to work in the city they are required 

a series of residence and work permits that are not requested to those who live in 

the city, on penalty of high fines. 

                                                           
95 The hukou system is mainly based on ensuring the belonging to a place (village, city), in which the 
mother is an original citizen. The system places strong restrictions on internal migration, also leading 
to an immobility that has led to an internal imbalance. The most populated areas in China are in fact 
the rural areas where 70% of the population live. Until the end of the 1990s, the system allowed a 
high number of "temporary" migrants to reside in the cities, the majority of which are known as 
mingong, 
rural migrant workers. These workers were not recognized by law as urban workers, so they did not 
enjoy in any way the rights linked to an urban hukou, such as health, education. They are not even 
granted permanent residency in the cities, so there is no possibility for them to settle forever in the 
city where they work. Every year the number of migrants increases. In fact, only at the end of 2009 
did the number of migrants exceed 150 million.  
See : Kam Wing Chan, Fundamental 's of China's Urbanization and Policy, The China Review, Vol. 10, 
No. 1, 2010: 69 
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This discriminatory condition disadvantages their already very critical situation: not 

being able to find work easily and the use of high fines in case of failure to present 

the necessary documents further impoverishes them. 

In the event that a migrant worker is able to get a job, the discrimination 

unfortunately does not end : there are differences in treatment, compensation and 

he also can not access the health and social system as normal urban worker96. The 

percentage of salary that must be paid by the employer as social security 

contributions in relation to these workers is lower97. 

In 2004, the average salary of an urban worker in the city of Chengdu was around 

1335.00 RMB, while that of a rural worker in the same city was around 780 RMB98. 

 

2.1.3 Discrimination at work based on gender 

Discrimination at work based on gender is generally referred to the female 

employee and it is still present in many countries for some types of jobs or positions 

within the company. As for the Chinese specificity of the case, discrimination is given 

by tradition and ancient values which, as we have seen previously, still have a strong 

impact on the Chinese population. 

Discrimination against women in the workplace can occur in several cases: at the 

time of job application, women are often not considered as possible candidates, or 

high standards are set that can not be reached by female candidates; very often they 

are also dismissed for expressing their desire to contract marriage or to create a 

family, since this would entail maternity and the consequent absence for a certain 

period of time from the working environment; other types of discrimination are 

lower wages, less chance to make a career; finally sexual harassment by colleagues 

and superiors. 

Female graduates find it more difficult to find a job, employing more time than the 

                                                           
96 Wang Y., Ni Y., Research and Analysys on Situation about Migrant Peasant Workers in Chengdu 
Metropolitan, 1 J. Sichuan U., Phil. & Soc. Sci. Ed., 2001   
97  Di Maggio R., Cina: struttura salariale e remunerazione dei dipendenti, 
http://www.newsmercati.com/Cina__struttura_salariale_e_remunerazione_dei_dipendenti 
98 Source: NBS 
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opposite sex. In the most important positions in the engineering and scientific fields, 

only 5% are occupied by women. In scientific and engineering fields, women face 

greater discrimination than men99. 

Only 63% of the female labor force worked in 2017, compared to 65.5% ten years 

earlier and the gender gap in labor force participation increased. While the female 

labor force participation rate was 83% in 2007, it had fallen to 81% of the male rate 

by 2017100. 

Brian Stauffer in his article " "Only Men Need Apply" Gender Discrimination in Job 

Advertisements in China" explains that discrimination in hiring is one of the 

important reasons for the gender gap, a phenomenon clearly advertised in job 

recruitment announcements, as detailed in the two following announcements101:  

 

                                                           
99 Lu J., Employment Discrimination in China: The Current Situation and Principle Challenges, Hamline 
Law Review, 2009: 2-6 
100 Stauffer B., “Only men need apply”. Gender discrimination in Job Advertisements in China, 2018, 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/23/only-men-need-apply/gender-discrimination-job-
advertisements-china 
101 Ibid. 
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This first announcement is for the management support position in the company 

Biadu's website, and it is specified in the job requirements that the person must be a 

man. 

 

This announcement was published by Alibaba on 7 March 2013, and is still on the 

company's website from 4 February 2018102. 

Some job offers require that women should have some physical attributes with 

respect to height, weight, voice or facial appearance, which are totally irrelevant to 

performing tasks. 

As we can see from this advertisement, some job offers use the physical attributes of 

women, often with photos of the company's current employees to attract male 

candidates. In recent years, China's major technology companies, such as Tencent, 

Baidu and Alibaba, have repeatedly published recruitment announcements boasting 

that there are "beautiful girls" (měinǚ, 美女) or "dee" (nǚshén, 女神) working for 

companies : a male worker from Tencent says that this is also the main reason why 

he started working at the company and a male employee of Baidu says that this is 

one of the reasons he is "so happy every day at work". Even the manager of the 

social media account for the recruitment of Alibaba published at midnight a series of 

photos of several young female employees and described them as "late night 

benefits"103. 

Lastly, sexual harassment is experienced by more than 80% of women in the 

workplace and is manifested in different ways, verbally, through private messages, 

emails, or physical contact104. 

                                                           
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Lu J., Employment Discrimination in China: The Current Situation and Principle Challenges, Hamline 
Law Review, 2009: 2-6 
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2.1.4 Discrimination at work based on age 

Sex discrimination is often accompanied by age discrimination : in manufacturing 

factories, most women are not taken after 35 years of age because they are 

considered less productive. For all other types of discrimination the government is 

working to reduce its persistence in the workplace through modern laws. There is 

no law that regulates discrimination based on the age of the individual and for this 

reason the employer can refuse the applications and set a maximum age limit for the 

position without incurring any penalty. Likewise, he can make wage discrimination 

for the same reason105. 

 

2.1.5 Discrimination at work for religious reasons 

Concerning religion, there are inconsistencies in this regard within the Chinese 

system. Some laws support the free exercise of religious belief by citizens, but this is 

in contrast to the Communist Party's policy and restrictions on it. 

Many people are subject to apparently unjustified dismissals, but they are actually 

motivated by the Communist Party because they are considered adverse to its 

policy. Furthermore, the possibility of working as a government employee fails 

because of religious status, because it requires membership as a member of the CCP. 

 

 

2.2 China and the WTO 

The WTO (World Trade Organization) is an organization born in 1995 in Marrakesh 

as an institutionalization of the multinational agreement on trade and tariffs106. The 

People's Republic of China officially entered the WTO on December 11, 2001107.  

                                                           
105 Ibid.: 22-23 
106 It was established in 1949 at Punta del Este, Uruguay. 
107 The signing of the accession agreement took place on November 11 in Doha. 



59 
 

The signing meant the modification and modeling of internal and foreign legislation 

on an international legislative model, through agreements with member states. With 

the accession to the WTO, a political point was reached of liberal reforms, which 

began in the early 1990s, such as : the liberalization of markets and the price system, 

the acquisition of the main legislative principles of international trade, the reduction 

of policies direct and indirect support for industrial and agricultural production and 

the adaptation of state-owned enterprises towards international standards. This 

liberalization was to be completed by 2005, when it actually went into full swing 

between 2008 and 2010. 

One of the liberalization policies is the reduction of the average tariff level for 

products entering the country : for example, as regards to the production of 

automobiles, China, with the entry into the WTO, reduced its current 80% import of 

cars ato 25% in 2006 and from 50% to 10% for spare parts108. 

It should be borne in mind that while on one hand, thanks to the WTO, the tariff level 

is improving, on the other there are still the "non-tariff barriers" at the protectionist 

level in China. These barriers limit the free movement of goods, for example the CCC 

(China Compulsory Certificate) is the necessary certification to import electrical and 

electronic devices. 

In addition to the WTO, at the global level, China is also facing a regional opening 

with ASEAN (Association of South-East Asian Nations), founded in 1967 with the 

main purpose of promoting cooperation and mutual assistance between member 

states to increase stability and accelerate economic progress. China has established 

a diplomatic relationship with all ASEAN member countries and in 1996 became the 

partner country for full dialogue109. 

 

 

                                                           
108 Cappuccitti E. M., Sammarra A., Secchi G., La Gestione delle persone in Cina. La diversità culturale: 
un’opportunità o una criticità?, Franco Angeli, Milano, 2007: 113 
109 Overview of ASEAN-China Dialogue Relations, ASEAN Secretariat Information Paper August 2018, 
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Overview-of-ASEAN-China-Relations-August-
2018_For-Website.pdf 
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2.3 The workforce : the regulatory framework 

The legislation of reference for workers and their rights and duties refers first of all 

to the Labor Law of 1994, of which I have already spoken about in the previous 

chapter, which, on one hand, introduced a first network of rules in the management 

of labor relations and, on the other, opens up to greater managerial freedom and 

discretion in fixing salary treatments and, more generally, in the use of forced labor. 

Subsequently the subject is reorganized into two laws : the 1999 Unemployment 

Insurance Regulations and the Payment of Social Insurance Premium and the 2003 

Regulations on Work-related Injury Insurance. The fundamental element of the 

legislative text is that it equates the status, and therefore the rights, of the workers 

of the state companies with those of any other foreign or foreign company operating 

in China110. 

The text establishes the fundamental rights of workers (number of hours per week, 

holidays, working age, etc.) ; it provides that contracts can only be for a fixed term, 

up to a maximum of ten years, and that they may concern an individual worker or 

group of workers111. The preference is first to the local staff, then to the Chinese one, 

then to the foreign one. 

An important feature of this law is the social one, since it provides that companies 

pension plans, insurance and other social benefits that in this way are no longer in 

charge of local governments (especially for the poorest areas was a problem). 

The main difficulty in applying this law, which does not pose particular constraints, 

lies in the heterogeneity of the working conditions of the country. Local 

governments are fundamental in negotiating contracts and managing labor, and 

respect for workers' rights is therefore dependent on the degree of wealth and 

openness of the area in question. 

                                                           
110 This is only partly true, since the salary of a worker in a private company must be at least 120% of 
what he would receive from a state company for the same job. 
See: Cappuccitti E. M., Sammarra A., Secchi G., La Gestione delle persone in Cina. La diversità culturale: 
un’opportunità o una criticità?, Franco Angeli, Milano, 2007: 125 
111 In this case they are negotiated with trade union institutions. 
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Since 2008 another law has been passed : the Employment Promotion Law (EPL). 

This law is designed to protect workers through job creation and the numerous 

forms of discrimination they face. Furthermore, it provides for the creation of 

organizations to support the worker in his research, promotes recruitment within 

the private sector and promotes equity within the workplace. The guiding principle 

of this law is that workers autonomously choose work and that the market and the 

government respectively regulate and create jobs through new avenues112. 

The EPL also takes care of the private sector and not just the state one. As 

aforementioned, it is involved in promoting recruitment within the private sector, 

but much more independent than the state sector in terms of wages and recruitment 

in particular. This independence, however, is largely the reason for the non-payment 

of wages to workers and their exploitation. This is due to the fact that the private 

sector with its many businesses and organizations is the major source of work for 

the Chinese economy113. 

 

2.3.1 Anti-discrimination laws 

The Chinese Employment Promotion Act (EPL) came into force on 1 January 2008. 

The statutory provisions prohibit discrimination based on factors such as gender, 

ethnicity, disability, irrespective of whether the job applicant is the bearer of an 

infectious disease and whether the candidate is a migrant worker or not. The law 

allows workers to take legal action in cases of alleged discrimination. According to a 

People's Daily interview with the National People's Congress representative, Zhou 

Hongyu, and the China University of Political Science and Law professor, Cai 

Dingjian, while plaintiffs have seen increasing success in civil disputes against 

employers since the EPL has taken effect, experts continue to press for special 

                                                           
112 Zhōnghuá rénmín gònghéguó jiùyè cùjìn fǎ 中华人民共和国就业促进法 (Employment Promotion 

Law), 第二条 Dì èr tiáo (art. 2). This Law shall come into force on January 1, 2008, 

http://www.npc.gov.cn/wxzl/gongbao/2015-07/03/content_1942851.htm 
113 Coonesy S., Making Chinese Labor Law Work: The Prospects for Regulatory Innovation in the 
People’s Republic of China, Fordham International Law Journal, Volume 30, 4, 2006: 1053 
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legislation on employment discrimination, and efforts continue both by the 

government and from civil society groups to tackle discrimination114. 

However, the statuses that include the ethnic group, race, sex and religious beliefs 

are protected. The gender of the individual is protected from discrimination both in 

the Labor Law and in the Employment Promotion Law. Article 13 of the Employment 

Law explains that women must enjoy the same rights as men in the workplace, with 

the exception of those working environments deemed by the State not suitable for a 

female worker. The raising of employment standards to benefit male workers is also 

banned115. 

Brian Stauffer (2018) in his article says that "As a state party to the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and the Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), China is 

obligated to eliminate all forms of discrimination in political, economic, social, and 

cultural spheres. International human rights law not only protects individuals from 

violations by state officials, but also from the government's failure to protect 

individuals from abuses by private individuals."116. 

In this regard, there is a law that deals with workers' rights in a specific way : the 

Women's Right Law which provides for the equal enjoyment of rights by both sexes 

and the same standards of employment. This means that men and women who do 

the same job must be paid the same way and furthermore, the work relationship can 

not be terminated due to pregnancy, marriage or maternity. This is a fact that often 

occurs within the Chinese working system : because there is fear of motherhood, we 

tend to hire only male workers to ensure the continuous presence of the worker. 

Although Chinese laws prohibit gender discrimination in recruitment and gender 

discriminatory content in advertising, laws lack a clear definition of what constitutes 
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gender discrimination, and provide some effective enforcement mechanisms. As a 

result, there is no great control by the authorities. 

Currently, the pension system provides for a different age group for pension benefits 

and a different amount of pension received in the same way. A woman receives a 

lower share than men, but at the same time men have a higher retirement age117. 

Sex discrimination remains present in both the city and the countryside despite the 

laws : an urban working woman earns 70% of a city worker's salary, while a rural 

woman earns up to 60% of a rural worker's salary for same job. Moreover, in many 

companies women are forced to sign contracts where they ensure their work 

commitment by renouncing maternity for the entire working period118. 

As far as sexual harassment at work is concerned, only in 2005 was an amendment 

made, although it is not very clear, as it is based on sex discrimination and is the 

source of many legal disputes. In 2007 a law was introduced that includes which acts 

constitute harassment, be it words, images or physical contact119. 

As regards the protection of migrant workers, the legislation is very recent also in 

this case. The probable cause is that China must comply with international standards 

in the workplace and with regard to the protection of human rights. 

The category of migrant workers is often not included in legislation and only 

recently have there been progress in protecting their rights. The ELP and the law on 

contracts of 2008 provide for the defense of the rights of this category, safeguarding 

them also from discrimination. 

The impediments within the labor market remain present because of the hukou 

system, which once again represents an obstacle to the personal and working 

fulfillment of the migrant worker. The law provides that migrant workers can enjoy 

all the labor rights required by law and that there is no discrimination between 

urban and rural applicants. These laws are once again ignored by companies. The 

cause is not only the law that does not provide important penalties, but it is also the 
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lack of awareness that migrant workers have their rights. Most of them do not know 

their existence, they ignore legislation that is sometimes effective. They surrender to 

conditions without hope for the future. Discrimination against migrant workers is 

often accompanied by gender discrimination. The largest number of workers in 

factories is female120. 

The category of disabled people has been protected from discrimination since 2008. 

Before the EPL of 2008 there was no type of protection for these workers. In 1990, a 

law was introduced for the disabled but it was very vague and only provided that 

they would enjoy the same rights in all respects equally. This law in China protects 

the rights of over 60 million people. Since the definition of a disabled person also 

includes many categories of people with specific diseases, the law also protects 

against discrimination related to the individual's state of health. Many companies 

require the worker to perform specific tests such as HIV or hepatitis B, but this 

behavior has been prohibited by law. The employer can not make any discrimination 

regarding the state of health of the individual. In 2004 the law concerning infectious 

diseases was launched following the outbreaks of SARS and provides that no 

discrimination is made for the carriers of contagious diseases unless it is explicitly 

forbidden by the statute. However, this law does not provide support for victims 

subject to discrimination, nor for any sanctions. Very often the anti-discriminatory 

causes are won by the disabled worker but later there is no support in the search for 

work. Disabled people are not allowed to qualify for jobs related to public services 

such as local government officials or administrations. Discrimination is made to 

workers with diseases such as diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, curvature of 

the spine, etc. The worker to be taken into consideration must perform tests to 

demonstrate that he is able to control the disease121. 

Finally, there are some discriminations that are not protected by law. These concern 

aspects of an individual's life that can not be controlled by the individual himself, 

such as the progress of time. 

                                                           
120 Ibid. 
121 Ibid. 



65 
 

Age discrimination is not prohibited by any law and is often used by companies as 

standard for access to work. This behavior by businesses is slowly fading because 

the lack of skilled workers often leads the company to require older workers. 

Generally the age limit in ads is declared to be 35 years : companies want young 

people. The retirement age has also been raised due to too many requests. Age 

discrimination is accompanied by height discrimination. Although businesses 

generally do not require minimum standards, many workers can not access 

government jobs because of their height. 

 

 

2.4 Labor cost and wage system 

Although salaries are increasing compared to the past and incentives are given to 

local managers (often they are loaded with responsibilities and securities they are 

not up to), the workforce has seen a sharp decline. This is due to the greater well-

being of the population, in fact women are no longer forced to work, so there is less 

participation in the working environment. Furthermore, the number of people that 

make up the workforce in China, as we can see from the data, is constantly 

increasing, as is the trend of the average age : the "young" component is giving space 

to the "old" one (over 65 years)122. This is also due to the one-child policy in place 

until 2015. This could cause the demographic policies of the Chinese government in 

the future. 

The labor force rate remains 80%, currently one of the highest in the world. The 

service sector is made up of a high level of labor at the expense of quality : workers 

are neither specialized nor qualified, more often than not, they learn the job at work. 

After 2008, the employment of workers in the service sector increased to the point 

that in 2014 it was estimated that it was made up of 40% of the workforce123. 
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As far as the localization of the workforce is concerned, it must be borne in mind 

that the majority (around 70%) are rural residents and a good number of these 

(around 46%) are engaged in the primary sector. Because of the low quality of life, 

they often emigrate to urban areas, but this is difficult because of the restrictions 

that there are in internal movements in the country, although they have not 

prevented the move from transforming the productive structure : from 1978 to 

2005 the percentage of employees in the primary sector has always fallen, shifting 

staff to the secondary and tertiary sectors. In this way the production of the country 

has gone from agricultural and heavy industry to industrial and business services. 

A problem of the Chinese workforce is the lack of mobility : Chinese companies can 

not hire personnel from different areas of the area where the plant has been 

installed. This is a mechanism that serves the government to control the localization 

of people in the various territories and to avoid a total migration to the cities. The 

company that wants to hire personnel from different areas must ask permission to 

the "labor bureau"124 who can accept the request, even by paying a tax on every 

"external" worker, or refuse it by proposing to the company to hire and train the 

staff in your area. Companies that request non-Chinese managers must demonstrate 

their necessity and the impossibility of replacing them with local staff. 

Currently, the limits for territorial mobility are more of a non-skilled workforce than 

technicians and managers, Chinese graduates returning from abroad and foreign 

managers. 

As I said, there is also to keep in mind that the Chinese are often intolerant to the 

personnel of other places. 

Despite the high demand, the market is not able to offer sufficient resources. 

Although China has a large population and every year Chinese universities produce 

millions of graduates, the number of professional and qualified people is very low : 

young graduates have an inadequate working attitude and lack experience, so there 
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is not enough qualified managers and different sectors are affected by the lack 

(industry, trade, research and development). 

Another major problem in China regarding the workforce is the low average level of 

specialization and low productivity. As I explained, this is to be found in errors in the 

Maoist era, so the low production requirement required for production, the low 

average level of education and technical training. In recent years, the government 

has invested in the technical and specialized training of labor to compete at 

qualitative levels, in addition to price, internationally. 

 

2.4.1 The problem of education 

The problem of education has been limited in a limited way by the Maoist 

government, whose purpose was that of extending education only at the primary 

level to the greatest number of possible people. With the beginning of the reforms 

then, the constraints for access to secondary education were abolished, and new 

training institutes and technicians were also built, also with the aim, by educating 

the population, to open China abroad with the role of producer of low added value 

goods: In an atmosphere of official condemnation of the educational policy of the 

years of the Cultural Revolution, Deng Xiaoping, in the role of new leader of the CCP, 

promoted a profound reorganization of the educational system inherited from Mao. 

The focus on egalitarianism and the class struggle was abandoned and the emphasis 

was placed on the quality of education, on the principle of competitiveness 

(jìngzhēng xìng, 竞争性), on the importance of exploiting individual talent and on 

the mastery of technical and scientific knowledge that would prove useful for 

national development. The examination system was reintroduced and, together with 

this old institute, the key-schools, to which most of the national education funds 

were allocated, re-emerged and repopulated the cities : in 1981 there were a total of 

4,016 key-schools in China, a decidedly high figure compared to that relative to the 

pre-Cultural Revolution phase in which less than 100 were calculated125. 
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The new educational program was aimed at promoting a "competitive liberal" model 

that, clearly in contrast with the "red" ideas of Mao, abandoned the excessive 

interest in the social functions of education in China, giving priority to the goal of 

producing specialist knowledge. The new educational climate was no longer based 

on an atmosphere of cooperation, but rather on a highly competitive system that 

promoted new values such as the competition between students and that of 

professional success through their own scholastic merits. The aim was to develop an 

approach focused on teaching and the so-called "quality education" (sùzhì jiàoyù, 素

质教育)126 that would stimulate a critical attitude in children and adolescents. 

It was in 1985 that the first step towards the formalization of this new structure was 

the issue of a document by the CCP, "Decisions on the Reform of the Educational 

System" (guānyú jiàoyù tǐzhì gǎigé de juédìng, 关于教育体制改革的决定), with 

which set itself the goal of establishing compulsory education through a 9-year cycle, 

underlining the need to leave to local authorities the task of developing compulsory 

education. 

In 1993, the State Council (国务院, guówùyuàn) issued the "Guidelines for the 

Reform and Development of Education in China" (Zhōngguó jiàoyù gǎigé hé fāzhǎn 

gāngyào, 中国教育改革和发展纲要), with whom we set ourselves the objective of 

achieving an illiteracy rate among young people of less than 5% by the end of the 

20th century. In fact, according to official statistics, in the course of the 1990s only 

76% of counties, where 91% of the national population resided, made progress in 

making primary education universal127. 

Tsang shows that public spending on education increased from 34.63 billion yuan in 

1986 to 90.68 billion yuan in 1996 at constant prices in 1986, with an annual growth 

rate of 9.1%. However, since the end of the 1990s, the percentage of school funds 

allocated by the central government began to decline (from 84.46% in 1991 to 
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61.66% in 2000)128, increasing the dependence of local administrations on non-

governmental resources. 

The Chinese government today is investing a lot of money to send students to study 

abroad, so as to raise the profiles of their technicians and managers. John Wang in 

his article "China sends more students abroad than any other country", explains that 

In 2011 the number of Chinese students studying abroad reached 339,700, almost 

17 times that of a dozen or so Years ago. Since the end of the 1970s, more than two 

million Chinese students have studied outside their country of origin, according to 

Wang Boqing, founder and principal expert of MyCOS, a Chinese educational 

consulting company, citing statistics from the Chinese Ministry of Education129. 

The aim is to acquire the know-how and then spend it in the companies and 

universities of the country so as to make them more competitive internationally. In 

fact in many Chinese cities business schools, scientific research centers etc flourish : 

for example, in Shanghai there is the CEIBS which has reached the top 20 places in 

the world ranking of MBAs. In addition to purely Chinese facilities, there are also 

joint ventures with European and American universities. 

The openness towards abroad has highlighted the importance of a more complete 

higher education and China is investing large amounts of resources to make its labor 

market more complete. Since 2010, the Chinese government has implemented 

guidelines for the dissemination of higher education : through the latest Guidelines 

for the reform of medium-long term Education and Development Plans, which is 

committed to implementing, has set itself the goal to increase university 

participation to 40%. 
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2.4.2 Cheap Labor 

The term "cheap labor" refers to a low-cost worker. Economically China is very 

developed, and one of the keys to success unfortunately has been the exploitation of 

workers, even minors. Since the beginning of internal migration in the 1950s, China 

has been able to stock up on people willing to work to survive, has been able to 

exploit this labor force and use it in industry : these workers are still paid very little. 

An example is that of the employees of the company Timberland, who, to make a pair 

of shoes, sold in Europe for 150 euros, in the city of Zhongshan a 14-year-old boy 

earns 45 cents of euro. She works 16 hours a day, sleeps in the factory, has no 

holiday or health insurance, risks intoxication and lives under the oppression of 

boss-tormentors. To make a pair of jogging shoes Puma, a Chinese woman gets 90 

eurocents: the price in Europe is 178 euros for the model with the Ferrari logo. In 

the factory-lager that produces for Puma the rhythms of work are so intense that the 

workers have their hands painfully deformed by the continuous effort130. 

The foreign companies, being able to produce at a low cost, have decided to establish 

factories within the Chinese territory, being able in this way to use the Chinese 

workforce. This represents a huge advantage from an economic point of view, since 

it allows to reduce production costs to a minimum. 

The lower the production costs, the greater the competitiveness of the goods on the 

market and the revenues of the company itself. If China decides to increase 

production costs by increasing workers' wages, it would result in a severe decline in 

exports of its goods to the West131. 

The characteristics of the low-cost labor force are : low wages, little insurance and 

few benefits at work. Often these workers are forced to change jobs frequently, they 

do not have any type of work training. These job positions are very unstable, they 

are often threatened with being dismissed if they do not comply with the working 

conditions. Often, these workers come from ethnic minorities, or from 
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disadvantaged social sectors, in the case of China they are migrant or rural 

workers132. 

The Labor Law of 1997, and its subsequent amendments, regulates the management 

of wages for foreign-owned companies. According to this law, the company's board 

of directors can decide the average level of wages by type of enterprise, hence the 

minimum subsistence wages. 

The iniquity of wages in China today is still a real discomfort factor, a consequence 

of the situation we have analyzed above : level of school education and 

discrimination. Furthermore, wage inequality is linked to industrial development, 

for which China has for a long time focused its attention on the detriment of 

agriculture, linked to regional development and linked to the state. 

With regard to the last point, companies in the market sector have had a greater 

chance of reaching higher profits and being more efficient than companies in the 

state sector that must completely comply with the directives of the state. This has 

therefore led to an increase in profitability and wages for individuals working within 

these. However, even in companies in the state sector there has been a certain 

increase in wages. In this case there is a question of wage disparity between the 

companies themselves : since they have been more independent, many companies 

retain part of the profits for the welfare sector and part as bonus, the latter is 

distributed among the workers that raises the level of income. 

I have already explained that during the Maoist age and for thirty years starting 

from 1950, the socialist plan was put forward to make everyone equal. According to 

this system, the compensation of urban citizens was "standardized", that is to say 

that they were fixed to a specific sum and remained fixed for a long time. In rural 

areas, however, there remained a small disparity due to the distribution by the 

central government of the fruits of the land and of the salary in an unequal way 

compared to the efforts. Nevertheless, there were no major problems of inequality in 

general. The problem arose in a short time. Fixed wages did not incentive to work, so 
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production levels did not increase as the worker knew that, working efficiently or 

not, he would still get his usual salary. With the era of Deng Xiaoping things began to 

change : with the introduction of the free market, the salary was no longer fixed, but 

determined by the market itself. So the production levels went up because the 

workers had to work more efficiently to obtain a higher salary, and it is the same 

principle that applies within today's labor market. This allowed the rapid economic 

growth and hence the wage inequality that today causes serious internal 

problems133. 

So, since the level of wages is not the same for the whole of China, the costs incurred 

for production change depending on whether you move more or less close to the big 

cities, and does not correspond to the labor force. So if you move from big cities, the 

labor costs certainly less, but it also lowers the level of professionalism of the staff. 

So, if the purpose of the Chinese activity is export, the internal areas are considered 

competitive for the low cost of labor, if instead the purpose of the activity is internal, 

the coastal areas are more efficient. It is enough to note the city of Shanghai, one of 

the richest Chinese cities, an important port and every day thousands of commercial 

and financial transactions are carried out. Since it was also one of the first Special 

Economic Zones, it was able to enjoy, before other regions, the technological 

developments brought by the West. Compared to another non-coastal region, there 

is a drastic fall in both quality of life and salaries. Regional diversity therefore had a 

very strong impact on wage inequality and on the demand for work by companies, 

who are willing to pay for skilled and well-trained workers. 

As some regions are implementing policies to support workers' rights, several 

companies have begun to turn to more inland regions of China looking for workers 

to exploit, such as the Hunan and Jiangxi regions134. 

The phenomenon of Cheap Labor, in fact, is more interested in coastal areas because 

they are the ones that have the greatest chance to start commercial activities with 

foreign countries. 
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Although China can boast a still very competitive labor force, production is slowly 

moving towards even more advantageous areas, such as Vietnam, Cambodia and 

Bangladesh135. 

This could make believe that China is losing not only competitiveness, but also the 

source of its growth. It is important to think about the situation in China : although 

the work force starts to be less economic, it is essential not to forget that China has a 

large population, the majority of which is still rural workers without any 

professional qualifications. In fact, over 40% of the workforce still works in rural 

areas, and is still exploited as low-cost labor force. 

Therefore, China will be able to enjoy for a sufficiently long period of time a labor 

force able to make the state competitive on the market136. 

 

2.4.3 Temporary Staffing 

The term "Temporary Staffing" refers to fixed-term (or temporary) work. Chinese 

companies use it mainly for a question of costs : the determined work saves money 

(cost-saving optics) and also allows a certain flexibility in the employment of 

workers. It also allows in most cases, to circumvent the contractual obligations on 

the part of companies, thus placing the worker in a situation of disfavor. It is a 

cultural heritage that unfortunately is still reflected heavily in today's labor market. 

Recruitment of these temporary workers takes place through a network of 

companies located in small towns or villages. This shows that even though the 

market for temporary workers is growing strongly, it is still very immature. In 

recent years the ban on companies to hire staff without going through the 

competent state companies has been eliminated, which has meant that companies 

have the opportunity to hire workers of greater value than what happened 

previously. The temporary employment agencies limited themselves to managing 

the insertion of fixed-term workers, but did not carry out any intermediation 
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activity. The needs of companies that use temporary staffing today are mainly skilled 

laborers with specific characteristics (age, gender, personality), the dismissal of 

excess staff, the solution of problems concerning personnel management, cost 

reduction, the "try and hire ". 

In recent years it has been noted that an increasing number of workers, especially 

those who are forced to emigrate to the cities, live in inhumane conditions, so 

attempts to strike or suicide are a tangible reality in China. As the government is 

concerned about any unrest that may arise from these hardships, it is committed to 

implementing policies to raise the level of minimum wages for workers. The 

problem in implementing these directives arises when the large foreign 

multinationals located in China are not willing to submit to directives, as China has 

always presented itself to the world as an inexhaustible source of cheap labor. 

This is in contrast to the great expectations of young graduates who, having invested 

time and money in their studies, dream of decent job and an adequate salary, but 

often are forced to meet the harsh reality : despite the excellent academic results, 

their skills are not enough. Since companies, on the other hand, are not willing to 

pay more workers, many have decided to move to other states in Asia, where labor 

is even cheaper. Countries like Vietnam are becoming the basis of many companies, 

as Vietnam being a low-income country, can provide workers at an even lower 

price137. 

Since the planned share of public sector recruitment in state enterprises has been 

abolished, the Chinese labor market has become more efficient and dynamic. There 

is no longer a rigid control on the company, but rather the dynamics between supply 

and demand are freer and this has favored the increase of foreign investments in 

China. The problem that arises from greater freedom for companies is however 

found in working relationships : companies set the remuneration treatment at their 

discretion, the same is true for contractual conditions. All this happens to the 

disadvantage of the worker who, often, to accept the job is forced to submit to 

humiliating conditions. In fact, there are different cases of exploitation of Chinese 

                                                           
137 Colli-Lanzi S., Il mercato del lavoro in Cina, http://www.sussidiarieta.net/files/lanzi.pdf 



75 
 

workers forced to work for countless hours every day to bring home a salary that 

allows them to barely survive, forcing them to abandon their families and lead a life 

of hardship. 

To effectively regulate the dynamics of the labor market, a new law on labor 

contracts to protect workers was introduced in 2007, but entered into force in 2008. 

This law, which has intimidated foreign multinationals, has served to regulate both 

Chinese labor and social dynamics. The law has served to raise the regulatory 

standards for the protection of Chinese workers, which in the long run will have 

more than positive effects on the market. 

 

2.4.4 The policy of the New Normal 

In 2015 a National People's Congress (CNP) of the People's Republic of China (PRC) 

was held, in which it was stated that it wanted to implement the New Normal 

economic reform. This provides that the increase in economic growth and the 

employment of the labor force remain stable throughout the process. This new idea 

of economic policy has been elaborated following the evident reduction of the 

Chinese economic growth : while in the past years the Chinese economic growth was 

double-digit, sometimes exceeding 12% per year, in the last years it has been 

noticed that its economic growth did not exceed 7-7.5%. This is the Chinese 

government's commitment : to maintain economic growth at a rate of 7% per 

annum, a higher percentage than the more gradual Western economic powers, 

including the United States138. 

Although economic growth has slowed, it seems that the labor market is responding 

well : the new urban jobs that have been created exceed expectations and 

unemployment remains stable at around 4%. The average pay has grown in line 

with nominal GDP, the city-city gap has not increased and the labor market remains 

flexible and strong. 
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Internal migration is key to understanding the current flexibility in the Chinese labor 

market. In 2013, one third of the total Chinese workforce implemented this 

migration process in urban areas. However, there are still several problems linked to 

migration : it is mainly about hukou. 

The structural flexibility of the Chinese labor market is the key to the success of the 

Chinese economic transition towards the New Normal. First of all, the stability of the 

labor market during an economic restructuring can be more easily achieved by the 

efficient redeployment of the workforce through social policies139. 

This would make it possible to mitigate the cyclical work crises that occur due to a 

surplus of workers employed in state companies. Furthermore, these social policies 

will encourage internal migration that will contribute to the creation of new jobs in 

cities in the medium term. These policies, however, will have to involve the internal 

passport system in order to effectively operate them : in fact, hukou will no longer 

have to be an obstacle, but it will have to represent a key : the key to access the 

services sector that will guarantee even greater flexibility economic. 

The New Normal reform aims to increase the urbanization rate to 60% by 2020. 

Structural reforms are what the labor market needs to reinforce : from the tax 

reform that would affect the pension system and would allow greater labor mobility 

between the provinces to the reform of services that would make the services more 

competitive : although this would be to the detriment of workers and companies 

because there would be more competition between them, it would generate greater 

welfare through the creation of work and the raising of income. Finally, the reform 

of hukou would eliminate any obstacle regarding labor mobility in favor of rapid 

urbanization, through the employment of migrant workers in urban areas where 

they could enjoy greater social benefits. 
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2.5 Perspectives for foreign companies 

The main concern expressed by foreign companies is the lack of qualified personnel : 

despite a population of almost one billion four hundred million people, China does 

not have enough talent. This circumstance is attributable to at least elements : at 

first, the demand for professionalism is high, but there are no professional people. 

This is especially true with reference to managerial levels and in particular in the 

industrial, finance, trade and logistics sectors. A major shortcoming is also present in 

the research and development sector, in which foreign multinationals have invested 

with the opening of new centers (in Beijing and Shanghai) where qualified personnel 

are required in greater numbers than actually available, with a gap which seems to 

increase over time ; there are also no specialized and certified technical figures, as 

well as medium and high level technicians. 

A second order of problems arises from the lack of young people with a degree of 

preparation that meets the standards required by multinationals: in recent years in 

China the demand for qualified and experienced staff has constantly increased and, 

although the local education system produces millions of graduates each year, most 

of them do not have the skills or the experience to make up for the huge current 

demand140, in the absence of experience, interpersonal skills and linguistic skills, as 

well as showing (outside the large urban centers of coastal strip) a work attitude 

that does not always reflect the actual need of companies. 

A third aspect is given by the high percentage of turnover (it is calculated 20% more 

than the global average), especially among new recruits and staff recently joined the 

company, due to the strong imbalance between demand and supply of new talents. 

This trend heavily affects companies, which see their investment efforts thwarted by 

the dismissal of workers a short time distance, being then forced to start from 

scratch. And even the young worker, continuing to do job hopping141, does not 

develop a consolidated professionalism, risking being in forty years in serious 

                                                           
140 Di Maggio R., Cina: struttura salariale e remunerazione dei dipendenti, 
http://www.newsmercati.com/Cina__struttura_salariale_e_remunerazione_dei_dipendenti 
141 The “job hopping” consists of making multiple professional experiences in a relatively short period 
of time. 
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difficulties. The competition between companies to grab the best talent is so strong 

that the change of personnel is a real scourge for companies. Even if the current 

financial crisis has effectively reduced the turnover rate and the negotiating power 

of employees, foreign investors should be careful not to lose the best staff at the 

right time. 

A final element is represented by the trend in salaries and the workforce. On the one 

hand, in fact, the salaries of staff are growing at rates higher than inflation, in 

addition to the fact that often, as a form of incentive to local managers, are assigned 

titles and responsibilities in the face of experiences and skills not up to : to maintain 

the continuity in the quality of the goods or services offered and to counteract the 

knowledge leakage from the company, some investors pay local staff more than the 

market value. In this way, however, competitiveness is reduced and low-productive 

employees are encouraged to stay in the company. This problem has been 

exacerbated by the new labor contract law, which makes it much more difficult to 

dismiss staff ; on the other hand, as I have already explained, the number of people 

who make up the workforce for aging and reduction of female participation 

decreases. 

 

2.5.1 The loyalty of Chinese personnel to the company 

It is necessary to start from the assumption that Chinese culture is based on vast 

Chinese units. Individuals are fully recognized in these units. 

The first foreign companies realized that foreign employees had no moral ties to the 

company, while the opposite happened inside Chinese companies, so much so that 

they became a unique and private life. Given the lack of interest in the foreign 

company, the problem was that of the precariousness of the work relationship and 

the absence of fidelity. Turnover is a real problem in China : the replacement takes 

place particularly between recent graduates and newly hired staff, as there is a 

strong imbalance between talent supply and demand. This creates enormous 

difficulties because the companies that invest in the training of personnel, find 
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themselves having to start from scratch with the training of new young people 

inexperienced. 

The solution of every foreign company in China is to make the employee loyal : build 

a solid corporate and social group image that employees recognize, necessary for 

loyalty and commitment from employees. The aim is to create a name that is so 

famous as to make employees proud of working : membership of a famous company 

is a reason for loyalty from the employee. Companies support a series of integration 

costs, with the aim of making the work environment foreign and new more 

"familiar". 

The Chinese employee expects a series of benefits, that is, production and personal 

bonuses. Therefore the development of compensation combinations and medium or 

long-term incentive benefits becomes important. 

The Chinese companies also have additional costs : incentives and integration costs, 

which the company must support to make contact with the Chinese culture less 

traumatic, for example benefits for the family, respect for the hierarchy, initiatives to 

motivate and share and participate employees, about which I will talk specifically 

later. We must therefore carefully and preventively consider the quality and 

characteristics of the work force sought, since a wrong approach on compensation 

and benefit policies can lead to a short decline in motivation and high turnover, and 

therefore to the failure of the settlement and development projects company. 

The goal that the government has set itself is to achieve a "harmonious society" 

through the implementation of various policies set out in the five-year plans. In 

recent years, the government has been more involved in resolving the problems 

affecting society, be they linked to the work, social and economic fields. And so, we 

return to the concept of "harmony" of the Confucian tradition. 

However, the primary objective remains economic development and every area of 

society must collaborate in its fulfillment. The implementation of the policy to 

encourage the return of the overseas chinese (huáqiáo, 华侨) is a clear 

demonstration of this. The families of these students fleeing from China who are not 

willing to return home are sanctioned because they harm the nation. The 
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government, through incentives, is persuading many of them to return to the 

homeland, in this way hopes to make up for the serious lack of qualified personnel in 

the domestic labor market. 

These new policies, the frequent reforms to which the hukou system is subject, the 

Labor Law and contracts show the Chinese government's willingness to modernize 

the internal system in order to reach the international standards required by the 

organizations it belongs to. However, internal problems remain various. The Chinese 

government needs to be more committed to developing a more balanced and 

equitable internal labor market by implementing strict policies against local 

governments that do not implement the law in their territory. The well-being of 

workers should be in first place, in this way it would be easier to achieve the 

economic development that China has set as its goal. A satisfied worker, in fact, helps 

the development more as he takes on the values of the company he works for, to the 

point of identifying with them. This would result in a more flexible and fair labor 

market. 

In this chapter I wanted to provide an overview of the labor market in China, both in 

its structure and in the management field, to later explain the basics of cultural 

management as a tool for optimizing and synchronizing the company system. From a 

global viewpoint, it is no longer possible to ignore the satisfaction and performance, 

behavior and thoughts of the personnel, since these depend on the operation of the 

company. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The impact of culture on Human Resources 

 

Today, more and more organizations and companies operate on an international 

scale and cannot underestimate the influence of cultural differences on business and 

management. The presence and development in foreign markets increasingly 

depends on the effective work, the sensitivity and multicultural skills of the 

manager, who, if sent abroad, must be supported by the company in every phase. 

I believe it’s necessary to have an adequate awareness and competence on 

intercultural communication and management in order to avoid problematic 

situations. 

 

 

3.1 The climate and the culture of organizations 

When the workplace is lived in an impersonal, cold or hostile way, the worker 

progressively separates his goals and his destiny from those of the company, ending 

up giving the job the meaning of "place of punishment". The colleague becomes a 

suspicious and unreliable "jail’s mate". Motivated in appearance by the desire to 

avoid a career, he is the symptom of the impossibility of communicating and 

socializing on a more mature level142. It is focusing on implicit, informal, symbolic, 

latent aspects in organizations that can be valued and dignified at work as a source 

of satisfaction and well-being, and as a tool to improve the quality of life. The well-

being of an organization is the result of a set of parameters including the 

organizational climate, that is the prevailing atmosphere that surrounds the 

organization, the level of morality and the intensity of feelings of belonging and 

                                                           
142 Grimaldi G., Il ruolo del management nell'analisi e nella creazione del clima organizzativo: il caso 

Asystel. Un. degli Studi G. D'Annunzio di Chieti e Pescara, 2003 
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affection and goodwill that is found among the employees143. So, understanding an 

organizational climate is therefore important to interpret the relational dynamics 

within the group that arise from the result of the structures, the individual 

behaviors, the mission and the corporate vision. The climate is internal to the 

organization, and its assessment has its first effect on those who are part of it, in fact 

it influences the attitude of workers to focus on their work performance and 

personal relationships. However, the business climate is perceived also from the 

external environment, contiguous to the organization: customers, suppliers, public 

opinion, in order to know also their perception towards the organization144.  

The climate in turn is influenced by the degree of acceptance of the employees of the 

organization's culture. The organization’s culture is defined as the network of 

norms, values and traditions that regulate actions in a given organization. While the 

climate has above all an evaluative dimension, for example it can be good or bad, 

culture is normative, ie it refers to what is allowed or advisable to do, or not to do, 

within the company. Organizations develop their own culture that provides the 

members mental schemes on how to perceive, evaluate and act. The essential aspect 

of culture consists in traditional ideas, especially in the values connected to them145.  

Organizational culture plays an important role because it contains the cognitive 

models that guide the interpretation of events and individual and collective action 

and provoke models of emotional response that influence the sense of belonging to 

the organization146.  

In fact, some studies have found that the congruence between the values identified 

and the values of the organization positively affects professional satisfaction, work 

commitment and job loyalty to the organization147. 

                                                           
143 Mullins L.J., Management and organisational behaviour, Financial Times ed., 2005 
144 Quaglino G., Mander M., I climi organizzativi. Il Mulino, Bologna, 1987 
145 Kluckhohn C., The study of culture, in Lerner D., Lasswell H. D., The policy sciences, Stanford, 

Stanford University Press, 1951 
146 Gagliardi P., Monaci M., La cultura, in Costa G. e Nacamulli R. C.D. (a cura di), Manuale di 

Organizzazione Aziendale Vol. 2, UTET, Torino, 1997: 189-226 
147 Van Vianen A., Peson-organization fit: the match between newcomers’ and recruiters’ preferences for 

organizational cultures, Personnel Psychology, 53(1), 2000: 113-149 
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Atkinson (1990)148 argued that an organization's culture is expressed in the 

assumptions on which work is performed and in the types of behavior that are 

encouraged or discouraged. Culture is also linked to the forms of communication 

that are established in an organization. To collaborate it is necessary to share some 

common assumptions and some standards through which it is possible to judge our 

and others' actions149. Moreover, when accepted by the employees, the company 

values make the employee himself identify with the organization, accept the rules 

and be motivated to try to achieve the organizational objectives150.  

Culture is reinforced by a system of rituals and traditions, forms of communication, 

informal structures, attitudes and behaviors. Schein (1985) suggests a culture 

classification on three levels: artifacts, values and assumed values. Artifacts are 

constructs of the physical and social environment, that is, physical spaces, written 

and spoken language and the manifest behavior of groups of people; the group 

justifies its actions and behaviors based on the values that the members in it share; 

finally the assumed values are the solution, the unconscious answer, they guide the 

behaviors and determine the ways of perceiving, thinking and feeling of the 

groups151. 

Many scholars have questioned the existence of harmonious and coherent 

organizational cultures, with values and beliefs shared unequivocally by all 

members152. According to this approach, in many organizations coexist partially 

divergent or even antagonistic subcultures, which often reflect the internal divisions 

between hierarchical levels, functions, company divisions, professional groups or 

coalitions of interest153. 

Regarding the cultural approach, from the organizational point of view, there is the 

idea of a relationship between culture and organizational effectiveness. Some 

                                                           
148 Atkinson P.E., Creating cultural change, Management Services, 34, 7, 1990 
149 Varey R. J., Art of appreciation, Professional manager, 2001 
150 Cartwright J., Cultural transformations, Financial Times Prentice Hall, 1999 
151 Schein E. H., Organizational culture and leadership, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1985 
152 Gagliardi P., Monaci M., La cultura, in Costa G. e Nacamulli R. C.D. (a cura di), Manuale di 

Organizzazione Aziendale Vol. 2, UTET, Torino, 1997: 189-226 
153 Sackmann S. A., Culture and subculture: an analysis of organizational knowledge, Administrative 

Science Quarterly, 37, 1992: 140-61 
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scholars, such as Peters and Waterman (1982) , argue that companies that achieve 

excellent performance are based on strong organizational cultures, so that they can 

have a culture made up of norms with shared values capable of appropriately 

defining the company strategy, or having a consistency between organizational 

culture and expectations stakeholders and the external environment154. According 

to this thesis, therefore, organizational culture is shaped by management. 

Organizational culture is stimulated by various factors: the philosophy of mission 

and corporate vision, strategies and recruitment systems oriented to select people 

with values and attitudes that adapt to organizational culture, staff training and the 

socialization process of new recruits, incentive, promotion and compensation 

systems that contribute to rewarding or discouraging behavior patterns and 

guidelines deemed desirable or undesirable, organizational planning, articulation of 

activities and roles and definition of organizational procedures, use of symbols, rites 

and corporate ceremonies. 

The moment when it is easier to root or change a certain organizational culture is in 

the start-up phase of the company or in times of crisis or decadence. Cultural change 

causes an "internal shock", manifested by the discomfort and frustration, or even 

rejection, of many members of the organization towards the new culture. This can 

cause dissatisfaction and employee turnover. 

 

 

3.2 Intercultural management 

3.2.1 Social culture and organizational culture 

Social culture and organizational culture are two distinct concepts. According to 

Hofstede (1993), social culture is characterized by fundamental and profound values 

shared by the majority of the members of a social group, while the organizational 

culture is something more superficial that manifests itself mainly in the visible 

                                                           
154 Peters T. J., Waterman R. H., In search of excellence: lessons from America’s best-run companies, New 

York, Harper and Row, 1982 
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practices and behaviors of an organization, which are acquired by its members from 

the moment they enter the organization.155 

Social culture is a system of values and beliefs, socially acquired through a process of 

learning, often unconscious, that begins from childhood, which affects the way of 

perceiving, thinking and acting of the members of a community. Prescribing 

elements that act on individual and collective behavior are largely taken for granted 

and influence the mental patterns and cognitive processes of individuals even before 

their behavior. 

The organizational culture – Gagliardi (1986) explains – is considered as the system 

of meanings publicly and collectively accepted, operating in a certain group at a 

given time156. 

Although social culture and organizational culture are two distinct concepts, they 

are not totally independent. Each member of the organization is not "culturally 

neutral", but brings the culture of one's own social group also in the work context in 

the form of behavioral attitudes, values and models of communication. 

It is also necessary to consider that organizational culture contributes to forming 

and modifying social culture, since it influences the values and practices of the 

members. An example is the cultural interaction between multinationals and local 

contexts. Waters (1995) explains that the multinationals directly contribute to 

nurturing the process of cultural globalization taking place in many countries157, and 

therefore the public opinion and the mass media in order to address the purchasing 

preferences of global consumers. The multinationals also indirectly influence the 

cultural models of the society in which they operate. Individuals working in the 

same acquire the role of cultural mediators towards the members of the social 

community of origin. 

 

                                                           
155 Hofstede G., Cultural constraints in management theoris, Academy of Management Executives, 

Summer, 7(1), 1993: 81-94 
156 Gagliardi P., The Creation and Change of Organizational Cultures: A Conceptual Framework, 1986: 

58 
157 Waters M., Globalization, New York, Routledge, 1995 
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3.2.2 National culture: the analysis of cultural factors 

National culture has been defined as the set of values, beliefs and expectations 

acquired socially since childhood that distinguishes the behavior of individuals of a 

given nation from others.158 Hofstede (1990) says that culture is to the community 

as the personality is to the individual159. According to Hofstede, culture is the 

collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of a group or a 

category of people from others. He also calls it a “software of the mind” with a 

metaphor.160 Jaeger (1986) defines it as "shared behavioral theories and mental 

schemes"161. 

National culture is socially built through people's daily life experiences and is 

influenced by historical, geographical, political, economic, social specificities of each 

country. It is formed over time and that is why it is difficult to change, at least in the 

short term. 

Every society shares rules, values and symbols that are proper to it. It is therefore 

said that every society has a different culture. In multicultural work contexts, it often 

happens that people have to work alongside foreign colleagues. If on one hand the 

situation is very enriching and productive, on the other it can cause problems of 

"cohabitation" linked to the different cultural ways of acting and interacting; 

knowing them can help us to draw important indications and, therefore, implement 

behavior strategies that smooth out possible differences and facilitate the 

professional relationship. 

 

 

                                                           
158 Hofstede G., Culture and organizations, London, McGraw-Hill, 1991 
159 Hofstede G., Culture’s consequences: international differences in work-related values, Beverly Hills, 
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160 Hofstede G., Motivation, leadership and organization: do American theories apply abroad?, 
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3.2.3 Cultural Dimension Theory 

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimension Theory (1997) identifies the following cultural 

dimensions through which it is possible to screen the various countries of the world. 

These are the power distance index (PDI), individualism vs collectivism (IVC), 

uncertainty avoidance (UAI), masculinity vs. femininity (MAS), long-term orientation 

vs. short-term orientation (LTO), indulgence vs. restraint (IND). Hoftstede collected 

much of its data on cultural values in the world through surveys conducted by IBM, a 

US technology and consulting company. He then proposed a scoring system on a 

scale of 1 to 120162. 

As for the PDI, it indicates the point at which the less powerful members of 

organizations and institutions (such as the family) accept and expect that power will 

be distributed unequally. Low scores away from power mean that a culture expects 

and accepts that power relations are democratic and that members are viewed as 

equals. High scores away from power mean that the less powerful members of 

society accept their conditions and take note of the existence of formal hierarchical 

positions; 

IVC is the degree of integration of individuals into groups. Individualistic cultures 

emphasize the achievement of personal goals. In collectivist societies, the group's 

goals and its well-being are more appreciated than those of the individual; 

The UAI is the tolerance of a society towards uncertainties and ambiguities. This 

dimension measures the way in which a company manages unknown situations, 

unexpected events and the stress of change. Cultures with high scores in this index 

are less tolerant of change and tend to minimize fear of the unknown through the 

application of rules and/or rigid laws. Companies with a low score are more open to 

change and have fewer laws and regulations, with more free directives; 

The MAS is the distribution of emotional norms between the sexes. This dimension 

measures the level of importance given by a culture to stereotypical male values 

such as assertiveness, ambition, power and materialism, as well as to stereotypical 

feminine values such as the emphasis given to human relationships. Cultures in a 

                                                           
162 Hofstede, G. Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind, London: McGraw-Hill, 1997 
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high position on the scale of masculinity generally have more significant differences 

between the sexes and tend to be more competitive and ambitious. Those with low 

scores show less gender differences and give greater value to the development of 

relationships; 

The LTO describes the temporal horizon of a society. Cultures with a short-term 

orientation appreciate traditional methods, devote considerable time to forming 

relationships, and generally have a circular view of time. This means that past and 

present are interrelated and that what cannot be done today can be postponed until 

tomorrow. On the contrary, the long-term orientation is found, in which time is seen 

as linear and one looks to the future rather than the present or the past. It is an 

attitude aimed at the result, in which the rewards obtained are valued;  

The IND measures the capacity of a culture to meet the immediate needs and 

personal desires of its members. Those who give importance to the sense of control 

have rigid social rules and norms, under which the satisfaction of the impulses is 

regulated and discouraged. 

 

Hofstede emphasizes that cultural dimensions are only a framework that helps to 

evaluate a culture and thus make better decision-making processes. There are other 

factors to consider, such as personality, family history and personal wealth. The 

proposed dimensions do not allow to predict individual behaviors and do not take 

individual personalities into consideration163. 

Hofstede later realizes that not all cultural models are adaptable to all cultures. He 

was surprised by the Asian growth of the second half of the twentieth century and 

thus identified Asian’s cultural factors164: Hofstede (1998) through a Chinese Value 

Survey (CVS) found that this supported its dimensions of distance of power, 

individualism against collectivism and masculinity against femininity, but did not 

support uncertain avoidance. 

                                                           
163 Ibid. 
164 Hofstede, G. and Bond, M.H., The Confucius Connection: From cultural roots to economic growth, 
Organisational Dynamics, 1998: 5-21 
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What this survey brought out was another dimension that Hofstede called 

"Confucian dynamism" that seemed to be linked to economic growth. In particular, 

this was linked to the pursuit of social virtues rather than to the search for truth. 

Within this dimension there are several sub-dimensions: 

• Persistence, as a general perseverance and tenacity in pursuing a goal; 

• The ordering relationship, because in China the relations are clearly 

defined, with strong hierarchies that people observe very carefully, 

which I will discuss later; 

• Thrift, since savings in China are very much taken into consideration: 

this leads to the creation of economic products in production and 

reliable in use and to a careful economy with finances and 

consequent profitable enterprises and nations. A high level of savings 

and reduced indebtedness lead to more financially stable institutions; 

• A sense of shame: if the goals are not achieved, then it is considered 

shameful, so much so as to "losing face". I will speak about this aspect 

later. 

The merit of Hofstede was that of having created a real line of studies, which 

over time has been enriched by other more complex and precise models. 

Among these, the GLOBE study deserves to be mentioned. 

The GLOBE study (acronym of Globe Leadership and Organizational Behavior 

Effectiveness) is a research program launched in 1992 in 62 countries with 

the aim of identifying the impact of cultural values on organizational policies. 

It presents itself as a completion of the Hofstede model, with which it shares 

some dimensions of analysis, namely the distance of power, the aversion to 

uncertainty and the orientation to the long-short term. To these are added six 

more: assertiveness, human orientation, future orientation, gender 

equalitarialism, performance orientation, institutional collectivism and in-

group collectivism. 
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Again, a multidimensional analysis is carried out, whose outcome is 

summarized in a specific score and in a classification of the Countries in 

special clusters. The manager of a certain community will have no difficulty 

in settling and transmitting his own culture in a company belonging to the 

same cluster. Vice versa, if the countries belong to different clusters, these 

will have to make decisions and implement appropriate behavior to avoid 

generating cultural conflicts. 

 

 

3.3 Effects of cultural differences on organizational processes and 

structures 

The organizational set-ups, according to Hofstede (1980), are more influenced by 

two cultural dimensions, of which I have already spoken in the previous paragraph: 

the distance of power and the aversion to uncertainty, which in turn influence the 

degree of centralization and the degree of formalization and standardization165. 

Generally, in societies characterized by a low power distance, organizations are 

more decentralized, while in countries characterized by high power distance, a high 

degree of decision-making is more frequent, a system of strong formal authority and 

marked differences in status between hierarchical levels. 

In societies that have low aversion to uncertainty, organizations are less 

bureaucratic, while in countries where social culture is characterized by high 

aversion to uncertainty, organizations are more bureaucratic. 

Hofstede (1980), with the aim of describing the influence of cultural dimensions of 

distance of power and aversion to uncertainty on the organizational structure, 
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resorted to four metaphors: the pyramid, the machine, the village market and the 

family166. 

The "pyramid" is the prevailing organizational model in countries where there is 

both a high distance of power and a high aversion to uncertainty, so there is a strong 

decision-making at the top and a high degree of formalization and standardization of 

activities and procedures. Part of this group are, for example, Italy and France. 

The "village market" is opposite to the pyramid. The organizational model in this 

case is prevalent in countries where the distance of power is low and the aversion to 

uncertainty is low, so decision-making power is more distributed. Belonging to this 

group, for example, are the United States and the United Kingdom. 

The "machine" exemplifies the organizational model of countries in which there is 

low power distance and high aversion to uncertainty, so organizations tend to be 

highly formalized but do not have a particularly centralized power structure of 

authority. Take Germany and some continental European countries as an example. 

Finally, the "family" metaphor, in which we position China. This includes countries 

characterized by a high distance of power, but low aversion to uncertainty. 

Organizations are modeled on the traditional family model, in which the top, like the 

head of the family, has great power, the work relationships are personalistic, the 

degree of formalization is limited and protection and loyalty are very important. In 

particular, as far as China is concerned, the family, in addition to being a metaphor of 

organizational structure, is a proprietary structure and control of enterprises based 

on the family model. According to this model, the level of formalization is kept low, 

the use of elaborate systems of governance is limited and the decision-making 

process is very rapid. 

Some scholars state that the typical organizational structure of companies replicates 

the traditional family structure167. The Confucian organization is based on a strict 

hierarchy in which the leader, who is both head of household and head of business, 
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has the task of exercising power in the interest of the group receiving in return great 

respect. This translates into a paternalistic vision of the company that, in fact, 

especially in the past, provides benefits such as housing, training and childcare. 

Family members are involved in running the business from generation to 

generation, without taking into consideration external partners and guaranteeing a 

lasting commitment to the company that allows them to adapt a long-term strategic 

orientation. 

A negative aspect of this family model is the fact that it can slow down the 

development of the company since maintaining ownership within the family circle 

can be limiting, depriving it of more qualified managerial skills. 

Although, as I have said, there are national differences regarding organizational set-

ups and processes, we must also take into consideration different thesies. The first 

argues that there are convergences today. The national differences in management 

styles, company practices and organizational structures are destined to gradually 

fade with the increasing globalization of the economy168. Another part of the 

academic literature is opposed to this thesis, arguing that the cultural specificities of 

different countries decisively influence companies. A third perspective argues that 

both convergence and divergence coexist with conflicting effects on different 

management dimensions. For example, Child and Kieser (1981) found that the more 

structural aspects of organizations and management are sensitive to international 

convergence, while soft variables and micro processes, such as motivational 

structure and behavioral patterns, influence cultural and national values169. 

Maria S. Plakhotnik, associate professor at Florida International University, argues 

that many companies, which have become global, change their markets, structure, 

processes, practices and culture, so other global companies try to build a new kind of 

organizational culture which is based on values and beliefs that are "complete and 

compelling" for all employees, regardless of their country of origin, ethnicity or 
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professional experience. He argues that there is a new way of understanding 

business culture, increasingly based on the global but that must also deal with local 

feelings and drives170. 

We can not therefore neglect that culture profoundly influences the behavior 

and attitudes of individuals: it would mean interrupting internal 

communication between the subjects, but above all creating problems that 

could compromise the path of internationalization. 

Which of the approaches, ie local differentiation or global integration, should 

be adopted? On the basis of the Hofstede model and the GLOBE model, which 

I also mentioned in the previous paragraph, it can be concluded that, 

although there are groupings of countries with rather similar cultures, it is 

not possible to state that two cultures are totally identical. Therefore, 

deciding to follow a global integration policy is in any case risky. It is 

therefore necessary to follow a strategy oriented towards local 

differentiation, which does not flatten but, indeed, preserves cultural 

differences. 

When I interviewed Mr. Wu, Marketing Manager at L'Oréal Shanghai, he told 

me that “L'Oréal is an organization that respects people from different 

backgrounds. And it is the diversity and difference that makes the place 

interesting. It is specifically ruled in the contract first of all”. 

I think this is the right approach. It is therefore important that organizations 

do not follow the path of ethnocentrism, that is, the certainty that their 

culture is, without an apparent logical reason, superior to the others. 
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3.3.1 Motivational needs and processes 

The knowledge of motivational processes is one of the fundamental problems in the 

management of human resources and in the understanding of organizational 

behaviors of companies. Motivation is a psychological process that determines the 

birth, direction and persistence of voluntary actions directed towards a goal. In the 

field of management motivational theories are of great interest because they explain 

what are the levers that guide the behavior and actions of the members of an 

organization towards the achievement of high levels of performance and the 

achievement of corporate objectives. 

The motivating factors identified in the literature are many and include unmet 

needs, reinforcement mechanisms determined by the positive or negative 

consequences of past behavior, the nature of the task, expectations, beliefs and 

individual interests. All these mechanisms capable of triggering motivational 

processes are influenced by different cultures. Therefore, individuals belonging to 

different cultures could present a different motivational structure and, therefore, 

respond in a substantially non-homogeneous way to the same incentives171. 

Researches have identified different types of needs that drive human behaviors. 

According to Maslow (1964), there are five predefined levels of needs, which 

manifest themselves according to a scale of arrogance: physiological needs, security 

and safety, social needs, esteem and self actualization. A need ceases to be 

motivating when it has been satisfied and the satisfaction of higher order needs is 

not sought until lower-order needs are met172. Maslow's theory underestimates 

individual and cultural differences, so it is often criticized. 

Alderfer, in his ERG theory (Existence, Relatedness, Growth), combines together the 

five levels of need in three categories defined as "existence needs", "relatedness 

                                                           
171 Schuler R.S., Rovovsky N., Does national culture really matter? Predicting HRM preferences of 

Taiwanese employees, Journal of International Business Studies, 29, 1998: 159-177 
172 See also: Aruma E. O., Hanachor M. E., Abrham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Assestment of Needs 
in Community Development, Department of Adult and Non-Formal Education University of Port Harcourt, 
P.M.B 5323, Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria, International Journal of Development and Economic 
Sustainability Vol.5, No.7, European Centre for Research Training and Development, UK, 2017: 15, 
http://www.eajournals.org/wp-content/uploads/Abraham-Maslow’s-Hierarchy-of-Needs-and-
Assessment-of-Needs-in-Community-Development.pdf 
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needs" and "growth needs". The former includes the physiological and safety needs, 

the second the social or belonging needs, the growth needs, finally, include those of 

esteem and self-fulfillment. The main innovation lies in the idea of a continuum 

between the different levels, as opposed to the Maslowian hierarchy. The ERG 

theory recognizes that the order of importance of the three categories may vary 

from person to person173. 

A further refinement of the needs analysis occurs with McClelland (1987), who 

introduces the type of "need for achievement"174: the motivation stems from the 

need to measure one's own abilities through the achievement of successes in 

activities assessed as important.  

The innovative element is to have understood that the need to self-realization, that 

is the need for success, is in the middle of the other two types of needs, that of 

affiliation and that of power. In other words, the motivation for success declines 

between an individual instrumental tendency towards success, the imposition on 

others, and a social tendency that legitimizes success only to the extent to which it is 

realized within values shared by the community.  

These approaches to needs have emphasized the nature of cognitive processes, and 

the personal and environmental factors capable of influencing, in an 

undifferentiated way, the choices and the concrete working behaviors. Motivational 

theories centered on needs, however, run the risk of being partial, because they 

explain the great complexity of motivational aspects simply by listing the needs, 

goals and incentives that underlie the work behavior of any subject. In other words, 

the difference between people, situations and cultures is not taken into 

consideration. 

Recognizing that the structure and motivational processes can be influenced by 

cultural factors has important managerial implications, especially as regards 

                                                           
173 Alderfer C., Existence relatedness, and growth: human needs in organizational settings, Free Press, New 
York, 1972 
174 McClelland D., Human Motivation, Cambridge UP, New York, 1987 
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incentive systems, such as salary increases, social awards, promotions, assignment 

of tasks of greater complexity. 

The analysis of the motivation to work must take into account a contextualization of 

the worker within the cultural system from which it comes and must also make the 

process of integration between the worker's original culture and the company 

culture within which the working activity. 

A study conducted in five Japanese multinationals operating in China (Kyoden, 

Canon, Casio, YKK and Kirin) showed that no company had adopted the same 

policies of the staff of the parent company in its Chinese subsidiaries due to cultural 

differences and the economic context, because they were not very attractive and 

motivating for Chinese personnel175. For example, I have already said that turnover 

in China176 is a constantly increasing phenomenon, so multinationals must resort to 

short-term financial incentives, so as to retain the employee's loyalty. 

Based on the interviews I held, it was confirmed that turnover in China is still a 

problem. A good way to stem this phenomenon is certainly to offer incentives, such 

as promotions, increases, benefits, greater responsibilities. It seems that the 

performance-based salary scheme is used in China.  

Among the companies I considered in the interviews, the only one that certainly 

does not offer incentives to solve the problem of turnover is Campari, which follows 

a strong culture and business philosophy. The employees of this company have the 

annual bonus, which is a motivating factor, as well. 

The worst aspect of turnover is certainly that of the resources wasted in the training 

of employees. The turnover frenzy, especially for the most qualified jobs and for 

newly graduated workers, is also linked to cultural factors. Observing Gordon Styles, 

                                                           
175 Hong J. F. L., Easterby-Smith M., Snell R. S., Transferring organizational Learning systems to 

Japanese subsidiaries in China, Journal of Management Studies, 43(5), 2006: 1027-1058 
176 According to data collected in 2004 by Watson Wyatt Worldwide, the manager turnover rate 

reached 13.2% in Shanghai, 12.5% in Shenzhen, 10.6% in Beijing and 10.3% in Canton. In Shanghai, 

the average residence time for a high-level employee is 2.5 years, much shorter than the 4 years in 

the United States.  

See: Arduino A, Bombelli M. C., Le sfide di human resource management in Cina, Sviluppo & 

Organizzazione, n. 215, 2006: 21 
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general director of Star Prototype, families make their children believe they are 

phenomena and create huge expectations in them. The result is that these guys are 

extremely impatient because they believe they can become company leaders already 

at thirty and their career becomes an obsession177. 

Surely the increase in wages over the last few years has partially curbed the 

problem. "Three years ago - says Maurizio Galante, Managing Director of Omp 

Mectron, a mechanical company in Shanghai - when we started our business in 

China, we had serious problems with turnover. Today, however, our workforce is 

more stable. Probably, this is also due to the increases we have granted to our 

employees: some over three years have more than doubled the salary»178. 

The problem of management and enhancement of cultural diversity is part of 

diversity management, whose main objective is to give life to an environment that 

has its roots in inclusiveness, where differences are not a source and a reason for 

discrimination but, on the contrary, push towards a real listening to the needs and 

needs of all, no one excluded. An approach, that of Diversity Management, which 

then comes to be a radical change within companies, both from a cultural point of 

view and from a strictly organizational one. 

 

 

3.4 Cultural and intercultural sensitivity 

The Chinese market is complex and highly dynamic and requires a cross-cultural 

approach. The dynamics of access and relations with companies and institutions are 

profoundly different from those of the West, and the corporate vision that must be 

obtained in order to achieve success in China is also different, just as there are 

different business approaches that must be considered and known. 

                                                           
177 Vinciguerra L., Aziende cinesi ostaggio del turnover, Il Sole 24 ore, 2012, 
https://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/impresa-e-territori/2012-10-19/aziende-cinesi-ostaggio-
turnover-092821.shtml?refresh_ce=1 
178 Ibid. 
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The success of a negotiation in China often signals the entry, usually through joint 

ventures, of the western enterprise in the country. To manage the negotiation and 

possible infrastructures, from the headquarters to the commercial network, it is 

necessary to face some difficulties deriving from cultural factors. We need to 

implement "strategies of cultural approach", since relations will not only be 

economic but multi-sectoral: respect for the rules and the ability to turn them in 

their favor are essential elements of success. 

Cultural sensitivity is the condition for managing the "cultural costs", which can not 

be quantified in terms of budgets, but which in fact occur continuously. 

Cultural learning is a process: Bennett (1993) in his “Model of Cultural 

Competencies” defines intercultural sensitivity in terms of personal growth phases. 

Developing intercultural sensitivity means learning to recognize and face the main 

differences between cultures in perceiving the world. His model of ultural sensitivity 

development is divided into six stages, divided into two phases179. 

The first phase, the ethnocentric one, in which the individual assumes that his vision 

of the world is central to reality. It includes denial, that is, the inability to see other 

visions of reality, which leads to isolation or separation; defense, which occurs when 

the Other is perceived as a threat. It can take three forms: denigration, a sense of 

superiority, overturning, thus denigrating one's own culture in favor of the other; 

the last phase of ethnocentrism is called by Bennet minimization, ie the superficial 

acceptance of diversity180. 

The second phase, the ethnorelative one, is when there is the awareness that ours is 

a culture and that a behavior can only be understood within a cultural context. In the 

ethnorelative phases, the difference is no longer considered a threat, but a challenge. 

The states of this second phase are acceptance, ie the ability to recognize and 

appreciate cultural differences in their specific context, adaptation, that is, the ability 

to see cultural categories in a flexible way and the acquisition of new behavior in an 

empathic and supplementary way; the last phase is constructive marginality, a sort 

                                                           
179 Bennett, M. J., Towards Ethnorelativism: A developmental model of intercultural sensitivity. In R.M. 
Paige (Ed.) Education for the intercultural experience. Yarmouth, ME, Intercultural Press, 1993 
180 Ibid. 
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of point of arrival, that is, the fact of not belonging to any culture and being an 

outsider. This state really allows to be a cultural mediator and have the ability to 

operate according to multiple perspectives181. 

This study shows how important it is to have an intercultural acceptance and 

constructive approach to address countries that are so culturally different from 

ours. 

With the process of globalization, today it is certainly less important to have 

experienced managers of Chinese culture and language than in the past, as the 

country has gradually opened up to Western perspectives and the degree of cultural 

tolerance on the part of the Chinese is greater. However, expats need to be sensitive 

and empathic, as well as open to Chinese culture and history, to adapt to the style of 

Chinese management. 

Therefore, the search for talent seems to have formed as one of the new frontiers of 

Chinese HRM models, which are more and more shaped by cultural variables, still 

dominant despite the opening up of China and its globalization. There are cultural 

factors that still strongly affect the mindset of the Chinese population and can not 

but also affect the various dynamics that affect the labor market and, consequently, 

the management of human resources. We will therefore try to describe the impact of 

culture on HRM processes on the analysis of the different components deriving from 

the consistent Chinese cultural heritage: the guanxi, the mianzi and the hierarchy. 

 

3.5.1 “Guanxi”: the Chinese network 

The guanxi (Guānxì, 关系) represent personal relationships between individuals in 

Chinese society and have important implications in interpersonal dynamics. They are 

personal relationships, mutual exchanges of favors, kinships and bonds of common 

origin182. 

                                                           
181 Ibid. 
182 Jaussaud J., Liu X., When in China ... The HRM practices of Chinese and foreign-owned enterprises 
during a global crisis, Asia Pacific Business Review 17, n. 4, 2011: 473–91 
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The Chinese build these relationships throughout their lives to reap social and work 

benefits. Unlike the way to conduct business in the West, usually very formal and 

focused on work, in China to have a fruitful business or institutional relationship, it 

is necessary to establish a personal relationship based on mutual knowledge, 

respect and trust. One of the outstanding characteristics of labor management in 

pre-industrial China was that the guanxi were more important than the rules. 

Etymologically, the Chinese word guanxi is composed of guan (guān, 关) and xi (xì, 

系): "guan" in the past meant "door" or "passage" and "xi" means "belonging" and is 

used in reference to relationships and for kinships183. So "guanxi" means "entrance 

door into a group" and this indicates the social importance that the guanxi has for 

every Chinese citizen who, with a good guanxi, has the possibility to count on the 

people of his network to face any kind of need.  

A fundamental aspect in guanxi is reciprocity: the recipient of a favor is required to 

return it in the course of his life, without temporal limits. The term renqing (rénqíng, 

人情, "human feelings, favors"), which could also be translated as "reciprocity" 

(huíbào, 回报), represents this concept. These exchanges must also be credible and 

secure, so even the xinyong (xìnyòng, 信用), or the "credibility", is a fundamental 

requirement of the guanxi relations.  

Understanding the existence of guanxi is necessary for anyone who wants to have a 

profitable experience in China and to build long-term business in this Asian country: 

building a relationship with partners while respecting their culture is very 

important. The ability of a manager to build interpersonal relationships is not 

negotiable, or is acquired by people who have a long experience in the country, and 

therefore are able to understand how a negotiation can evolve from the beginning, 

since a deep network of guanxi makes Chinese companies more able to capture less 

conditioned information about potential candidates, so they will not spend 

significant financial resources, or pay each other time to maintain friendships and 

knowledge during the negotiation process. 

                                                           
183 Warner M., In search of Confucian HRM: theory and practice in Greater China and beyond, The 
International Journal of Human Resource Management 21, n. 12 (2010): 2053–78 
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For Chinese managers the construction of a good network is an important social and 

work goal that they need to obtain as quickly and easily as possible: for a Western 

manager who decides to deal with a Chinese manager, it will be necessary to know 

that no relationship business can be disconnected from the construction of an 

interpersonal relationship with the other.  

Being accepted in a network of personal or business relationships is a great honor 

for a foreigner. Relations in the business context, according to the parties involved, 

can be classified into two distinct categories: business-to-business (B2B) guanxi, if 

both parties are business subjects, for example in the supplier-customer 

relationship, and business-togovernment (B2G) guanxi, if the relationship concerns 

a business subject and a government official184. 

The sense of family and the compulsory reciprocity and the establishment of 

friendly relationships in the business world are distant or negative concepts for the 

way of conceiving business in the West. In the Chinese mentality, however, the 

guanxi are not directly attributable to corruption: they are part of society and 

culture from the first years of life of every individual. This is why it can be said that 

there are "good" forms and "bad" forms of guanxi: the "bad" ones will facilitate, for 

example, the paths taken by the less deserving individuals but supported by a 

consistent relational background but the "good" ones will have the power to 

guarantee companies the lowest recruitment costs, to ensure that individuals can be 

informed better on the companies for which they will propose and guarantee the 

establishment of business relationships that are even more cooperative, precisely 

because they are based on more friendly relations185. 

Finally, I therefore believe that the guanxi do not represent a negative element for 

business in China. It is essential, however, that companies know how to account for 

these welcome behaviors, which help to make relationships more manageable. 

                                                           
184 Park, S. H., Luo, Y., Guanxi and organizational dynamics: Organizational networking in Chinese firms, 
Strategic Management Journal, 22(5), 2001: 455-477 
185 Nolan J., Good guanxi and bad guanxi: Western bankers and the role of network practices in 
institutional change in China, The International Journal of Human Resource Management 22, n. 16, 
2011: 3357–72 
Hom P. W., Xiao Z., Embedding social networks: How guanxi ties reinforce Chinese employees’ retention, 
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 116, 2011: 188–202 
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3.5.2 The hierarchy structure 

The Confucian doctrine, which gets its name from its founder Confucius, has 

continued to influence the mentality of Chinese people over the centuries: the 

teachings transmitted by Confucianism still have visible effects on the behavior of 

individuals. 

As I have already said, the typical Confucian hierarchy in China is still one of the 

traditional cultural factors present. Having a clear hierarchical structure is one of the 

most important elements both for concluding favorable operations and for 

establishing good relations with Chinese partners. This provides that the structure 

ends with the top management: seniority is the criterion for assigning authority to 

the members of the group, so the elder is the only legitimized to the decisions, while 

the younger ones do not make decisions directly and should not be asked from the 

other Party. 

The pursuit of this hierarchical order, however, results in companies having a 

negative impact on decision-making: workers are often victims of the respect that 

they hold for the hierarchy and are immobilized in their roles, damaging their 

prospects of professional growth. The motto bu zai qi wei, bu mou qi zheng (bù zài qí 

wèi, bù móu qí zhèng, 不在其位, 不谋其政) means "if you are not in a managerial 

position, you should not take care of business" and transmits perfectly the ideal of 

attitued pursued by Chinese employees. 

As the hierarchy in the Chinese group must be clear – “This can be easily deduced 

from the various appellations that are used when addressing a superior” Manfredi 

Tedesco, Sales Manager at London Food Ltd., Shanghai said in the interview - it must 

also be clearly legible in the Western delegation, which must have a head of 

delegation, considered as the only legitimate to make decisions, under which there 

must be managers and technicians. The aim is to understand the structure of the 

partner, so as not to lack respect. Very often during the negotiations, the delegation 

of the guests is commanded by people without responsibility within the company, 

and this is considered by the Chinese counterpart as lack of interest and lack of 

respect. 
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The love for the hierarchy and its respect express the Chinese need for recognition 

of the individual by society, with the aim of harmony, according to which each 

member must have a precise role and know who to respect and who should have 

respect. If the hierarchy of the counterpart is also well defined, harmony is created 

within the two groups, and consequently a balance between them. 

 

3.5.3. “Losing face” 

The respect that the Chinese demands is not only personal but also social. The idea 

of society is different from the Western one, in which individual and single are two 

distinct units. In China, the individual exists as a function of society, so the 

recognition of the individual within society on the basis of hierarchy and his work is 

essential. Mianzi (miànzi 面子 “face, reputation, prestige”), in a strongly hierarchical 

and collectivist society like the Chinese one, is the reputation of every person, as 

well as the prestige that it possesses in the places it attends: work, school, family. 

I decided to start from these two expressions, which, in my opinion, make it clear 

how serious losing face is for a Chinese: Rén hòu liǎn, shù hòu pí 人后脸, 树后皮, 

which means "men cannot live without a face as trees can not live without bark " and 

Nǐ méiyǒu miànzi 你没有面子, which means "you have no face", a common insult 

against a person. 

In the West, reporting errors in the workplace is a constructive process, but for the 

Chinese it is a real humiliation to make a mistake in public: "losing face" (Diūmiànzi, 

丢面子) is a source of great embarrassment and shame. In many cases even the 

position within the group is lost. In this situation all the mechanisms of mutual aid 

and respect, typical of guanxi, are less. 

The Western manager must once again have the cultural sensitivity to behave 

according to this mechanism. After understanding how the group rewards or 

punishes the individual, the Western manager must implement a strategy: to ensure 

that positive decisions are always attributed to Chinese managers, while mistakes to 

Western ones. The Western manager will never “lose its face”, since it is not part of 
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his culture, but for a Chinese it would mean losing everything. In this way, the 

Chinese manager will remain grateful for a long time, because he is aware of the 

great gesture made, and gives the possibility to the whole Chinese hierarchy to be 

able to ascertain the managerial superiority of its managers towards foreign ones186. 

It is important to say that the "losing face" and the concept of guanxi are connected. 

If you do not give credit and show respect to the guanxi of a Chinese manager, this 

equates to make him lose face. 

 

3.5.4 Chinese symbols and label in business relations 

The Chinese label (Lǐjié, 礼节) includes the rules that govern social habits. In the 

past, almost every aspect of Chinese life was regulated by rituals (Lǐ, 礼): failing to 

observe one of these rituals meant breaking the Confucian ethical code. With the 

advancing globalization and modernity, the weight attributed to the observance of 

these ritual norms has been diminishing but not completely lost. There are some 

rituals that I believe that those who go to work in China should be aware of to better 

understand and manage the interpersonal relationships I mentioned above. 

For example, when two people meet, the traditional way to greet, now fallen into 

disuse, consisted of a bow holding their hands hidden in the sleeves of their clothes. 

Handshake is also used in China today. For a Westerner, the handshake must be firm 

and strong, so as to demonstrate self-confidence. Instead, for a Chinese it does not 

have to be strong, but it must last a few seconds. As a general rule, the Chinese 

prefer to wait to be introduced by someone from their group or counterpart. Self-

presentation is seen as inappropriate and uncivilized. Immediately after, the ritual 

for the exchange of the business card takes place, which must be given and received 

with both hands, with a slight bow of the head, as a sign of respect. Whereas for 

Westerners, the business card simply explains ones’ position within the company, 

information about him and contacts. For a Chinese person it is an important element 

of identity: it is a qualification of one's own hierarchical position and belonging to a 

                                                           
186 Cappuccitti E. M., Sammarra A., Secchi G., La gestione delle persone in Cina. La diversità culturale: 
un’opportunità o una criticità?, FrancoAngeli, Milano, 2007: 158-159 
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group, gives an indication of the social position and consequently suggests to the 

interlocutor the type of relationship to be set during the interview. Once the 

business card has been received, it is advisable to dedicate some time and attention 

to read it before putting it carefully into your pocket: the business card represents 

the person who gives it and consequently must be respected. 

Some ways to establish a more personal relationship are, for example, inviting 

important customers to lunch and dinner, both in terms of negotiation and social 

gathering. This is also confirmed in the interviews I held. In this case it is the Chinese 

guest who chooses the place. Gatti (2006)187 and Croci (2008)188 explain that the 

seating arrangement is rather formal and based on a hierarchical rule: being 

directed towards the entrance door denotes a higher hierarchical position, all the 

other individuals will be arranged accordingly following a descending order 

according to their position. Sitting to the right of someone is equivalent to holding a 

position of greater importance than those on the left: for this reason the most 

important guests will be seated on the right of the most important representative of 

the party that offers the banquet. During the succession of the numerous courses it 

is advisable to eat slowly and in moderation, since to stop eating before the end 

would be rude and could give the impression of being offended. 

Drink, Gatti explains (2006)189, is an important part of the banquet. Toasts can not 

be avoided, so if you do not intend to drink it is good to make it known from the 

beginning in order to avoid any kind of embarrassment and misunderstanding. You 

start drinking only after the highest representative of the host party has proposed 

the first toast. When he pronounces ganbei (Gānbēi, 干杯) which literally means 

"emptying the glass", everyone present should drink a toast. After this first toast, the 

highest among the guests is also invited to toast to the health of his guest and to 

thank for the welcome. One of the precautions is, at the time of the toast, to address 

                                                           
187 Gatti A. F., Etichetta e consuetudini negli incontri di affari, in Magda Abbiati (a cura di), Propizio è 
intraprendere imprese. Aspetti economici e socioculturali del mercato cinese, Venezia, Cafoscarina, 
2006: 187-198. 
188 Croci M., L’importanza della gerarchia in Cina, in Maria Weber (a cura di), Economia e 
Management, 4, 2008: 43-52 
189 Gatti A. F., Etichetta e consuetudini negli incontri di affari, in Magda Abbiati (a cura di), Propizio è 
intraprendere imprese. Aspetti economici e socioculturali del mercato cinese, Venezia, Cafoscarina, 
2006: 187-198. 
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it to the most hierarchically important person, holding the glass lower than the other 

person.  

No liquor should be drunk in solitude: it is necessary to draw the attention of one of 

the guests, smile and lift the glass waiting to start drinking at the same time. It is also 

rude to fill your glass without first having filled at least that of the neighbors, and it 

is a sign of respect and friendship to fill the glass to the brim without pouring a drop. 

It is not considered inappropriate to achieve a certain drunkenness, even if the 

actual drunkenness is called a "losing face". At the end of the banquet is the head of 

the host group to get up and indicate the end of the convivial moment. Once you 

have been invited, it is advisable to return the courtesy as soon as possible. 

From the interviews it turned out that another common ritual in China is the 

“gifting”. There is a proverb that sums up the custom of making gifts in China very 

well: Lǐ xià yú rén, jiāng yǒu suǒ qiú, 礼下于人, 将有所求, which means "when you 

are offered a gift it is because they want to ask you a favor ". In fact, it is customary 

to give someone a present to ask for a favor, or as a sign of respect and gratitude. 

Gift exchange plays a very important role in business relations in China: it allows to 

show respect, show commitment and enthusiasm in the maintenance of guanxi. It is 

good to offer it with both hands, like a business card. It is customary to refuse the 

gift politely, as a sign of modesty and humility. 

It is necessary to remember that there are gifts that can not be give. Among the 

particularly unwelcome gifts in business relations in China we find objects that 

symbolize the breaking of a relationship, death or displeasure: for example, it is bad 

custom to give umbrellas and watches as presents, because sǎn 伞, which in Chinese 

means "umbrella" has the same pronunciation of the verb sǎn 散, which means "to 

divide" or "to separate", and sòng zhōng 送钟, which in Chinese means "to give a 

clock" is a homophone of sòng zhōng 送终, which means "going to a funeral". Also, 

wrapping the gift in red paper will be a sign of good luck. 

The Chinese symbolism is very vast. I wanted to take into account some of the 

customs, which I believe to be the most important with regards to the business 

relationship. For the Chinese, especially in the early stages of a working relationship, 
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the time and effort spent in building personal relationships can be more important 

than signing a contract. 

After analyzing the cultural variables that most affect the business in China and 

therefore in the processes of HRM, it is good to reconfirm that to achieve success, 

companies operating in the Chinese market must form HR management policies that 

take into account the deep cultural characteristics of China. Companies must 

therefore be able to adapt HRM processes according to the needs, including cultural 

needs, of workers. 
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CHAPTER 4 

International careers 

 

The traditional management approach claimed that managerial behavior is 

universal, but it is right to follow the Cross-Cultural Management which aims to 

enhance cultural differences within national and international companies, with the 

consequent creation of useful synergies to increase the company business. 

Global managers – Bartlett and Ghoshal (1992) explain – must be able to deal with 

different cultural, organizational and competitive backgrounds. The reflection is on 

the design of the human resource management system, from selection to training, 

from career planning to retribution aspects. They must be able to manage their own 

and counterparty cultural factors, which condition the main business contexts, that 

is, face to face interpersonal relationships, between company and company and 

between company and client and the fundamental areas of management: values, 

style, performance and organization190. 

The policies of global staffing, that is the process of selecting the resources to which 

a given role will be assigned in the various countries where the company has 

decided to settle, are the important practices used by the International Human 

Resource Management (IHRM). 

In particular, most of these policies focus on the identification of a manager suitable 

for the management of a subsidiary, as well as on his training and preparation for 

the task entrusted to him. This allows for coordination between the parent company 

and subsidiaries, and above all ensures the development of resources from a global 

perspective. 

 

 

                                                           
190 Bartlett C. A., Ghoshal S., What is a global manager?, Harvard Business Review, 1992: 138-145 
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4.1 Cross-border managers: internal and external 

recruitment 

A very important choice for the international companies is the alternative 

between recruiting resources to be entered directly from abroad or choosing 

internal development paths. There is a distinction: the polycentric approach 

favors the choice of hiring local managers in different countries, while the 

ethnocentric approach favors the internal development and international 

mobility of managers in the country of origin. 

There are three alternative routes for cross-border managers191:  

• Select the managers of the parent company, called parent-country 

national (PCN), and then enter them in the expatriation plans; 

• Choose collaborating managers from the country of subsidiaries, 

called host-country national (HCN); 

• Contact third-country managers, the so-called third-country national 

(TCN). 

Many multinational companies prefer to choose PNC, to hold senior manager 

positions in various foreign subsidiaries. This choice makes it possible to exercise 

close control over international activities, foster greater adherence to corporate 

values, objectives, policies and management practices and transfer knowledge, 

technology and skills to the various subsidiaries, as well as communication and 

coordination with the parent company. Transmitting policies and practices becomes 

much simpler, but at the same time we risk neglecting the organizational culture of 

the subsidiary, which the manager in this case does not know. Moreover, the 

training and maintenance of the subject and his family abroad are very expensive for 

the company and the unequal opportunity can generate frustration in those who 

have not been selected to fill that role. 
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On the contrary, the HCN guarantee a better understanding of the culture and the 

market of the foreign country, also from a political, socio-economic, legal and 

organizational point of view. From an economic point of view, they certainly weigh 

less than an NCP, as they must not be included in any development plan and must 

not be maintained. Choosing a destination country manager also sends a signal of 

appreciation of foreign culture and serves to underline the importance that the 

subsidiary has for the parent company. Another positive effect is on the commitment 

and motivation of local staff as a result of greater opportunities for professional 

growth. The disadvantages are therefore the limited opportunities of managers of 

the parent company to gain international experience, greater difficulty in managing 

communications with the parent company and direct control over foreign 

subsidiaries, in addition to the fact that it becomes difficult to spread the 

organizational culture of the parent company. 

Finally, choosing a TCN means having a person who has already worked in an 

internationalized context and who can pass on his experience to his management 

team. In this way it is possible to build a supra-national organizational culture and 

the formation of managerial teams with a cosmopolitan and geocentric orientation. 

The negative effects are on the motivation of local employees who would be 

excluded from taking management positions in foreign subsidiaries and the 

difficulty of direct control. 

Despite the increasing recourse to cross-border recruitment, the development of 

global managerial skills through the planning of international career paths remains a 

priority for most companies operating abroad192. This explains why expatriate 

management has become a specific area for Human Resources. 
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4.2 International managers’ profiles 

According to Edström and Galbraith (1977), there are three prevailing 

motivations that push the company to transfer its managers: to fill vacant 

positions, since the subsidiaries often do not have qualified personnel to 

establish a relationship with the parent company; to develop the 

organization, so that managers can contribute to the improvement of 

subsidiaries in terms of communication and decision-making processes; to 

develop management, so as to ensure the deepening of skills and 

professional knowledge of expatriates193. 

The first two reasons for expatriation are also called demand driven, ie 

dictated by the needs of the parent company and have a duration of more 

than three years. The last one is learning driven and can have both short and 

long duration, depending on whether it aims to enrich the career path of the 

individual or to improve the degree of integration between the 

organizations194. 

From this classification emerges an evident symmetry between career and 

international mobility. If it is true, as we have seen, that the career can be 

analyzed both in a subjective and objective way, with the criteria outlined 

above, all that has been done is to frame the expatriation from the point of 

view of the individual and the organization. 

In fact, international mobility is so important for the company that it intends 

to achieve a position of competitive advantage in a globalized and uncertain 

environment, as for the individual who sees in this experience a source of 

development for his career. 

Individuals move from one organization to another to accumulate 

knowledge and search for the work path that satisfies them and is in balance 
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with their social life. If this is combined with changes in the psychological 

contract, from a long-term relational form to a short-term transactional, it is 

clear that today's worker looks at international experiences as a way to 

improve their employability, that is, the opportunity to be easily re-allocated 

on the market195.  

It follows that organizations that are able to offer attractive mobility paths are more 

attractive and competitive. But it is also true that, due to a short and uncertain 

working relationship, the same company risks losing the subjects involved in these 

tasks once they have been completed. It is therefore important to plan these paths 

correctly in every single phase, because the organization is in danger of investing 

unnecessarily in the formation of a key resource that could decide to abandon its 

job. 

This phenomenon derives mainly from the way in which companies value 

international positions. In the case of expatriation, it is possible to distinguish 

between the strategic approach, which provides for a forward-looking plan, with the 

aim of ensuring coordination between companies and the transfer of knowledge and 

innovations, and the tactical approach, which consists in the resolution of problems 

of subsidiaries in the short term. 

In addition to the roles of long-term international managers, whose management I 

will speak about later, in recent years alternatives have emerged: short-term 

expatriation, international business traveler, commuter assignments and Global 

Virtual Team.  

 

 

 

                                                           
195 Prandstraller F., Quacquarelli B., Risorse umane internazionali. Cultura, competenze, strategia, 
Apogeo, Milano, 2011 



114 
 

4.2.1 Short-term expatriate managers 

The short-term expatriations take less than one year. They typically do not provide 

for expatriation of the family. These work missions are longer than average, so much 

so that the salary and social security contributions accrue in the manager's country 

of origin. The main advantage of this type of task is the reduction of the total 

implementation cost, as well as the psychological barriers linked to the transfer. The 

disadvantages, however, concern the impossibility of establishing stable and 

profitable working relationships and the logistical difficulties associated with 

obtaining work visas – especially in a country like China, where there is a strict visa 

policy–. There are two main reasons for using short-term assignments: problem 

solving in the subsidiaries and quality improvement in one's career196. 

 

4.2.2 International Business Traveller  

International Business Travelers (IBTs), called also frequent flyers, are those for 

whom the work mainly consists in continuous trips around the world. IBTs are 

particularly suited to the types of tasks that involve the achievement of objectives on 

a regular basis or the development of relations with the social capital of the 

subsidiaries. Expansions of this type are widespread in geographic areas where it is 

possible to reach different states with fast and inexpensive flights. The advantages 

are the reduction of total costs and the ability to complete the task in the short term 

without having to bring the family to follow. The main limit, on the other hand, is the 

noticeable increase of psycho-physical stress following the continuous travels and 

the limited time dedicated to the family, which tends to destabilize the emotions of 

the subjects involved197. 
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4.2.3 Commuter assignments 

Commuters are individuals who work both in the country of origin and in the host 

country. In fact, they have two positions, so they are forced to transfer continuously 

and temporarily from one job to another. 

The subjects who hold rotating positions instead face a periodical alternation 

between the two positions, with the consequence that they do not have to move 

continuously. 

These alternative forms of mobility are less expensive than the previous ones, 

allowing to create stable relationships between the parent company and the 

subsidiaries and avoid, once again, to bring the family unit back. However, as with 

IBTs, these individuals are also exposed to severe stress and have difficulty keeping 

their interpersonal relationships alive. Added to this, there are problems related to 

remuneration and taxation, as the subjects perform tasks in countries with very 

often different legislations.  

 

4.2.4 Global Virtual Team  

Global Virtual Team (GVT) means a working group made up of subjects belonging to 

different countries that interact. Usually, these teams are distributed globally and 

consist of individuals working together to complete a task, through the use of ICT 

(Information and Communication Technology) tools, for example the video camera. 

To accomplish the goal, team members face two problems: one refers to the content 

space, ie the problem to be solved, which responds to the reason for the team's 

establishment; the other is the relational space, which deals with the challenges and 

opportunities deriving from social interaction with other individuals198. The main 

challenges for success are an effective communication, which is one of the 

difficulties: as the GVT is not integrated by a prior training phase, the subjects who 

are part of it do not know either the language or the culture of their respective 

partners. Consequently, this can give rise to misunderstandings and obstructionism 
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that undermine the effectiveness of this methodology, making it unsuitable for work 

contexts where high cooperation and integration is required199. The lack of a 

physical place where working in a group represents another psychological barrier 

for individuals, who have more difficulty trusting each other and transmitting their 

intentions or knowledge. 

Decision making can be complex and can take time. The confidence required is much 

higher because you can not see when the team is in trouble and you can not have 

real-time conversations with everyone around the world. Setting goals is 

complicated: work is in different legal and regulatory contexts; some team members 

may have incompatible systems and different communication platforms; 

performance analysis is performed according to different criteria, even if at a formal 

level the performance analysis systems seem to be the same; finally, the way in 

which team members relate to one another and to the leader differs according to 

culture. 

Creating a virtual environment allows to reduce costs, but above all to eliminate 

time and space variables, creating an instant and borderless interaction. The team 

can thus be dissolved and created according to needs, without incurring logistical-

administrative difficulties. 

Globalization means that companies must seek the best talent, the best ideas and the 

best values in the world. Global teams are the cog to integrate talents, values and 

ideas. Survival and success will increasingly rely on companies' ability to make their 

global teams work200. 

 

 

 

                                                           
199 Prandstraller F., Quacquarelli B., Risorse umane internazionali. Cultura, competenze, strategia, 

Apogeo, Milano, 2011 
200 Owen J., Global Teams. How the best teams achieve high performance Pearson Education Limited, 

UK, Edinburgh Gate, UK, 2017 



117 
 

4.3 The management of long-term expatriate managers 

Expatriation means the transfer of people to different countries for work 

reasons. Typically, the time window needed to talk about expatriating 

subjects ranges from three to five years. Every expatriation is accompanied 

by a certain level of adaptation of individuals to the work entrusted to them 

and to the local culture201. 

Selection and training programs for expatriates are very important on the results of 

international manager mobility, as well as the involvement of managers' families in 

the selection and training process and support and counseling activities abroad. If 

the expatriation is not managed correctly, the final effect is that the company can not 

exercise any power of retention towards its own resources. 

Avoiding this enormous risk, it is possible, using the expatriate career support 

systems, to assist the individual during all phases of his international career. There 

are countless tools available. Among these it is possible to mentione the job posting, 

which highlights the available vacancies and allows the self-candidature of the 

employees, or the global mentoring, with which the individual, in every phase of the 

expatriation, is educated by multiple mentors with different skills on how to 

approach the work in a totally new cultural environment. 

Baumgarten (1995) explains that the motivations may be the belief in some 

companies that the skills necessary to hold international positions can be acquired 

only through direct experiences abroad202. Often technical skills are considered the 

most important factor, while personality, attitudes, interpersonal and intercultural 

skills are considered secondary aspects in the criterion of choice. 

The cost of targeted training interventions is another reason for the inadequacy of 

investments, as well as the timing that is too short between selection and actual 

departure. 
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Tung (1981) analyzed the main causes of failure of managers engaged in 

international assignment203. The most common is the difficulty in adapting partners 

and family members, in fact Copeland and Norell (2002) also argue that family 

serenity affects the manager's work performance and the management of a new 

network of social relations204. Enrico Mulas, Managing Director at Campari Beijing 

Trading, in the interview I held, told me that he moved to Shanghai with his wife and 

two children. He confirms that the family is a very important aspect for the 

expatriate manager and the support for the whole family is essential. Even his wife 

before the departure attended cultural coaching. 

Then, the manager's difficulty in the different cultural and socio-economic context 

and in facing the responsibilities connected to the foreign office, with low 

motivation. 

Typically, the process of managing expatriates is cyclical and consists of four 

phases: 

1. Preparation for the assignment; 

2. Transfer and insertion; 

3. Preparation for re-entry; 

4. Return and readjustment. 

 

4.3.1 First phase: preparation for the assignment 

The first phase consists in the selection and preparation of candidates to be 

assigned to international positions. The goal is to identify the most 

appropriate professional profile. The probability of success – Brislin (1986) 

explains – is the set-skill, a set of practical knowledge that allows the 

manager to behave appropriately in the specific intercultural situation. 

There are three: the degree of personal adaptation (the degree of individual 

satisfaction compared to the international experience), the level of 
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professional performance (the degree of competence and effectiveness that 

the manager achieves in carrying out his duties abroad), the degree of 

interpersonal adaptation (the manager's ability to interact effectively with 

people in the other culture)205. So, it is essential that the manager has a 

particular mind-set, ie a mental attitude that allows to recognize cultural 

difference and have a positive attitude towards it.  

As a result, the company initially defines the technical skills necessary for 

the international task in question. Thanks to the analysis of past 

performance, it is possible to identify the subject most compatible with the 

required requirements. 

After that, it is conducted a seperate analysis, this time with the goal to 

identify personality traits that can assure the success of the expatriate.  

Personality traits are the emotional and behavioral tendencies that 

characterize the individual. Among all, the "Big Five" approach is the most 

widespread in the managerial field because it represents an effective selection 

criterion for personnel. It consists in the identification of five behavioral traits, 

namely: extroversion, amiability, conscientiousness, emotional stability, 

mental openness. 

Once the characteristics of the candidate have been defined, the company 

chooses the recruiting channel on which to base the selection process. 

Typically, the choice falls on the domestic market. This is mainly due to the 

fact that recruiters are already aware of the personality and skills of the 

candidates, just as they are experts on the culture and organizational 

objectives. The final effect is the reduction of costs both during the selection 

and training phases206.   
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When the research is not satisfactory, the company moves to the external 

market. In this case, the organization incorporates new skills and cultural 

stimuli and ignites the competition between internal and external resources, 

thus indirectly avoiding the obsolescence of the former. However, the overall 

costs incurred are much higher, just think of those related to the advice of 

the headhunters, ie those specialists who are hired specifically to find the 

most suitable resource on the market. 

The preparation for the assignment does not end with the selection process. 

In fact, it is necessary that the candidate be included in an appropriate 

training plan because, despite having the skills and traits necessary to face 

the task, he can not yet be said to be ready to the expatriation: it is necessary 

that he has a global mindset. 

Training must therefore aim not so much at the transmission of new 

knowledge, but at triggering a critical sense in the subject that will lead him 

to distinguish the differences and cultural similarities between the various 

countries, so as to react promptly in the presence of major changes. In this 

way the individual will be able to solve problems not only in the subsidiary 

in question, but everywhere he will go to work207.  

For long-term expatriations, more complex training is required, 

consequently we make use of economic, geographic, socio-political studies of 

the destination country, cultural assimilators, which consist in submitting 

the candidate to situations similar to those in which they will find 

themselves when he will be expatriate, linguistic and cultural training, field 

experiences208. With regard to short-term expatriations, informal training 
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tools are used, such as visits, coaching, informal briefings, distance learning, 

cultural mentoring209.  

Based on interviews I held with managers, I did they confirmed that training 

is an important part, but the way it is managed depends on the company. 

Many trainings have a short duration and, as Manfredi Tedesco, Sales 

Manager at London Food Ltd. says, compared to trainings in Italy, the 

Chinese ones are less orthodox and disciplined. Some intervieweds said that 

cultural training and coaching is usually done. In China, cultural support is 

absolutely essential. Furthermore, a Chinese language course is often 

offered. 

In conclusion, it is important to remeber that the training, to be coherent 

with the company strategy, must be weighed in terms of the task performed 

and the strategy of the company. 

 

4.3.2 Second phase: transfer and insertion 

The second phase includes the transfer abroad and the inclusion in the new 

position. This period is particularly delicate because it is a process of 

progressive adaptation to a different context, which causes a cultural shock, 

which consists in the sense of disorientation and inadequacy that the 

individual experiences when, with the comparison with a new culture, 

cultural landmarks are missing, to which it is, even unknowingly, 

anchored210.  

If we want to better analyze the issue of cultural shock, it may be useful to 

refer to the "W" model of Oberg (1960)211, which describes the evolutionary 

process of the adaptation of the individual along the variables "Mood" and 
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"Time". From their meeting it is possible to distinguish four phases: 

honeymoon, negotiation, adaptation and re-adaptation. 

The first one, the honeymoon starts when, at the beginning of the 

expatriation, the subject is fascinated by the novelties and potentials that 

await him. His judgment is clouded by euphoria so he captures every aspect 

of the experience with positivity. His mood allows him to physically and 

psychologically overcome the abandonment, albeit temporary, of the family 

and the parent company. 

The second phase, the negotiation, starts after a few weeks of arriving in the foreign 

country, enthusiasm gives way to the first difficulties of integration, starting from 

communication. Shock culture manifests itself by generating an emotional crisis in 

the individual. To this is added the so-called role shock, ie the different perception of 

responsibilities and tasks assigned to the subject in the subsidiary, which cause 

difficulties at the working level212. Sadness, depression, lack of motivation and trust 

are the typical feelings of this phase, which can last many months.  

None of the intervieweds suffered from role shocks. 

The third phase, the adaptation, starts after about 6-12 months. The 

individual begins to adapt to the profound changes that occurred in the 

previous phase thanks to the skills and abilities acquired from the 

comparison with other people. A sense of satisfaction and belonging to the 

new environment is born in the subject that allows him to restore his 

psychological balance.  

The last phase, the re-adaptation, starts once the job is completed and the 

individual returns home. At this stage, all the changes that have affected him 

in recent months emerge suddenly, with the consequence that the subject 

finds it difficult to identify himself again with his culture of origin. Thus, 

returns the same sense of disorientation that characterized the second phase 

of expatriation, so much so that we speak of re-entry shock or reverse 

cultural shock. Typically, this upheaval lasts longer than the first and 
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sometimes it is not certain that the individual will be able to readjust it 

completely. Turning the initial situation upside down, some people even 

prefer to go abroad because they feel they belong to a different culture. 

 

           

 

 

Fig. 3: The U-Curve 

Source: Oberg (1960) and Gallahorn & Gallahorn (1963) 

 

The main limitation of this model lies in the basic hypothesis that the individual will 

in any case overcome the shock culture over time and be able to integrate into the 

new environment. Actually, this is not said to happen, which is why it is more 

correct to classify individual reactions into four categories213: assimilation, when the 

expatriate integrates the new culture and rejects the original one. This happens 

especially if the former allows the subject to enjoy a better social status than the 

second; separation, when the host culture is rejected by the subject, which tends to 

further consolidate its sense of belonging to the mother culture; marginalization, if 

the individual places the two cultures on the same level, but considers them 
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incompatible. As a result, he does not feel bound to either of them; integration, if the 

subject considers compatible the two cultures and thus manages to feel connected to 

both. It is the individual response that allows the individual to face expatriation 

positively, but it is also difficult to find in practical reality. 

It is clear that the adaptation, which is reflected in the first and fourth category, is 

the only behavior that guarantees the effective outcome of the expatriation. 

So, the companies must favor what Graves (1967) he defined as "psychological 

acculturation"214, ie the process by which the individual transforms his behavior on 

the basis of the positive influence deriving from contact with different cultures. This 

is possible thanks to the practices aimed at improving both the socio-cultural 

adaptation, through the learning of those behavioral skills necessary for a correct 

settlement, as well as the psychological adaptation, resorting to activities that allow 

to improve the management of the generated emotions during the expatriation. 

Based on the interviews I held with the managers, many of them said that, when 

they arrived in China, they suffered from cultural shock, because the country is very 

different from Italy. “It's only a matter of time because now my life is structured 

here” Riccardo Davoli, MTM Manager at Zegna Shanghai, said. 

Enrico Mulas, Managing Director at Campari Beijing Trading, says that, in his 

previous expatriation, he did not suffer so much from cultural shock, but from 

corporate culture shock. 

The Sales Director of an Italian energy company in Shanghai adfirms that “If you 

respond to the change with a phase of initial enthusiasm then you do not suffer the 

cultural gaps, indeed they can sometimes become stimuli. Also, for this reason, it is 

important to identify the suitable resource for expatriation”. 
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4.3.3 Third phase: preparation for rientry 

During the expatriation, the individual matures a series of ambitions and evaluates 

different opportunities thanks to the comparison with the environment, working or 

not, in which he is living his experiences. If your application and your organization's 

offer are incompatible, it is very likely that you will drop out. It is therefore 

fundamental to be able to manage the individual's expectations already in the pre-

re-entry phase, and then conclude this process during the re-adaptation at home. 

As the task proceeds, and comes to an end, the company sends signals to the 

expatriate to understand its needs and intervene accordingly. Typically, the 

practices that best respond to individual expectations at this stage are pre-re-

training and the modification of its pay package. 

Regarding the first, it responds to the request of the subject to broaden his cultural 

horizons so as to be ready for new international experiences. The company 

therefore facilitates the deepening of a particular culture or of a group of different 

cultures, using teaching methods, such as lessons, or experiential, such as visits and 

workshops. In this way the subject gains in terms of motivation and satisfaction and 

proves to be available for a future assignment entrusted to him by the same 

organization. This practice is therefore aimed at completing the training started in 

the initial phase of expatriation and demonstrates how the orientation towards 

culture affects the overall performance of the individual. 

Moving attention to the second instead, it should be emphasized that, in the 

definition of remuneration policies, it has long been abandoned the use of pure 

scientific method, to give space to subjective methods, which capture individual 

aspects such as satisfaction or recognition. Changing the remuneration package of 

an expatriate means pointing to the above variables, but also to a better perception 

of equity and competitiveness among workers. It is good to specify that there are 

innumerable nuances in the definition of a certain remuneration package, but it is 

possible to identify four distinct approaches215: the first is called Home Country 
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Based Approach, which consists in calculating a salary equivalent to what the 

expatriate would have perceived if he had performed identical duties at home. This 

amount is then subtracted from factors typical of the destination country, such as 

the cost of living or the tax burden. Although it is a flexible method in the calculation, 

it can generate internal conflicts within the company because the remuneration is 

different depending on the country where it expatriates and not for subjective 

merits, such as the level of performance achieved; The second is the Host-based 

Approach, unlike the first, refers to a salary based on the salary levels of the host 

country, for assignments equivalent to those carried out in the parent company. 

After that it is perfected by adding benefits that cover the expatriate's financial 

outgoings. It is evident that this system guarantees economic support to workers 

and contributes to the respect of equity in the workplace. However, it is not 

recommended when low wage levels exist in the country of destination, since the 

worker would receive a much lower salary than the domestic wage, with the 

consequence that he would live the expatriation feeling dissatisfaction and 

frustration; Then the Selected Country Approach indicates that the salary is fixed by 

referring to a salary structure valid for all expats. In this way equity is strengthened 

and conflicts between workers are reduced; At least, the Hybrid-based Approach, in 

complete opposition to the previous one, determines the remuneration by dividing 

it into two parts (or bases). The former is linked to the salary system of the country 

of origin and corresponds to a corporate consumption package expressed in local 

currency. The second, in foreign currency, is determined on the basis of the 

expatriate's financial expenses. While this system reduces the problems of 

converting remuneration into foreign currencies, on the other hand it complicates 

the overall calculations and widens the wage gap between subjects from different 

countries. 
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4.2.4 Fourth phase: re-entry and re-adaptation 

This phase is particularly delicate, and can also lead to a return shock, since it can 

generate a series of difficulties in reintegration into the organization and in the 

country of origin. When career expectations and expectations of professional growth 

are disappointed by the organization, the situation of return shock may be even 

more serious, as it would result in the loss of the professional status acquired with 

the international position and the loss of economic and non-economic benefits he 

enjoyed abroad. If the expectations are not met by the organization, this can 

generate frustration and less commitment to work, or even abandonment of the 

company. 

This would lead to a failure and a cost to the organization, since losing an expatriate 

employee means loss of knowledge, experience, relational capital acquired abroad. 

These are all very valuable factors for the company. 

Although the HRM is aware of these issues, there are still very few companies that 

actually give importance to the return phase216. And it is a mistake that is not 

unimportant, because if companies intend to benefit from international assignments, 

they must also make sure that individuals remain in the company after expatriation. 

Underestimating the general inconvenience of workers means, in fact, risking to fuel 

the voluntary turnover of the same. The company then finds itself making a huge 

investment without benefiting, as a lost manager is equivalent to the escape of a 

precious source of knowledge and experience towards other shores, that is to the 

direct competitors of the organization. The goal of achieving a competitive 

advantage thus becomes a mirage. 

To understand how to manage rehabilitation, it is first necessary to specify how it is 

declined in the individual sphere. Black and Gregersen (1991) identify two types of 

rehabilitation: emotional rehabilitation and work rehabilitation217. 

                                                           
216 Hurn B. J., Repatriation. The toughest assignment of all, Industrial and Commercial Training, vol.31, 

n°6, 1999: 224-228.  
217 Black, J. S., & Gregersen, H. B., When Yankee comes home: Factors to expatriates and spouse 
repatriation adjustment, Journal of International Business Studies, 22(4) 
Black, J. S., & Gregersen, H. B., Antecedents to cross-cultural adjustment for expatriates in Pacific Rim 
assignments, Human Relation, 44(5), 1991 
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Every individual, in the phase of re-entry, finds himself having to face initially 

difficulties of an emotional nature. The first state of mind to manifest itself is a 

strong sense of alienation from the family environment, which is now seen with 

criticality and negation. The subject feels that he no longer belongs to that reality 

and consequently needs to go abroad. This internal controversy generates in him a 

perennial state of uneasiness, since he does not understand what is happening to 

him. The cause of the emotional instability of the individual is to be found in the fact 

that the latter does not expect to face these difficulties on his return. The shock he 

suffers is therefore completely unexpected and his lack of preparation explains why 

emotional rehabilitation lasts much longer than adaptation in the initial stages of 

expatriation. 

From a working point of view, the difficulties faced by the individual are not less 

important. They arise mainly from the difference between his expectations and the 

company reality in which he returned to work. The expatriates, in fact, want their 

experience to be enhanced and they want their knowledge to be used to grow the 

business. In reality, this often does not happen because the company deems the 

process of repatriation superfluous, with the consequence that the subject remains 

strongly dissatisfied. To this is added a state of anxiety due to the fact that the 

organizations provide no guarantee on the long-term re-employment of the worker 

and do not disclose information about his job position or his salary. The company, 

partly due to lack of experience, partly due to the costs that are incurred, proves to 

be disinterested in supporting the individual, prompting him to leave the 

workplace218.  

However, it is worth pointing out that there are numerous practices aimed at 

minimizing the impact of re-entry on the individual, which certainly involves 

additional costs for the company, but at the same time provides a return of 

considerable benefits, namely the maintenance of resource within the organization 

and the attainment of competitive advantage. 

                                                           
218 Harvey M., Repatriation and career system; an empirical study, Journal Business Studies, 20 (1), 

1989: 131-144  
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For example, it is possible to provide guarantees on re-employment using the 

repatriation agreement, with which the company engages in writing to ensure a job 

that is appropriate to the level reached by the individual at the end of the 

expatriation. Alternatively, the organization can make available to the subject a 

mentor who follows him throughout the assignment and who gives advice on how to 

overcome the work and emotional difficulties encountered both in the starting 

phase and in return.  

Furthermore, communication with one's own company, also through meetings and 

meetings abroad and at home between expats and the staff of the parent company, 

must be managed in the most effective way in order to guarantee adequate and 

constant updating on policies, projects, goals and changes in progress. It is also 

important that the management of the parent company recognizes the value of the 

international experience, preparing the organizational conditions to facilitate the 

circulation and sharing of the acquired knowledge for the benefit of the entire 

organization. To this end, it is advisable to provide reporting activities during the 

stay abroad and debriefing at the time of the return219.

                                                           
219 Nancy J. Adler, International dimensions of organizational behavior, PWS-KENT Pub. Co., 1991 

https://www.google.it/search?hl=it&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Nancy+J.+Adler%22
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4.4 Profile of expatriate manager in China 

Foreign managers who are sent to China represent the point of contact between 

the company's management at home and the activity carried out abroad. 

In recent years foreign managers are sent only if necessary, to give the activity the 

setting and the know-how typical of the company of origin, because, as we can see 

in the interviews that I did, the number of local managers that is hired it's high. 

Usually companies do not send more than two or three people. 

Often the positions held by the managers sent by the company to work in China are 

those of top management (general manager, CEO, CFO, plant manager, sales 

manager, etc.). They often have to face the management of the whole activity: from 

finding offices to recruiting staff, selling products, etc. 

The strategic value of the manager is very high, because to be successful in 

investing in China must have the ability to set up the business, understand and 

respect the Chinese culture, to interact with the staff and with the company of the 

country of origin. 

Lasserre and Schuttle (1995) showed that China, among the Asian countries, is the 

most demanding about the managerial and personal skills of the management 

abroad. They have analyzed the specific characteristics of a successful expatriate 

manager in China220: the knowledge of the language, a strong sensitivity towards 

the culture of the country, the ability to relate with the Chinese and with the 

expatriates of the country, the ability to understand and "exploit" the political 

figures and the technical competence of their tasks. 

 

                                                           
220 Lasserre P., Schutte H., Strategies for Asia Pacific: Beyond the Crisis, Macmillan Business, 1995 
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Fig. 4: The dotted line represents the average values for the countries of Asia, the one continuing 

line rapresents the Chinese case (until the 90s) 

Source: Weber M., Vele Verso la Cina, Olivares, Milano, 1996 

 

In the last twenty years, China has changed rapidly, due to the continuous flow of 

new capital in every sector, the increase in competition, the alignment with world 

standards of work and trade (in fact, we have already seen in this regard, the entry 

into the WTO).  

It can therefore be said that the Lasserre and Schuttle scheme has changed a bit: 

the cultural variable is certainly one of the keys to success for expatriate personnel 

in China, but its technical capacity and its in-depth knowledge of the subject is 

more important and will go to deal in the country of expatriation. This is confirmed 

in the interviews I held, but it is also confirmed that knowing the Chinese language 

is a very advantageous skill to get on the role and increase the salary. 

Even cultural sensitivity has undergone an evolution, always for the same reasons 

for the opening of the country. 
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Political and relational ability is also today a very important moment for an 

expatriate. I have already talked about the ability to create guanxi. 

     

Fig. 5: The dotted line represents the average values for the countries of Asia, the one continuing 

line rapresents the Chinese case (after the 90s) 

Source: readjustment of Weber M., Vele Verso la Cina, Olivares, Milano, 1996 

 

Arduino (2007) explains that the organizations that assist in the recruitment and selection 

of employees can be divided into four macro-categories221: public service bodies, 

international headhunting companies, emerging services for the selection of qualified 

personnel managed by local and portals.  

In most of the territories labeled as "special economic zones", the so-called development 

zones, there is a public service body that deals with providing a staff recruitment service. 

The latter, unlike that of the areas not subject to the statute of "economically special", 

                                                           
221 Arduino, A., Bombelli, M. C., & Gonzalez, J., Cina sotto il cielo una famiglia. Gestire le persone e le 

organizzazioni nel più grande merito del mondo, Guerini e Associati, Milano, 2007 
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focuses on a constant search for foreign investment and the qualified staff is thus to 

represent an essential resource of these territories. 

The international headhunting companies are based in the major cities of the 

Chinese territory (such as Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou and Shenzhen) in which 

the working panorama approaches the western one. They usually operate both 

Western managers with longstanding experience in Asia, who have often decided 

to undertake an independent activity, both managers of Chinese origin trained 

abroad and returned to China after having carried out a professional career outside 

their own country. 

The emerging services for the selection of qualified personnel managed by local 

professionals are professionals who have spent time as employees within 

multinational companies located in the country, where they have performed 

operational duties, who have subsequently chosen to start a consultancy path 

along an independent road. In many cases, they have received training in 

international headhunting companies, thus developing skills in staff screening 

techniques and over time becoming independent research managers. 

Internet is becoming an increasingly used medium to search for a job and the 

managers I interviewed confirmed it. The ads are sent to research companies, 

which screen and present candidates to clients. Students and individuals with little 

work experience represent the main users of these portals. There are the most 

famous international recruitment portals, which post job offers in English, such as 

LinkdIn, but in China the best tools for recruiting certain types of workers remain 

local sites in Chinese and English, such as CHINAHR.com, 51JOB.com and 

ZHAPIN.com and the portals that have spaces, blogs and chats dedicated to job 

search, such as BAIDU.com, TAOBAO.com and TOM.com. According to the 

interviews I did, I understood that each company uses different methods and 

channels. They confirmed that LinkedIn is used, as well as Facebook, where 

Western companies can post announcements. However, the interviewees said the 

most used way for the recruitment of managers in China are the local sites and 

portals, such as 51JOBS.com and WeChat. For the recruitment of Western 

managers, moreover, word of mouth is also often used. 
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After the selection process, there must be incentives for these people to be willing 

to move and work in China. The salary that is usually offered is the same as 

received in Italy, with a strong increase. In addition to this, expats usually demand 

a series of benefits, the sum of which can even reach $ 5000/6000 a month for a 

medium / high profile expatriate. Benefits, for example, may be the payment of 

western-quality housing, the payment of a full health insurance, two 

reimbursements paid at home per year, pension fund, the reimbursement of 

expenses for the mobile phone, and many others. 

Until a few years ago, there was a lot of difference between the wage of expats and 

that of their Chinese counterparts. It was due to the lack of managers willing to 

work in China, and the increase in salary was used as a guarantee that managers 

would stay in the country for a few years. Lately however, the trend is the decrease 

in benefits for expats and the differences between wages are decreasing, as there 

are more and more foreigners working in China. The secrecy of the wage system is 

necessary to prevent the creation of mechanisms of envy between foreign 

managers and Chinese managers. 

Since, as I have already said many times, the turnover rate in China is very high, 

and, – it is also confirmed in the interviews I held – human resource management 

policies are designed to attract, incentivize and retain the right kind of candidates. 

There are some solutions, adopted according to the situation and the phase in 

which the company is located (start-up, consolidation or independence from the 

parent company in operations).  

In regard to short-term reward systems, I can mention the salary boost, which 

allows to secure the candidates, but in the long run it becomes the cause of the 

turnover phenomenon. Another strategy provides instead the donation, in addition 

to the basic salary, of a year-end prize. Also, in this case it is possible to list 

advantages and disadvantages. The advantage is represented by the fact that the 

employee is encouraged not to leave the company before obtaining the premium, 

the disadvantage is the direct tendency to concentrate the majority of turnover in a 

specific period of the year that coincides precisely with the New Year Chinese. 
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Finally, one last strategy consists of an annual review of salaries or bonuses, based 

on various factors such as company performance or individual performance.  

As for the long-term reward systems, they aime at loyalty, motivation, involvement 

and cultural integration. For this purpose, the choice of rewarding factors is not 

exclusively linked to wage increases but also to other aspects that affect the quality 

of company life and the long-term prospects of employees. Some companies focus 

on offering specialization courses, such as MBAs, and / or offering a range of 

benefits. A set of benefits that meet certain areas of need and that are not 

accessible at low cost in the Chinese welfare system. Other companies such as 

Zegna use the internal labor market as much as possible, promoting people who 

already have many years of experience in the company to managerial roles. Other 

strategies instead rely on the creation of a strong organizational culture; we start 

from the understanding of mutual cultures and an awareness of differences. We 

then try to create a shared culture through the development of internal 

relationships, increasing the sense of identification and belonging to the brand. 

This solution is particularly effective when the company boasts an internationally 

recognized brand (as happens with many Italian companies). Policies aimed at 

maximizing the visibility of their staff, enhancing an internal culture and 

developing a strong sense of belonging to a brand known by end consumers, act as 

a deterrent to the phenomenon of turnover and represent a valid alternative to 

retention tactics based solely on mere wage increase. Finally, a fundamental 

strategy is the training. 

Another strategy is geographic leverage. In order to retain specialized technicians 

and managers, some companies employ personnel from a geographical area 

different from the one in which the plant is located, so as to create a homogeneous 

group in terms of dialect and culture in which the integration and identification 

process is facilitated and , being the area of origin logistically distant, making the 

re-entry and the temptation of non-return less frequent. 

The potential cultural risk of hiring expatriate managers and the cost are high. This 

is the reason why it takes mainly the Chinese managers, coming from foreign 

companies and having an interesting and international CV, or coming from the rest 
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of Asia (Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, etc.), who speak Chinese, they know the 

culture, and do not have high costs, since their countries have low wage levels. 

The last alternative is the recruitment of Western managers, no longer expatriates. 

They have been working in China for several years, they know how to do business 

in the country and how to run a foreign company. Moreover, the fact that it is not 

expatriated, lowers the cost for the company much: neither the high salary nor the 

benefits are justified because these managers are resident. 

The last aspect we need to talk about is communication. Western managers must 

use communication to keep their employees motivated and cohesive. To avoid 

problems, it is always important to use impartiality and discipline. Impartiality is 

necessary to keep the hierarchy clearly within the working group. Often the 

"familiar" setting of Chinese companies makes impartiality difficult, running the 

risk of creating different ties with group members. The manager must not be 

disrespectful to those with whom he is less tied, because he runs the risk of losing 

his face and thus ending any possible future collaboration. The manager must act 

objectively, not according to personal motivations. Likewise, he can not let his 

employees make decisions based solely on their guanxi. The manager's aim is 

therefore to find the right balance, and therefore we always return to the concept 

of Confucian harmony, which saves the face to its managers and at the same time 

makes them act according to an economic logic. 

Even discipline in China is very important, so compliance with the rules. The rules must be 

communicated, to make them credible and respectable. We must take into account that the 

concepts of discipline, respect and education are different from the West: everything must 

be created ad hoc. For example, for a Chinese to sleep after meals is a duty and healthy. In 

this case we must approach this Chinese belief, but in a way that is not a lack of respect for 

Western culture. So, you have to make sure that the employee does not sleep or sleep in 

places not in contact with the public. Another aspect of communication is that between 

Chinese companies and partners, to whom it should be noted that they will not only have a 

spot profit, but will also benefit from permanent advantages, such as know-how and 

profitability. Finally, it is also very important to pay attention to the connections between 

the company in China and the location in the country of origin. The reports, statistics, ideas 
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for future projects must refer to the headquarter company. It is also essential that 

information from China be filtered and packaged to be rationally evaluated, as usually 

cultural or behavioral issues can only be managed in a certain way in China222.

                                                           
222 Cappuccitti E. M., Sammarra A., Secchi G., La Gestione delle persone in Cina. La diversità culturale: 
un’opportunità o una criticità?, Franco Angeli, Milano, 2007: 138-151 
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Conclusions 

I started my thesis with a historical excursus, because, in my opinion, the awareness and 

understanding of the past is necessary for the management of the present. I analyze the 

most meaningful events since Mao Zedong’s era to Deng Xiaoping’s era that may have 

influenced people and ideas and the first methods of HRM used in China, taking into 

account the long-going relationship between tradition and innovation on which China 

feeds even today. 

Then, after talking about the economic boom and after giving an overview of the labor 

market in China today, I came to the core of my paper: the impact of culture in human 

resources. 

Culture profoundly influences the behavior and attitudes of individuals, even 

motivations and needs. It also influences the organizational processes and structures 

and the HRM processes. The Chinese market requires a cross-cultural approach. 

Compared to the West, there are different dynamics of access and relationship and the 

corporate vision that must be had to achieve success in China, as indeed there are 

different business approaches that must be considered and known. Cultural sensitivity is 

the skill one needs to learn to recognize and deal with, in a positive and constructive 

way, the main differences between cultures in perceiving the world. 

What emerges from the literature, which has been enriched by direct experience in the 

field, is the clear search for a link with the local reality adapted to the standards of the 

place. 

In the interviews I held with local and expatriate managers in China, who work for 

Italian or Multinational Companies, the answers were satisfactory and generally 

consistent with the literature. All managers seem satisfied with the "harmonious" 

working environment and the expatriate management process, which often makes use 

of a period of training and coaching, before and after the expatriation. Benefits are 

usually beneficial for expatriates, especially for those with families, and, with the 

increase in salary, they are one of the reasons why a Western manager agrees to work in 

China. 

Companies implement a general adaptation of personnel management policies to local 

specificities and, at the same time, also comply with these specific features in order to 
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retain and motivate employees: incentives often manage to curb turnover, which is one 

of the problems greater than the working world of today's China. 

Most of the managers I interviewed have confirmed that the company they work for has 

a polycentric approach. We see the tendency to recruit a team of local managers, who 

are a fundamental aid to expatriate staff, especially if they are marketing managers and 

brand managers. The Chinese manager takes on the role of cultural and linguistic 

mediator, facilitates the company in establishing links with the external environment 

and shares information on competition and the market. This is one of the reasons why 

the use of Chinese managers is an advantage, but in other cases it seems an obligatory 

choice, because the motivations are mainly economic. At the top management level, the 

tendency is to rely on the efficiency of a limited number of Italian or Western expatriate 

specialists, to whom in recent years, due to the opening of the country and globalization, 

knowledge of the English language is mostly required, although some interviewees say 

that the Chinese language is a skill absolutely necessary for those who want to get on the 

job and want an increase in salary. In fact, a Chinese language course is often offered to 

expatriate managers. Cultural sensitivity is also evolving as well, always for the same 

reasons: the opening of the country. 

The cultural variable is therefore certainly one of the keys to success for expatriate 

personnel in China, but what is more important is technical capacity and its in-depth 

knowledge of the subject that will be treated in the country of expatriation. 

Political and relational ability is a very important skills for an expatriate. Regarding this 

topic, I spoke about the guanxi, “losing face” and the hierarchy structure, also asking in 

the interviews some opinions and personal experiences. The Chinese label, even in the 

workplace, must be known and respected. 

Thus, China offers companies numerous opportunities and faces many challenges, one of 

which is cultural diversity. The way of reciprocal openness, observation and the correct 

management of cultural differences is configured as the path that leads to a successful 

presence within the Chinese market. 

The goal of multinational companies and expatriate managers in China, therefore, is hé 

ér bùtóng 和而不同, to follow the harmony, taking into account the differences, trying to 

consider them as opportunities and not obstacles. 
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APPENDIX A  

Interview with Williams Wu, Product Manager, Active Cosmetics Division at L’Oréal 

Shanghai. 

问：你很满意在这个公司的工作吗？ 

答：整体上很满意我在这个公司的工作 

 

问：人员聘用是更外部性还是更内部化？ 

答：我相信更内部化 

 

问：公司倾向于哪种招聘人员的渠道？（诸如像“领英”一样的平台，活着是猎头？）哪种方

法？ 

答：“领英”和猎头。我是通过领英。内部招聘经理是通过“领英”接触我的，并且发送给我工作

说明并且探索了解我的兴趣，之后相应进一步开展其他事项。 

 

问：公司倾向于从职员那里传递或者要求怎样的价值观？ 

答：对发现美的敏感性  

 

问：公司是通过什么样的奖励措施去激励自己的职员以让他们在工作中发挥出最好表现？ 

答：基于表现的工资计划 

  

问：（在这里）职业发展是有规划的和受激励的吗？ 

答：对的。（我们有）一个相对来说比较清晰的职业发展计划，这种计划提供了充足得、在不

同职能上探索的空间 

 

问：新员工有培训计划吗？这是怎么计划的？ 

答：（我们有）一个叫做“FIT”的项目，该项目可以很快让新员工自己熟悉这里。并且还有一个

叫做“L‘Oréal Discovery’’的项目让他们作为整体去探索我们整个团体 
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问：你是怎么看待训练和学习部分的？ 

答：我们这有另外一个训练和学习项目叫做“My Academy”,该项目包括各种各样的信息量很大

且有用的学习课程。我们还与 Coursera 合作，这样你可以在一些课程上得到他们颁发的证书 

 

问：公司认为人员流动（跳槽）是有问题的吗？ 

答：我相信是这样的。快速消费品行业员工的人员流动会非常高。它真的取决于公司的需求和

公司的行业地位。但是我确定当这件事情发生的时候，你是可以与直线经理进行交流的 

  

问：我读过很多中国职员在中国春节之前的辞职申请，他们担心在节假日不能回家。这件事情

在你的公司发生频繁吗？ 

答：一点也不频繁。并且这件事情在很多公司上都不是这样的 

 

问：文化上的各种因素会影响人力资源管理的进程吗？公司如何管理一个和相互合作为特点

的、和谐的工作环境？ 

答：欧莱雅是一个尊重不同文化背景的人们的公司。而且正是多元性和差异性让这里非常有

趣。公司被契约合同明确特别地管理着。 

 

Interview with Williams Wu, Product Manager, Active Cosmetics Division at L’Oréal 

Shanghai (English version) 

− Are you satisfied with your job in this company? 

Generally, I’m satisfied with my current job at the company. 

  

− Is recruitment done more externally or internally? 

I believe more internally. 

  

-  Which recruitment channels does the company prefer (ex: social media like 

linkedin, or headhunters)? Which methodologies? 

LinkedIn and headunters. As far as I’m concerned, via LinkedIn. In-house recruitment 

managers approach me in LinkedIn and send me the JD and explore my interest and proceed 

accordingly. 

  

- Which values does the company intend to transmit or request from its employees?   
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Sensitivity to beauty. 

  

-  Through which incentive measures does the company motivate its employees to 

perform their work at best? 

Performance-based salary scheme. 

  

- Are career advancements planned and incentivized? 

Yes. A relatively clear career advancement plan with much room for exploration between 

different functions. 

  

- Is training planned for new employees? How is it planned? 

A program called “FIT” to quickly allow new employees to do orientation by themselves and 

“L’Oréal Discovery Program” to explore the Group as a whole. 

  

- How do you feel about the training and learning parts? 

There is another online training/learning program called “My Academy” which includes 

various learning sessions. Very informative and useful. It is possible to collaborate with 

Cousera. You can get certified in some courses.  

Offline Learning Academy is held based on each employee’s needs. It includes two parts: 

Core & Flex. Core means the part different employees must possess in their functions. Flex 

can be customized based on employees’ needs. 

  

- Is employee turnover and job hopping considered problematic by the company? 

I believe so. FMCG’s employee turnover can be pretty high. It really depends on the needs of 

the company and the position. But I’m sure you can talk with your line manager when this 

happens. 

 

- I have read that many Chinese employees resign before the Chinese New Year for 

fear of not being able to go home for the holidays. Does it happen often in your 

company? 

Not at all. And this is not true for many companies.  

  

- Do cultural variables affect HRM processes? How can the company manage a 

harmonious working environment characterized by cooperation? 
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L’Oréal is an organization that respects people from different background. And it is the 

diversity and difference that make the place interesting. It is specifically ruled in the contract 

first of all.  

 

 

APPENDIX B 

Interview with Riccardo Davoli, MTM manager at Zegna Shanghai. 

 

- Is Zegna the first company for which you work for as an expatriate manager? 

No, I started working in Shanghai three years ago as a Marketing Manager for another 

company. I've been working as MTM manager in Zegna for a year and a half.  

 

- In Zegna Shanghai, is the majority of the employees Chinese? 

Yes. In the office in Shanghai, we are about sixty people, including a dozen Westerners. In the 

shops – there are a hundred of shops in Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan and China – there is only 

one Italian who is in charge of the manager area. 

 

- Is Zegna a company with a polycentric approach, that favors the recruitment of 

Chinese managers, or ethnocentric, that favors the career of Italian managers? 

It is a company with a polycentric approach. Historically, Zegna has been present in China 

since 1991, so there are some Chinese employees who have been working in Zegna for a long 

time. The company policy is to reward people who have been in the company for many 

years, also because the turnover here is very widespread. So, if you show that you are 

connected to the company, you are helped in your career. In China, as in Italy, career is not 

so timely, it is necessary to take all steps. 

- In your opinion, the turnover is given by the fact that the Chinese manager does 

not feel like working in a harmonious environment? 

According to my perception, and of Westerners in general, the fact of changing so often work 

in China is not seen as in Italy. The Chinese are basically less loyal to the company. The 

Italians often think about the career, the Chinese usually think more about the economic 

aspect, so they change the job if the pay is higher, even slightly.  

- In fact, this is the reason why the company gives incentives. 
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Yes, for sure. If you stay for a certain number of years, your contract becomes automatically 

indeterminate, so also in this way they try to retain them to the company. 

- Regarding recruitment, which channels does the company prefer? Does social 

recruitment work?  

Unlike Europe, LinkedIn is not widely used in China because there are other strictly Chinese 

channels. For Westerners, word of mouth is more commonly used. 

- What is required of expatriate managers in terms of values, skills and career 

prospects? Are there any ideals that a talent must satisfy? 

It depends on the role you want to play. I realized after a few years that I live here that the 

fact of speaking Chinese is very important. I do not know the Chinese language well. I took a 

course, but I should improve it. Knowing the Chinese language makes the difference both in 

terms of role and salary level. Surely, the fact of being mentally open is another added value. 

Actually, there are not many people who want to come and work in China. The reasons why 

a manager comes to work here are mainly two: for the advantageous salary or for the 

experience abroad. 

- Based on your experience, is the process of managing expatriate managers, ie 

preparation for assignment, transfer and insertion, preparation for re-entry, re-

entry and adaptation, satisfactory? 

Generally, yes. A manager abroad must be helped and supported by the company.  

- Does Zegna provide the staff training? 

Yes, there is a training period. The period depends on the time the company has to devote to 

the new employee. If the company does not have a lot of staff, training time is likely to be a 

few days. You have to adapt when you enter the company. You have to be flexible. Often the 

company offer Chinese language courses, and this is very important. 

- How much does culture influence the company dynamics and those concerning 

human resources? 

Very very much. Even if marketing strategies come from Italy, the local market decides and 

the people who work for it. 

- Did you suffer from cultural shock when you entered the new work environment? 

Initially yes, because China is very different from Italy. It's only a matter of time because now 

my life is structured here. 
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- When you previously worked abroad, did you also suffer from return shock? 

I stayed directly in China. I have never returned to Italy, except for the holidays. Surely when 

I return to Italy in the future, I will suffer from return shock. 

- Did you also suffer from role shock? 

Never. 

- Specifically, what definition would you give to the term guanxi and what influence 

does it have in the labor market? 

The guanxi in China are very important. Interpersonal relationships also exist in Italy, but 

often they are seen in a negative way, but in China it is a cultural aspect. It is very political as 

a type of working method. We must be careful what we do and what we say. 

- What are the best ways to cultivate these interpersonal relationships? 

It depends on who you need to relate to. Surely one way is gifting, that is giving gifts to those 

you need. This is an ancient practice and is still used today. 

- The fact of "losing face", in your opinion, is really so important for the Chinese 

people? 

Very important. 

- Is the respect of the hierarchy structure found within Chinese companies? 

It is clear. 

 

APPENDIX C 

Interview with Enrico Mulas, managing director at Campari Beijing Trading. 

- Is Campari the first company for which you work for as an expatriate manager? 

Yes, but this is my second expatriation. I've been in San Francisco for almost four years for 

Campari company. 

- Are the employees of the company for which you work mostly Chinese? 

Yes, all the employees are Chinese, twelve in total. I am the only Italian. About ten years ago 

there was a French general manager, who had opened the company in Shanghai, then the 

management has always been only Chinese. 
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- Does Campari have a polycentric approach, that favors the recruitment of Chinese 

managers, or an ethnocentric approach, that favors the career of Italian managers? 

Actually, Campari follows a third approach, based on the corporate culture: in particular 

situations, especially startups (because there Campari culture does not exist yet) or critical 

markets, management is favored that is a solid bearer of corporate culture, regardless of 

nationality. What really matters is having “camparist”, ambassador of corporate culture, in 

our companies. Our CEO, who has played this role for ten years, is a citizen of the world, 

many top managers in Milan are foreigners. So, Campari is no longer an Italian company, but 

a multinational one with Italian roots. We have learned this through experience, because if 

someone is not coherent with the corporate culture, it will be difficult for the work 

experience to be positive. 

- Regarding recruitment, which channels does Campari prefer? Does social 

recruitment work? 

We use a lot of LinkdIn, so much so as to disintermediate headhunters, who also use the 

same portal. I have seen some companies use Facebook, to do posting.  

- What is required of expatriate managers in terms of values, skills and career 

prospects? Are there any ideals that a talent must satisfy? 

When we send employees abroad, the survey methodology of assessment center is firstly 

used. They take 2 or 3 days. Texts are also made, such as the OPQ (Occupational Personality 

Questionnaire), which is used to understand aspects related to values, preferred managerial 

style, work under pressure, the ability to manage ambiguity, flexibility, etc. We have a dozen 

variables, one of which is being "true camparist", which always concerns the corporate 

culture, of which we spoke previously. We have four corporate values, which are 

pragmatism, passion, togetherness and integrity. And these are the same characteristics that 

we look for when we do recruitment. These aspects are very often more important than 

technical skills. 

- The phenomenon of job-hopping is particularly widespread in China. Have there 

been particular cases of turnover?  

I know it exists, but the average of our company is two years, so the situation is not serious, 

as there have also been changes in managment over the last few years. 

- It is believed that the very high turnover rate also depends on the fact that many 

Chinese do not feel like working in a harmonious environment. Confucian 
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harmony is still very present in today's Chinese culture. In your case, is there a 

harmonious working environment? 

The atmosphere in the company is harmonious, and good interpersonal relationships have 

also been established among colleagues.  

- Are there any incentives? 

In our company no incentives are offered to stem the turnover. This is not part of our 

company philosophy. All our employees have the annual bonus.  

- Based on your experience, is the process of managing expatriate managers, ie 

preparation for assignment, transfer and insertion, preparation for re-entry, re-

entry and adaptation, satisfactory? 

Campari’s expat management is now good and professional. I have done and am still doing 

training and coaching. They offered me a Chinese course, but I will do it later. I'm investing 

my time more on multiculturalism than the language. 

 

- Was the expatriation management satisfactory for your family, too? 

Yes. We have very good benefits, like school for children and home. My wife also did a part of 

coaching. We have a return trip to Italy a year. The fact that my wife and I had already had 

this experience was more motivating, as we know that we will be able to solve any difficulty. 

Literature says that 50% of expatriates end because of the family, so it is certainly an 

important aspect. 

- Is there a staff training planned? 

Cultural coaching is done if culture is very different, so it's case by case. If the promotion also 

involves a different role, a training course is made. 

- How much does culture influence on the company dynamics and on human 

resources? 

All that is related to the consumer is local. With global brands, we must maintain a global 

part and localize the other party. Campari in China has Chinese Marketing Managers and 

Chinese Brand Managers, so our strategies are automatically relevant to the local consumer. 

- Are there any global company values that the company requires to comply with? 

Have they been adapted to Chinese cultural values? 
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Yes, Campari requires to respect its global company values in every part of the world. They 

have not been adapted to Chinese cultural ones. 

- Did you suffer from cultural shock when you entered the new work environment? 

During my first expatriation to San Francisco, I did not suffer a real cultural shock, but a 

corporate culture shock. When I arrived in China, I did not suffer from cultural shock.  

- When you previously worked abroad, did you suffer from shock due to return? 

No. 

- And role shock? 

No. 

 

APPENDIX D 

Interview with the Sales Director of an Italian energy company in Shanghai. 

The interviewee requested that the interview be anonymous. 

- Which sector is the company for which you work in China? 

Energy Sector 

- Are the employees of the company for which you work mostly Chinese? 

Yes, 98% Chinese. This is a Chinese-majority Sino-Italian Joint Venture. 

- The company for which you work has a polycentric approach, that favors the 

recruitment of Chinese managers, or an ethnocentric approach, that favors the 

career of Italian managers? 

Since it is a majority shareholding company of a Chinese company, it favors the hiring of 

Chinese managers with support in key roles within the value chain of Italian managers. 

Depending on the roles, a short international experience is required on some Chinese 

managers. 

- Regarding recruitment, which channels does the company prefer? Does social 

recruitment work? 

Consultations with local companies are used, or transfer from other companies in the sector. 

Social recruiting is not used substantially. 
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- What is required of expatriate managers in terms of values, skills and career 

prospects? Are there any ideals that a talent must satisfy? 

The main value is the ability to create business value from cultural difference. In addition, 

the ability to integrate efficiently into the fabric of the culture of Chinese society is mainly 

required, gaining the trust of the Chinese counterpart. Depending on the role, specific hard 

skills are deepened. 

- The phenomenon of job-hopping is particularly widespread in China. Have there 

been particular cases of turnover?  

It exists. The economic incentive is the only system capable of stemming species in young 

resources. Usually, young resources change jobs for simple personal reasons (distance from 

the school of children, from the home of the parents, etc.). In senior management, instead, 

there are wider motivational nature’s factors. 

- It is believed that the very high turnover rate also depends on the fact that many 

Chinese do not feel like working in a harmonious environment. Confucian 

harmony is still very present in today's Chinese culture. In your case, is there a 

harmonious working environment? 

The working environment helps, but above all in the new generations it is not enough. 

Confucianism’s harmony today clashes with the extremely competitive environment in 

which young Chinese people have grown up since school.  

The solidity of the company or the work environment are not primary factors of choice 

because, unlike the Western vision, there is confidence in the future. In other words, for 

many young Chinese people it is not even considered the possibility of remaining without 

work and there is also the confidence to be able to repeatedly change work without 

difficulty. 

- Are there any incentives? 

Yes, often in the form of social assistance. For example, you can lend an employee some 

money to buy a house. The return to the company will take place over time with 

advantageous rates. This creates a link of interest and dependence to the company. Isolated 

bonuses only end up slightly delaying an employee's exit. Compared to the Western way of 

working, given the wider and more frequent employment opportunities, they therefore have 

a more temporary value. 
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- Based on your experience, is the process of managing expatriate managers, ie 

preparation for assignment, transfer and insertion, preparation for re-entry, re-

entry and adaptation, satisfactory? 

It is the transfer from Italy to China the more important. The key point is to identify the 

appropriate resource due to its character, work, personal and attitudinal profile. If the 

resource is suitable, the process is almost automatically winning. It certainly helps a path of 

cultural and professional training to facilitate adaptation and affection to the destination 

country. In any case, training will never be sufficient if the resource does not have intrinsic 

characteristics favorable to this change. 

The preparation for re-entry instead normally does not work or does not exist. In fact, after a 

long transfer abroad, an expatriate will have to face a process of change that, in addition to 

incorporating characteristics similar when he arrive in the city abroad, adds difficulties 

related to the fact that the expatriate will find (or perceive) in the country of origin a reality 

different from the one he already knew. 

- Is there a staff training planned? 

Yes, both on a cultural and linguistic level. It is an important and indispensable support, not 

pretending to be a solver. 

- How much does culture influence on the company dynamics and on human 

resources? 

In countries as diverse and rooted as China, very much. Understanding the cultural gap with 

China is the winning key to winning business stories abroad both in terms of relationship 

culture and company culture. All this does not mean changing one's attitude, but it means 

maintaining one's own Western DNA, integrating it into the socio-cultural mechanisms of the 

destination country. 

- Are there any global company values that the company requires to comply with? 

Have they been adapted to Chinese cultural values? 

Yes, they exist for the very nature of the company because of the very nature of the human 

being, which takes on universal characteristics on certain processes. Some concepts of 

business profitability, competitiveness, and negotiation management are universal concepts, 

although implemented with different nuances depending on the local situation. 

- Did you suffer from cultural shock when you entered the new work environment? 
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Not too much. If you respond to the change with a phase of initial enthusiasm then you do 

not suffer the cultural gaps, indeed they can sometimes become stimuli. Also, for this reason, 

it is important to identify the suitable resource for expatriation. 

- If you previously worked for other companies in China, did you suffer from shock 

due to return? 

I have not worked in China before. 

- And role shock? 

No, because I was sufficiently professionally prepared for the new role. The role implied 

challenges compatible with my previous career profile. At the base, however, it is necessary 

to have adequate change management skills. 

- In the concrete, what definition would you give to the term guanxi and what 

influence does it have in the labor market? What are the best ways to cultivate these 

interpersonal relationships? 

I think it is right associate it to the term “trust”, or sociologically to what is necessary to gain 

and establish a relationship of trust and credibility with another person.In China, the moments 

considered "informal: they play a fundamental role in the business, that is what happens 

outside the meeting table but always inside the business. An example is the dinners. The 

reason is precisely because, on such occasions, we leave the illusion of the professional 

appearance and you have the opportunity to show yourself to the interlocutor. Only in this 

case can a guanxi or a trusting connection be established. This aspect is fundamental and is 

largely opposed to what happens in Western culture, where "informal" moments are 

considered mainly acts of courtesy but not concrete opportunities for decision making. 

- Is the fact of "losing face", in your opinion, important for the Chinese? 

Yes, it is totally unacceptable because it disarms the person of every relational influence and, 

therefore, useless to the business and offended in the person. 

- Is the respect of the hierarchy structure found within Chinese companies? 

Yes, absolutely, and must be respected. The hierarchy is publicly sacred. In Western culture, 

on the other hand, sometimes the critical attitude has a positive value. In China it is good to 

avoid it or in any case not do it directly. 
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APPENDIX E 

Interview with Claudio D’Anna, Technical Sales Manager at Bassetti China. 

- Bassetti China is a company with a polycentric approach, that favors the 

recruitment of Chinese managers, or an ethnocentric approach, that favors the 

career of Italian managers? 

 As for the Sales and Project departments, ethnocentric. For other departments (HR, Admin) 

polycentric. The company's employees are half Chinese, half Western. 

- Regarding recruitment, which channels does the company prefer? Does social 

recruitment work? 

Yes, social recruitment is one of our methods, but recruiters use as many as 51JOB.com to 

hire employees. 

- What is required of expatriate managers in terms of values, skills and career 

prospects? Are there any ideals that a talent must satisfy? 

Technical background (Engineering), good level of English and be motivated to stay in China 

in the long term. 

- Given that in China the phenomenon of job-hopping is particularly widespread, 

have there been particular cases of turnover? If yes, how can you stem?  

Yes, in the case of Bassetti China turnover is very frequent. Bassetti China is growing in terms 

of turnover and staff so we hire more people than go. Obviously, the problem is that every 

new person must be trained through training and this is a long process. 

- It is believed that the very high turnover rate also depends on the fact that many 

Chinese do not feel like working in a harmonious environment. Confucian 

harmony is still very present in today's Chinese culture. Do you think that Bassetti 

China can guarantee a harmonious working environment? 

Yes, usually Chinese employees remain in Bassetti China, because there is a good 

environment. The most important reason for the company's turnover is the fact that some 

expatriate managers want to return to their countries and have to leave the company. 

- Are there any incentives? 

Yes, 2% commission for each sale. It also counts for recruiters and technicians. 
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- Based on your experience, is the process of managing expatriate managers, ie 

preparation for assignment, transfer and insertion, preparation for re-entry, re-

entry and adaptation, satisfactory? 

Yes, the company supports and helps new employees. 

- How much does culture influence on the company dynamics and on those 

concerning human resources?  

You have to adapt to Chinese culture if you want to work in harmony with the Chinese. 

- Have you suffered from cultural shock when you enter the new work 

environment?  

No, I quickly adapted. 

- In the concrete, what definition would you give to the term guanxi and what 

influence does it have in the labor market? What are the best ways to cultivate 

these interpersonal relationships? 

In my opinion, guanxi is creating relationships with customers, but also with colleagues. The 

best ways are to eat together, talk about different topics from work, give each other gifts, a 

set of things aimed at improving the relationship between you and the other person. 

- Is the aspect of "losing face", in your opinion, important for the Chinese? 

Yes, a lot. If you lose your face because of you, it's difficult to have a good relationship later. 

 

APPENDIX F 

Interview with Manfredi Tedesco, Sales Manager at London Food Ltd., Shanghai. 

- Are the employees of London Food Ltd. mostly Chinese? 

Excluding me and the managing director, the rest of the employees are all Chinese. 

- Does London Food Ltd. have a polycentric approach, that favors the recruitment of 

Chinese managers, or an ethnocentric approach, that favors the career of Italian 

managers? 

It’s necessary to make a distinction. For commercial work, the approach is very ethnocentric. 

For those warehouse or customs jobs, the local work force is preferred, because of strictly 

cultural reasons. 
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- Regarding recruitment, which channels does the company? Does social 

recruitment work? 

Social recruitment is the best channel. For example, a year and a half ago it is precisely 

through the WeChat platform that I found London Food Ltd.'s job offer. 

- What is required of expatriate managers in terms of values, skills and career 

prospects? Are there any ideals that a talent must satisfy? 

As far as the sales manager is concerned, the most important skills are linguistic ones. A 

good knowledge of Mandarin is crucial, but also skills like problem-solving and good 

leadership are very important. 

- The phenomenon of job-hopping is particularly widespread in China. Have there 

been particular cases of turnover?  

In the past year and a half, I saw, unfortunately, several colleagues leaving the company. Job 

hopping is a present phenomenon. A good way to stem this phenomenon is certainly to offer 

long-lasting incentives (promotions, increases, greater responsibilities). 

- So, offering incentives is the best way to stem the turnover problem. 

Exactly. The Chinese culture relies heavily on the bonuses that can be of various types. 

- It is believed that the very high turnover rate also depends on the fact that many 

Chinese do not feel like working in a harmonious environment. Confucian 

harmony is still very present in today's Chinese culture. In your case, is there a 

harmonious working environment? 

Undoubtedly the harmony within the company is important. However, I personally believe 

that the turnover is generated by the very high workforce number and a relatively low job 

offer. 

- Based on your experience, is the process of managing expatriate managers, ie 

preparation for assignment, transfer and insertion, preparation for re-entry, re-

entry and adaptation, satisfactory? 

Not at all. The market is fast and incessant. Training and adaptation periods should receive 

more attention. 

- Is there a staff training planned? 
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Yes, but not as we conceive it in Italy or in Europe. The Chinese one is less orthodox and 

disciplined. 

- How much does culture influence on the company dynamics and on human 

resources? 

The culture guides and forms the business dynamics. Without an earlier adaptation to 

Chinese uses it would be very difficult to integrate into the company. 

- Are there any global company values that the company requires to comply with? 

Have they been adapted to Chinese cultural values? 

Not exactly. The company identifies itself totally with the local culture. 

- Did you suffer from cultural shock when you entered the new work environment? 

Yes. Aspects of Chinese culture are difficult to incorporate, even after years. But this is about 

everyday life, not just the world of work. 

- If you previously worked for other companies in China, did you suffer from shock 

due to return? 

I have not worked here before. This is my first job in China. 

- And role shock? 

Never. 

- In the concrete, what definition would you give to the term guanxi and what 

influence does it have in the labor market? What are the best ways to cultivate these 

interpersonal relationships? 

In China, guanxi still has great importance in many aspects. Much is developed through 

personal knowledge. Sometimes, even the management of formal practices can be greatly 

facilitated by guanxi. 

- Is the fact of "losing face", in your opinion, important for the Chinese? 

Initially, it does not seem that important, but those who have lived in China long enough 

know that that is one of the most important aspects in Chinese culture, whether it's family or 

work’s ties.  

- Is the respect of the hierarchy structure found within Chinese companies? 
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Absolutely yes. This can be easily deduced from the various appellations that are used when 

addressing a superior. 
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