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Abstract 

With the growing number of Sino-European business transactions, the cooperation of Chinese 

and European managers is becoming an increasingly important topic. In the theoretical 

foundation, we review the main concepts of Confucianism and apply them for modern 

management. The result is a conceptual framework which is tested in the empirical part, based 

on the results of more than 30 interviews. The data gained from Chinese managers was 

compared with that of a control group consisting of managers of European and Asian origin. 

The methodology and the findings of this research enabled us to discover more subtle 

differences between the concepts of Confucianism, Chinese, and Western management 

practices. 
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1. Introduction 

During the past two decades, Chinese-European business relations have become significantly 

more important (Blomkvist and Drogendijk, 2016) – both the number of Chinese–European 

joint ventures in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Chinese owned companies in 

Europe is growing (Lew and Liu, 2016). This phenomenon naturally results in increasing 

personal, and more importantly, professional interactions between Chinese and European 

leaders. 

With the international development of Chinese companies, the increasing amount of 

Chinese foreign direct investment in the world, and finally the Belt and Road Initiative, Chinese 

managers spread across the world (Davies, 2017). Consequently, encounters with Chinese 

management and cooperation with Chinese firms became a regular feature of “Western” 

business life as well. Yet European managers’ knowledge about Chinese management is 

relatively limited, not only due to the lack of language, but also because the opening of the 



Chinese economy to foreign capital is relatively recent. Literature only suggests that basic 

features of “Chinese management” are paternalistic leadership, family-like corporations, a high 

emphasis of hierarchy and the avoidance of self-interest (Fang, 2006; Hill, 2006; Hofstede, 

2007; Warner, 2010). Thus, the objective of this paper is to offer theoretical and empirical 

insights on Chinese management, and on its connection with Confucianism to both researchers 

and managers. 

Cross-cultural cooperation and management have always been a challenge for 

companies and people (Johnson et al., 2006). Even if managers work in a country culturally 

relatively close to their own, preparation trainings are often held beforehand to make their 

adaptation to the new environment easier and the cooperation with their new colleagues more 

effective (Earley, 1987). Relations between Chinese and European managers are extremely 

prone to misunderstandings due to lack of sufficient information about the counterpart’s 

professional behavioural patterns and the underlying cultural background. Therefore, we 

believe that enriching the understanding of European managers about the cultural backgrounds 

of their Chinese counterparts can result in more tolerance from their part, and in a more effective 

cooperation, which would also result in increased productivity of their collaborations or joint 

projects. 

Literature often claims that to understand the Chinese way of thinking, one cannot avoid 

getting acquainted with ancient, traditional ideologies such as Confucianism (Boettcher, 2007). 

However, despite considerable research on Confucianism, it remains a puzzle for the Western 

world, how an ancient ideology impacts modern business situations, and to what extent it can 

influence managerial decision making and behaviour. An important limitation of the 

international discussion of this topic is the scarcity of empirical evidence. In this study we 

attempt to bridge this gap with qualitative data collected from practitioners of Chinese 

management. In the following chapters, we will go through the main ideas related to 

Confucianism, we will try to translate these ideas into real-life situations, and finally, we will 

test empirically whether Confucianism does really matter in business with Chinese. 

  

2. The importance of Confucianism through the Chinese history 

  

After the life of Confucius (551-479 BC) various rulers and governments kept his ideas alive 

and found their significance for modern life. For contemporary authors it concerns many 



different areas, such as business ethics and philosophy (Wu, 2014), the importance of education 

and tradition (Deng, 2011), good human qualities (junzi) (Huff, 2016) and social hierarchy 

(Warner, 2016). The main tools are rites, rituals, music, self-examination and mentoring. In this 

chapter, we will introduce the historical evolution of Confucianism to understand its role in 

contemporary China. Confucianism has a history of over two millennia, which makes its 

comprehensive definition an extremely complex task, where one must consider multiple factors, 

such as the purpose or the circumstances of the definition. In the followings, we will highlight 

some of the most important historical milestones of the ideology which influence its current 

interpretation. 

The roots of Confucianism date back to even before the life of the sage, since the 

principles of the ideology were not invented by Confucius himself – he was the first to elaborate 

and conceptualize the “rulers’ best practices” embedded in the traditions of China. The 

systematization of these traditional principles started with Confucius and became a distinctive 

school upon his and his disciples’ work (Yao, 2000). The ideology first started to gain 

importance during the Warring States period (403-221 BC), when scholars addressing issues 

about ideal leaders and social structures were in high demand (Rarick, 2009). During the times 

of social unrest, political instability and constant wars, the ideas of the main philosophical 

schools of China (Confucianism, Daoism, Legalism) supported the aspirations of the warring 

monarchs. Confucianism became state philosophy during the rule of Han Wudi (141-87 BC), 

who founded an imperial school to teach Confucian classics (which later became the 

preparatory institution of government officials). However, the school of “Confucianism” which 

he promoted was already significantly different from the original thoughts of Confucius. The 

era of Han Wudi marked an important milestone for Confucianism: from this time until the fall 

of China’s last imperial dynasty in 1911, the doctrine has continuously prevailed as a state-level 

philosophy (Han, 2013). 

After the Revolution and the fall of China’s last imperial dynasty, the Qing Dynasty in 

1911, most of the older Confucian institutions were abolished, and the Confucian doctrine 

started to be disregarded. On these grounds, during the early years of the republican China, 

“New-Confucianism” emerged in an attempt to give a newer perspective to the concepts of 

hierarchy and harmony, by emphasizing rationality and humanism (Han, 2013; Warner, 2016). 

The Guomindang-led Republic of China in the 1920’s has mixed Confucianist thought with 

Christianity, and Sun Yat-Sen even declared to have direct Confucian background to his 

principles. In the early years of the People’s Republic of China under the rule of Mao Zedong, 



Confucianism was regarded as “reactionary” and therefore it was strictly prohibited to promote. 

In the succeeding era of Deng Xiaoping, characterized by policies of modernization and 

openness, the interest towards Confucianism started showing resurgence, but it wasn’t until the 

2002 actions of Jiang Zemin that the doctrine became promoted again widely and on the state-

level. Since the Sixteenth National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2002, the CPC 

seeks to strengthen its position by focusing on cultural leadership and promoting ancient 

Chinese ideologies such as Confucianism (Wu, 2014). 

 

3. Theoretical framework – the teachings of Confucius applicable to modern 

management thought 

Numerous sources on Chinese management (Ackerman et al., 2009; Fam et al., 2009; Hofstede, 

2007) suggest that Confucius’ ideas define modern management in Chinese companies. 

However, Warner (2016) suggests that Confucianism was more prevalent in the first half of the 

20th century compared to the second, and he also finds it dubious that the so-called Confucian 

Management of today is directly derived from the original doctrine and questions whether it is 

the main influence on current Chinese management practices. 

In the followings, we provide a summary of the perceptions and findings of international 

literature about Chinese corporations, management and managers in connection with contextual, 

cultural, especially Confucian values. 

3.1.The Confucian organization and its actors 

One of the most obvious characteristics of Chinese organizations is that group orientation and 

collectivism prevail over individualism (Hofstede, 2007; Li and Madsen, 2010). It is also 

highlighted by multiple authors, that Chinese management in general is driven by the respect 

of interdependent and mutually beneficial relationships. It is observed both between 

supervisor–subordinate, and between business partners (Cheung and Chan, 2005; Han, 2013; 

Zakić, 2010), which are at the same time expected to be unequal due to the predefined role of 

each individual (Baumann and Winzar, 2017; Fam et al., 2009; Kang et al., 2017). Chinese 

managers, according to Boisot and Xing (1992) tend to be more personalized and centralizing 

compared to their Western counterparts – they are usually not only reluctant to commit 

themselves in writing, but also to delegate authorities. Since in contemporary Chinese 

management the corporation is often regarded as family, the paternalistic leadership style is 



prevalent (Han, 2013; Hill, 2006), in which leaders are primarily concerned about social welfare 

and the interest of subordinates (Cheung and Chan, 2005).  

These traditional Chinese characteristics are apparently coherent with Confucianism. 

Confucian leaders value harmony and respect hierarchy, adhere to their defined role inside of 

the organization and of society (Han, 2013; Suen et al., 2007; Wang and Chee, 2011; Wong et 

al., 2010). The parental responsibility of rulers and the filial piety of subordinates (therefore, 

paternalistic leadership) have also been promoted by Confucius (Ho, 1994). The portrait of the 

Confucian entrepreneur was addressed by multiple authors, and numerous characteristics have 

been attributed to this image. The most important values of a Chinese manager are patience, 

reliability, trustworthiness, loyalty and long-term orientation – emphasizing future-oriented 

Confucian values, such as persistence and thrift (Cheung and Chan, 2005; Hill, 2006; Hofstede 

and Bond, 1988). According to Cheung and Yeo-chi king (2004), the real Confucian 

entrepreneur - who does not aim to maximize his personal profit but pursues moral virtues 

instead - will soon become extinct. For them, profit making is only possible within the standards 

of their moral beliefs, and they value trust, work ethic and dedication to excellence, self-

cultivation and lifelong learning instead of focusing on personal profit (Han, 2013; Hill, 2006). 

A Confucian leader should continuously asses himself, including his morality and justice (Yijie 

and Xin, 2008), and conduct self-examination, self-reflection and discipline day by day (Woods 

and Lamond, 2011). An ideal leader should value tolerance and concern for harmony, avoid 

disagreement and the pursuit of self-interest, should be trustworthy, seek harmony and respect 

the hierarchy (Han, 2013; Hill, 2006). They should lead with benevolence, morality, virtue and 

trust, and by setting example by themselves: gratitude towards their followers will naturally 

lead to them being loyal and respectful (Han, 2013). Confucianism – along with the political 

environment and Chinese stratagems – seems to affect Chinese business negotiation style as 

well (Fang, 1999). According to the “Ping-Pong” model of Fang (2006), and Ghauri and Fang 

(2001), the Chinese negotiator values mutual trust and benefit, righteousness, sincerity, respects 

hierarchy, age and etiquette and behaves in a group-oriented, self-restrained way. 

 

3.2.Confucian Work Ethic 

One of the most widely studied areas of business in connection with Confucianism is 

business ethics. Confucianism has a mitigating effect on unethical corporate behaviour, it can 

strengthen business ethics, contribute to the establishment of a consistent corporate culture and 



to ethical decision making (Du, 2015). That is because, while it is compatible with management 

practices, Confucianism also requires a contribution to society and leadership based on morals 

(Romar, 2002). The key Confucian concepts which can be associated with business ethics are 

moral character, humanity, human relationships, lifelong learning and moderation (Seow Wah, 

2010). The most important work ethics of Confucianism include reciprocity, loyalty, thrift, 

dedication, concern for society and harmony (Chan, 2008; Rarick, 2007; Zhu, 2009) and 

workplace rituals (Kim and Strudler, 2012). According to Ackerman et al. (2009), government 

involvement in an enterprise has positive influence on the consumer perception on its brand and 

products because of three important Confucian dimensions: meritocracy, loyalty to superiors 

and separation of roles and responsibilities. On the other hand, the presence of government 

officials can reduce the influence of Confucianism on the management of state-owned 

enterprises (Du, 2015) and the career progressions and mobility of managers (Wong and Slater, 

2002). Confucianism is negatively associated with the role of women in the organizations (Du, 

2016). 

The concept of Confucian Work Ethic (CWE) provides a theoretical framework to 

incorporate these seemingly diverse effects of Confucian values on a Chinese workplace. The 

concept consists of a set of values attributed to Confucianism (Rarick, 2007), based on the 

Confucian work dynamism value dimension initially proposed by Hofstede (1984). The values 

include self-discipline, diligence, persistence, hard-work, respect for educational achievement, 

harmony and cooperation (Huang et al., 2012; Li and Madsen, 2010). Kang et al. (2017) 

highlight four important value orientations of Chinese organizations originating from 

Confucianism: seniority, relationship, righteousness and benevolence orientation, which are 

also consistent with the CWE values. Leong et al. (2014) claimed that the Confucian value 

dimensions of diligence and harmony are significantly related to job satisfaction and 

commitment. 

In this chapter, we formulated assumptions on what we can expect from Chinese 

managers to say or think, when it comes to interactions with others (such as managerial 

behaviour, decision-making, interpersonal relationships) and personality, based on the 

extensive literature about the relationship of Confucianism and Chinese management styles. 

Table 1. summarizes what we have found about Chinese management practices and the personal 

characteristics of managers, attributed to Confucian influence by the above reviewed literature. 

  



Table 1.: Findings of the literature review about Confucian influence on Chinese management 

Interactions with others / Management practices 

Hierarchy Centralized power, paternalistic leadership with parental responsibility 

(for expected filial piety and dedication) 

Unequal relationships characterised by mutual trust and benefit 

Group-orientation, framed by age and etiquette 

Ethics 

 

Ethical decision-making, contribution to society is important 

Long-term orientation 

Respect for educational achievement 

Leadership Managers lead with benevolence, morality, virtue and trust, and by setting 

an example 

Concern for harmony, avoiding disagreement 

The managers’ self / Personal characteristics 

Behaviour Self-restrained behaviour and self-moderation 

The manager avoids the pursuit of self-interest 

Virtues 

 

Self-cultivation and lifelong learning 

Patience, reliability, trustworthiness 

Self-discipline, diligence, persistence, hard-work 

 

4. Research design and methodology 

 

In this study, while we accept the suggestion that because most leadership theories were 

developed in individualistic context, they might not be suitable for collectivistic societies such 

as China (Filatotchev et al., 2019), we address the proposal that Confucianism is the main 

determining factor behind Chinese managerial practices and behaviour. The goal of the research 

is to understand whether Confucianism is a determining factor in Chinese management, and 

whether Chinese managers attach importance to Confucian values in their managerial behaviour, 

especially in their leadership style and personal and professional traits. 

To be more specific, we address the following research questions: 



• To what extent do Confucian values influence the leadership style of Chinese managers? 

• Are the personal and professional value sets of Chinese managers more similar to 

Confucian values than that of their non-Chinese counterparts? 

To address the research questions, a qualitative content analysis approach was used on 

a dataset obtained from interviews with managers from various backgrounds. Qualitative 

content analysis aims to interpret textual data through systematic classification process, with 

special consideration to their context, in order to identify the core concepts within the data 

(Mayring, 2010; Zhang and Wildemuth, 2016). It was chosen as method of inquiry because it 

is consistent with our research goal: during the data analysis, our goal was to identify the main 

concepts from the interviewees’ narratives which relate to our research questions and provide 

a comparison between the concepts of The Analects, the concepts of international management 

literature on Confucian management and our empirical results.  

4.1. Data collection 

As data collection method, we have conducted personal, semi-structured interviews with 

managers coming from China (both the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Republic of 

China (ROC)/Taiwan), the European Union (France, Germany, Hungary) and Mongolia. For 

the analysis, the interviews were divided into two main groups: Chinese (PRC, Taiwan) group 

and control group or non-Chinese group. The criteria for the participants of the Chinese group 

included being a citizen of the People’s Republic of China, growing up and completing primary, 

secondary (and preferably higher) education there. In the final sample all of these criteria were 

met, with all of the Chinese participants completing higher education at least partially in 

Mainland China. The main purpose of the non-Chinese group was to provide a basis for 

comparing the results of the Chinese respondents – therefore the nationality criteria for these 

participants were relatively loose. Everyone from outside Mainland China and Taiwan could 

be included – but preference was given to those of Western (European or North American) 

origin. Due to the limited number of non-Chinese participants in our research, the findings 

concerning this group are also relatively limited, they can be interpreted as initial orientation 

for future research. 

We employed snowball sampling (Goodman, 2011) technique to choose our participants. 

As Torres de Oliveira and Figueira (2018) argue, in Chinese context, one of the most difficult 

tasks is to get an interview, therefore we have used our own contacts and asked them whether 

they are willing to participate, or to introduce us to other individuals in their personal 



relationship groups, if they believe that they are matching our criteria. For all of our participants, 

regardless of nationality, we employed the following criteria: they need to work in a for-profit 

organization under market conditions, and have subordinates working under their supervision. 

As our goal was to understand the managerial practices of Chinese leaders in business 

environment, we sought to avoid including government officials, or other government-related 

policy makers. 

Our final sample included 22 Chinese (both from the PRC and ROC) managers, with an 

average age of 34, ranging from 27 to 53 years old. The sample included nine female 

participants. The position of the respondents was head of department or higher. In the control 

group, we interviewed 8 managers: two managers from Hungary, two from Germany, and one 

from Mongolia and France each. Two of the respondents of the control group are Canadian 

citizens of Taiwanese origin – since both of them spent the majority of their childhood and 

young adulthood in Canada, they were classified as control group. Their average age is 39.5 

years (the youngest respondent is 31 years old, the oldest is 53). The average managerial 

experience of the Chinese group is close to 7 years, while that of the control group is more than 

9 years. 

We collected primary data from interviews which followed a semi-structured protocol 

with the main content of the questions predefined based on the main concepts of the Analects. 

The questions were translated from English into Mongolian and Chinese, and translations were 

double-checked with the back-translation method (Brislin, 1970). The primary language of the 

research and the interviews has been English. Therefore, whenever the participant had an 

adequate command of English language, we would conduct the interview in English. However, 

since our goal was to provide a comfortable atmosphere and let the participants freely express 

themselves, we would arrange the interviews in their respective mother tongues if necessary. 

Eventually, this was only necessary in cases of the Mongolian and four of the Chinese 

participants. In each case, Chinese/Mongolian speaking researcher conducted the interview and 

the transcripts were translated into English later by these researchers. This method allowed to 

minimize the discrepancies potentially arising from involving interpreters and translators who 

might not be as acquainted with the context. The translations were subject to random checks of 

the other researchers based on the voice recordings. 

Whenever possible, the interviews were conducted personally. We successfully 

arranged personal interviews with Chinese managers in Hungary, Mongolia, France and China 

and with non-Chinese managers in Hungary and Mongolia. However, with some participants 



personal meetings were not possible – these interviews were conducted via Skype (for 

participants located in Europe) or WeChat (for participants located in China). 

 

4.2. Interpretation of Confucianism - a conceptual framework 

Since in this study we are addressing the Confucian elements of Chinese leaders, we attempted 

to confine the ideology accordingly and create a basis for the interview framework based on the 

thoughts and values most closely related to Confucius himself, and the elements of his work 

describing an ideal leader. We chose The Analects as our main reference, because, even though 

it was not written by Confucius himself, it contains the thoughts of the sage, edited by his 

disciples, therefore it is historically considered the closest source to Confucius. We have used 

the English translation of Waley (1998) to collect the relevant parts. 

First, we selected the parts which are the most relevant from the perspective of a 

manager today (II/3, 12, 20; III/7; VI/3; VII/1,2,3; VIII/4; IX/1, 3, 22; XI/3; XII/16; XIII/3, 9, 

23; XVI/1, 4, 5; XVII/24; XIX/5, 11), then organized the thoughts of Confucius along two main 

dimensions: management practices (how a ruler should govern?) and the personality of a 

manager (how a gentleman/ruler should be?). 

Regarding Confucian management practices, we have found the following: 

1. Importance of morality: instead of regulations, people should be governed by moral 

force and rituals. Loyalty can be earned by showing piety, kindness and dignity towards others. 

(Analects II/3, II/20) 

2. Considering individual circumstances: when considering the evaluation of the 

delegated work, a leader has to promote those, who are worthy and train those who are 

incompetent. Financially, a leader should help those in need, instead of the already wealthy. 

(Analects II/20, VI/3) 

3. Respecting and preserving traditional knowledge: traditional, experienced ways and 

methods should prevail over creative new innovations where we have no experience – a leader 

should transmit knowledge, not invent. (Analects VII/1, 2, 3) 

4. Concentrating on people’s strengths, not their weaknesses: a leader should pay 

attention on the merits of others instead of their shortcomings and always speak in an 

appropriate manner. (Analects XII/16, XIII/3) 



5. The leader should serve his people: The goals of a ruler are to multiply, to enrich and 

to teach the people (in succession). (Analects XIII/9) 

Regarding the personality of a Confucian manager, we have found the following: 

1. Leading people is a profession itself: a leader should have general, moral qualifications 

rather than being specialized to a particular area (Analects II/12) 

2. Leaders should have strong moral character: a leader should never be arrogant or 

violent and always act with good faith. (Analects VIII/4) 

3. Leaders should pursue morals instead of financial profit: a leader should always 

consider what is right, not what is profitable. (Analects IX/1) 

4. Leaders should be trustworthy and reliable, thus earning respect: good leaders keep 

their promises, are honest, transparent (not opposing others in hidden ways but openly); must 

be good, wise and brave; do not criticize others; show respect towards older people. 

5. Leaders should consciously assess and improve themselves: good leaders are 

continuously learning, are always aware of what they have already learnt and what they still 

lack. (Analects XIX/5) 

The above collected attributes will be accepted as the characteristics of Confucian management 

practices and Confucian managers’ personality traits. The purpose of these attributes is twofold:  

first, to serve as a basis of designing the interview structure, and second, to have a clear 

definition of Confucianism which can be used for reference when interpreting the research 

results. 

 

4.3. Designing the interviews 

The interview questions were formulated based on the above described Confucian attributes. 

The interview questions were divided into four parts. The purpose of the first part was to collect 

statistical data about the participants’ personal profile. The next two parts were based on our 

analysis of the Analects, regarding the managerial behaviour and the personal values of the 

participants. After these, in the last part of the interview we assessed the knowledge and 

perceptions of the participants about Confucianism and its impact on Chinese management. 

Table 2. summarizes the interview structure. 



Category Question examples 

1.  Personal profile 

 

Citizenship, gender, age, industry of 

workplace, position in the organization 

2.  Leadership methods What do you think is the best way to govern 

subordinates? How should one impact their 

behaviour? 

Please describe how is an ideal employee for 

you. 

Some people suggest that a manager-

subordinate relationship is in many senses 

like a father-son (or parent-child, since it can 

include female manager or employee) 

relation. What do you think of that? 

3.  Personality of a manager What kind of training or education should a 

manager have in your experience? Why? 

How do you know what you still lack, and 

how do you try to learn new things and 

improve yourself? Is it possible to remind 

yourself about what you still need to learn? 

How do you do it? 

 

4. The concept and the impact of 

Confucianism 

To what extent (%) in general do you think 

that Confucianism impacts Chinese 

managers, Chinese management? 

How would you define what Confucianism 

is? 

Table 2: The interview structure 

As the interviews were conducted by different interviewers in different locations, we 

preliminarily agreed on certain guidelines the interviewers should follow. First, the sequence 

of the question categories should not be changed, but the sequence of the questions within each 



category can be changed logically, according to the actual interview situation. Second, the 

interviewer can support the interviewee with further explanations about the question, if it is not 

clear for the participant. Some possible explanations were highlighted in the interview guideline. 

Third, the interview questions should not be shared with the participants prior to the interview, 

since it could influence the actual interview situation. An interview invitation letter had to be 

sent to all participants beforehand to inform them about the framework of the conversation. 

Forth, audio recordings were suggested to be made with the participant’s consent. This was 

eventually given in every instance. 

4.4. Validity, procedures and limitations of the research process 

During the research process the authors followed a naturalist (interpretive) paradigm (Welch 

and Piekkari, 2017) to represent the constructions of reality held by the interviewees. Taking 

this approach, we have not formulated prior assumptions or hypotheses, but used an inductive 

coding technique to let the concepts of the participants emerge from the interview transcripts.  

Due to the nature of the snowball-sampling method, the researchers participating in selecting 

the participants and collecting data not only had to consider the potential participants’ fit to the 

pre-defined criteria, but also their personal compatibility – those participants with whom the 

interviewer had personal working experience were assigned to another interviewer, or if this 

was not possible, the participant had to be excluded to avoid biasing the data.  

The involvement of multiple researchers in the data collection was both a challenge and an 

opportunity. While it enabled us to enrich the dataset thus increasing the validity of the research 

by including participants from geographically and culturally diverse regions and organizations, 

it also meant that researchers from culturally diverse backgrounds conducted the interviews. To 

avoid the potential contextual bias, feedbacks were collected, and the questions were rephrased 

to avoid misinterpretations. However, the advantages of the involvement of multiple 

interviewers outweigh its disadvantages, not only because it provided access to a much richer 

dataset, but also because the investigator triangulation (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Sántha, 2017) 

of the data collection and analysis increases the validity of the research by controlling for 

individual researcher bias. 

4.5. Data analysis 

The analysis of the interviews followed the coding protocol defined by Strauss and Corbin, 

(1998), which was originally developed for grounded theory building, but it also corresponds 



to our goal of interpreting textual data through systematic classification process. We have 

followed the three stages of the process, namely (1) open coding, (2) axial coding and (3) 

selective coding (Blair, 2015).  

During the open coding phase, the researchers assigned a code to each unit of the interview 

transcripts manually, in a line-by-line analysis of the transcripts. The smallest unit included 

only several words within a sentence, the longest unit consisted of three sentences. In this phase 

our goal was to explore the underlying psychological and social phenomena represented by the 

words and thoughts of the interviewees. After examining the categories of the open coding 

phase, in the axial coding phase we attempted to link codes together based on common 

characteristics and organize them into categories and subcategories. During this phase, it 

emerged that the narratives of the interviewees contain expectations towards different roles in 

the organization, on different levels of action. Specifically, the roles are the employees and the 

managers (or leaders); while the levels of action are the level of the individual, the group, and 

the company. This means, that the interviewees have expressed what they expect from 

employees and managers as individuals, as group members and as members of the whole 

organization. The axial coding phase resulted in arranging the initial categories of open coding 

into two main categories (expectations from employees and managers) with three subcategories 

in each main category (individual level, group level, company level). Some of the initial 

categories which were not related to any of these key categories were excluded at this point. 

In the selective coding phase, our goal was to create concepts from the categories and 

subcategories defined in the previous stages. These concepts summarize the interpretations of 

the interviewees about ideal managers and employees. 

Table 3 provides an overview of the final concepts emerged during the selective coding stage 

within the groups and subgroups defined by the axial coding stage. 

 The interviewees’ 

expectations from the 

employees 

The interviewees’ expectations from 

managers 

Individual 

level 

• Managers value self-

motivated, responsible 

employees who can work 

independently 

• Managers expect the 

employees to have 

personal goals and 

• Formal education is a prerequisite, but 

general leadership qualities and position 

specific skills determine the quality of a 

leader  

• Managers have to be self-conscious, 

competitive, and restrain their emotions• 



internal motivation for the 

work 

 

• Communication is an important tool for 

knowledge transfer and performance 

development 

• Colleagues and superiors should be a 

source for self-improvement 

Group 

level 

• The employees should 

show group-oriented 

behaviour and accept the 

superiority of the 

leadership 

• Personal performance is 

the most important of an 

employee, but good 

relationships are also 

expected 

• The leader is the engine of the group, 

creates its orientation and has to serve its 

people 

• The leader sets example and bears the 

final responsibility and authority 

• The manager always has to consider 

individual circumstances when evaluating 

the employees or assigning tasks  

• The manager should continuously provide 

the employees with external motivation 

(eg. financial benefits) 

•  (Informal) relationships between 

manager-subordinate determine the 

performance of the group 

 

Company 

level 

• Managers need the 

employees to put the 

company’s interest as 

their first priority 

• The managers expect 

employees identify with 

company goals, and reach 

their personal goals 

through them 

• Employees should be 

humble, respectful and 

dedicated 

• The leader represents the company’s 

interest in the group, acts as an 

intermediary and takes the responsibility 

of transferring company interests to group 

level  

• The leader knows and follows the 

company strategy and sets up the actions 

accordingly 

• Everyone in the company should be 

handled the same way, regardless of their 

position in the hierarchy  

 

Table 3. The main concepts of the participants about management in Chinese companies 

5. Research findings 

For the interpretation of the results, the final concepts were assigned to the groups based on the 

interview structure: concepts about leadership methods (governing subordinates, describing 

subordinates and relationships, compensation and goal setting, performance evaluation) belong 

to the management practices group, while the personal characteristics (educational background, 

self-improvement, self-expression, self-control, personal values and virtues, goals) belong to 

the characteristics of a manager group. The final categories of the Chinese group were 

compared with the results of the non-Chinese group, to highlight the similarities and differences. 

5.1. Findings about management practices 



Relationship with subordinates 

To explore the attitude of the participants toward their subordinates, we asked them about their 

preferred method of governing subordinates, about their ideal employee and whether they agree 

with the comparison of supervisor-subordinate and father-son relationships. 

For governing subordinates, setting rules was mentioned most frequently in the Chinese group, 

12 out of the 22 Chinese respondents claimed regulation as the most effective management 

method. The second most important methods are leading by setting an example and maintaining 

an attentive communication with subordinates. 

In the description of an ideal employee, attitude and dedication were the most highly ranked 

characteristics. Attitude of the employee was mentioned by all but 6 Chinese respondents, while 

skills were only brought up as key factor two times. 

“In my opinion, the ideal employee should have a good attitude. In many cases, the good 

attitudes are more important than ability and experiences.  For me, ideal employees should be 

willing to develop themselves and should be very punctual.” 

The majority of the participants do not agree with the suggestion that a supervisor-subordinate 

relationship would be similar to a father-son, or parent-child relationship. Most of them 

described the relationship with their subordinates as friendly, or even “brotherly”, mutually 

beneficial, and respecting the roles in the hierarchy. “You can get along with them as friends 

or even family members, but you still have to draw a line and keep boundaries. Keeping the 

essential distances can act as the absorbent for conflicts and minimize the damage.” 

Based on the participants’ answers, we have found the following as the most important 

characteristics of their relationships with subordinates (numbered from the most to the least 

frequently mentioned): 

1. Managers value self-motivated, responsible employees who can work independently 

2. Managers need the employees to consider the company’s interest as their first priority, 

to have personal goals and internal motivation for the work, and to reach their personal 

goals through working for company goals 

3. Everyone in the company should be handled the same way, regardless of their position 

in the hierarchy  

4. The leader is the engine of the group, creates its orientation and has to serve its people 

 



Comparing the above results with that of the non-Chinese group, we discovered that the first 

three points are very close to each other in the two groups – non-Chinese participants also value 

the same things in their employees. The fourth point is not articulated by non-Chinese 

participants, and this group also attached more importance to the informal relationship between 

managers and subordinates.  

  

Compensation and motivation of subordinates 

In terms of compensation and motivation of the subordinates, Chinese participants unanimously 

argued the role of regulations as most important method, and that compensation should be based 

on performance, with only a minority of them mentioning the consideration of the individual’s 

circumstances or to provide possibility for personal development to motivate them. However, 

consideration of individual circumstances was mentioned in connection with decision making 

and delegating tasks. Based on the participants’ answers, we have found the following as the 

most important characteristics of motivating and evaluating employees (numbered from the 

most to the least frequently mentioned): 

1. Personal performance is the most important of an employee, but good relationships are 

also expected  

2. The manager should continuously provide the employees with external motivation (e.g. 

financial benefits) 

3. The manager always has to consider individual circumstances when evaluating the 

employees or assigning tasks  

4. Informal relationships between manager-subordinate determine the performance of the 

group 

Comparing the above results with that of the non-Chinese group, we have found that their 

answers are rather similar: performance is the most important element of compensation, 

however, they tend to be more flexible with the evaluation and the relative frequency of 

mentioning the importance of adaptation to individual circumstances is higher. 

5.2. Findings about the personal characteristics of a manager 

Education 

Both the Chinese and the control group’s perception about the educational background of a 

good manager is that skills and experience are much more important than formal education. 



However, their answers suggest that they take formal education (university degree) as a 

prerequisite for managers, which gives them a basic reputation in front of their team. 

“First of all, we must continue to learn relevant management knowledge and enhance our 

management ability and vision. Then, we should try more in practice because practice makes 

real knowledge.” 

In case of the perceptions about the necessary educational background of a manager, we could 

not identify major differences between the Chinese and non-Chinese participants. While both 

groups believe that formal education provides useful knowledge for leaders, they consider it as 

something anyone can reach – as opposed to personal traits (such as charisma, ability and 

willing for self-development, ability to lead people), which only self-conscious and tendentious 

leaders possess. 

Based on the participants’ answers in both groups, we have found the following as the most 

important characteristics of the educational background of a leader: 

1. Formal education is a prerequisite, but general leadership qualities and position specific 

skills determine the quality of a leader  

2. Communication is an important tool for knowledge transfer and performance 

development 

Personal values 

Both groups attach equal importance to the personal values of responsibility, trustworthiness, 

honesty and self-consciousness (including continuous learning and self-restrained behaviour). 

Based on our panel, these qualities must inherently be part of a manager’s personality and 

attitude, irrespectively of their nationality, citizenship or cultural background. 

While the importance of the continuous self-reflection and desire to improve goes without 

saying in both groups, the participants of the control group claimed to explicitly ask for 

feedback from colleagues or friends (“Whenever I go to a job, I create a network of persons 

who reflect what I do: employees, peers as well as my own boss.” “The things you need for that 

is be open-minded, ask for feedback, ask superiors, colleagues, subordinates…”), while their 

Chinese counterparts describe it as a rather passive process, as learning from the example from 

more experienced people or draw the conclusion from certain situations by themselves 

(“Sometimes I learn a lot of things from the experienced people, even they can be my employees.” 



“There is really a lot of situations and opportunities to find out my shortcomings, for example 

during the talks with the clients.”) 

Overall, when describing the personal characteristics of a leader, the perceptions of the whole 

panel form a rather homogeneous insight. We have found the following as the most important 

personality traits of a manager according to our respondents: 

1. Managers have to be self-conscious, competitive, and restrain their emotions. 

2. Colleagues and superiors should be a source for self-improvement  

3. The leader sets example and bears the final responsibility and authority 

4. The leader represents the company’s interest in the group, acts as an intermediary and 

takes the responsibility of transferring company interests to group level  

 

Perceptions about Confucianism 

Naturally, Chinese managers are more familiar with Confucian values compared to Westerners, 

most of whom did not even attempt to answer specific questions related to Confucianism. 

However, we have found that while the Confucian heritage seems to be important for most of 

the Chinese participants (they covered the topic by 184 words / person on average, compared 

to 20 words/person for the other group), their knowledge about the ideology is limited to several 

concepts, and other ancient Chinese philosophies can be equally important for them. 

Furthermore, many participants claimed that the impact of Confucianism on their own 

behaviour (cca. 40% on average) and on Chinese management in general (54%) is considerable, 

but 14 out of 22 were unable to identify specific sources or ideas of Confucianism, or phrase a 

general definition to it. 

6. Discussion 

In Tables 4 and 5, we summarize the most important management practices and characteristics 

of managers based on our literature review, conceptual framework and the interview analysis.  

6.1. Management practices (rules of interaction) 

 Analects Literature Interviews 

Managerial 

role / method 

Instead of regulations, 

people should be 

governed by moral force 

Managers should 

lead with 

benevolence, virtue 

Regulations are the 

most effective 

management method, 



and rituals and by setting an 

example 

but setting an 

example is also 

important 

Giving 

feedback 

(evaluation, 

compensation) 

Promote those, who are 

worthy and train those 

who are incompetent; 

Focus on the merits of 

others instead of their 

shortcomings 

 After objective 

evaluation, 

compensation should 

be merely based on 

performance 

General 

communication 

style 

Always speak in an 

appropriate manner, 

never be arrogant or 

violent 

Concern for 

harmony, avoiding 

disagreement 

Friendly but 

professional 

communication with 

everyone (regardless 

of their hierarchical 

position) 

Relationship 

with superiors 

Filial piety, loyalty and 

devotion 

Show respect towards 

older people 

Filial piety, loyalty 

and devotion 

Good attitude (self-

motivated, 

autonomous and 

responsible) and 

dedication 

Relationship 

with 

subordinates 

Help those in need, 

instead of the already 

wealthy; 

The leader should serve 

his people 

Parental 

responsibility, 

Unquestionable 

authority 

Careful communi- 

cation, friendly but 

distant relationship; 

Informal relation- 

ships between 

manager-subordinate 

determine the 

performance of the 

group; 

The leader is the 

engine of the group, 

and has to serve its 

people 

Ethics 

(definitions of 

good and bad) 

Traditional, experienced 

ways and methods should 

prevail over creative new 

innovations – a leader 

should transmit 

knowledge, not invent. 

Age and etiquette 

shape social life, 

contribution to 

society and mutual 

benefit are important 

No clear consensual 

insight regarding that 

point 



Profit is only good if it 

respects harmony and 

society 

Table 4. Confucian ideals and reality for managerial interactions 

As stated in Table 4, the principal role of a leader has always been showcasing a moral example 

in Chinese organisations. However, modern management apparently requires to shift the social 

nature of organisations to more bureaucracy and therefore to define clear rules and policies. 

That seems to be a major trend regarding the evolution of Chinese management: from an 

idealistic view on the morality of the ruling aristocracy, management has been moving towards 

a more pragmatic and bureaucratic profession. 

According to our findings, merit has always been linked with performance, quiet, appropriate 

tone had to be used with everyone. Confucius himself seemed to pay more attention to 

differentiate between people with regards to individual circumstances as well, our “modern” 

managers choose a simpler approach: everybody should be treated the same way. 

According to the literature discussing Confucian management practices, three important aspects 

of Chinese management are influenced by Confucianism: attitude towards hierarchy, virtues, 

and interpersonal relations. 

In their attitude towards hierarchy, according to literature, managers separate the roles and 

responsibilities in the team and adhere to their defined role inside of the organization and of the 

society, while respect the interdependent and mutually beneficial (but unequal) relationships, 

as well as hierarchy, age and etiquette. While our Chinese participants also attach importance 

to the relationships inside the company, and acknowledge the superiority of the leader, 

hierarchy and the interdependent relationships are not clearly articulated. It is also not a major 

statement of the Analects. 

The most important virtues in an employee for a manager, as described in the literature review, 

are righteousness, sincerity, persistence, thrift, work ethic, dedication to excellence, self-

cultivation and lifelong learning. Even though these values do not seem specific to China or 

Confucius at first glance, their importance is highlighted in the Analects, and our participants 

(both Chinese and non-Chinese) also consider these as important traits of subordinates. 

Literature suggests that in the interpersonal relationships, Confucian managers should lead with 

morality, behave in a group-oriented way, value tolerance and concern for harmony, and avoid 

disagreement. From these, only leading with morality is mentioned in the Analects, and group-



orientation by our research participants. While harmony seems to be desired in the organizations, 

avoiding disagreement was not specifically stated by any interviewee. Disagreement can even 

be considered as useful or necessary in modern management, before reaching a consensus in 

decision-making. Based on our sample, the sense of service (also promoted by Confucianism) 

is still a leadership characteristic which is still more prevalent among Chinese compared with 

other managers. 

6.2. Personal characteristics of managers 

      Analects Literature Interviews 

Professional 

background and 

skills 

A leader should have 

general, moral 

qualifications rather 

than being 

specialized to a 

particular area 

  Skills and experience 

are much more 

important than 

formal education 

(which is still a 

prerequisite) 

Training Good leaders are 

continuously 

learning, are always 

aware of what they 

have already learnt 

and what they still 

lack 

Self cultivation and 

lifelong learning 

  

Continuous learning 

(from the example 

from more 

experienced people 

or draw the 

conclusion from 

certain situations by 

themselves) 

Professional 

behaviour 

Good leaders keep 

their promises, are 

honest, transparent 

(not opposing others 

in hidden ways but 

openly); 

Self-restrained 

behaviour and self-

moderation 

The manager avoids 

the pursuit of self-

interest 

  

Managers have to be 

self-conscious and 

restrain their 

emotions 

Personal skills and 

virtues 

Must be good, wise 

and brave; do not 

criticize others 

Patience, reliability, 

trustworthiness 

Responsibility, 

trustworthiness, 

honesty and self-

consciousness 

Table 5. Confucian ideals and reality for managerial personality 

 



According to the literature discussing the personal characteristics of managers, two important 

aspects of Chinese managers are influenced by Confucianism: their behaviour and personal 

values. 

Among the behavioural traits, literature suggests that Chinese managers are self-restrained and 

moderated, while they pursue moral virtues instead of financial profit. Our research participants 

also believe that a good leader should be self-restrained (by never losing temper or showing 

emotions in professional situation), but even though pursuing virtues instead of profit is a 

favourable trait of leaders according to the Analects as well, this was not a recurring theme in 

our participants’ answers. 

About personal values, literature suggests that managers should lead based on their morals 

(patience, reliability, loyalty, thrift, dedication, concern for society and harmony) and they 

should be committed to lifelong learning and continuous self-assessment. The latter attribute is 

the only one, which is clearly supported by the Analects and our research participants as well. 

  

6.3. Confucian, Chinese or global management? 

As stated previously, while some of these management practices and characteristics can be 

associated with the ideas of the Analects, such as the respect of rules, the collectivist aspect of 

dedication or learning from the wiser, behind all the above concepts there are multiple, 

inseparable features of Chinese society. Some of these features - listed below - might be 

connected to the country's Confucian heritage, but it would be misleading to attribute them 

exclusively to the Confucian influence.  

Respecting rules 

When it comes to managing, compensating or motivating subordinates, the first tool most 

Chinese managers think of are the predefined rules of the workplace. This means that 

expectations, tasks, incentives, bonuses and punishments are all integral parts of the company 

and usually, every manager and employee is very well aware of it. While rules are also an 

inevitable and necessary part of Western management systems, and are an important 

determinant of compensation and motivation as well, Western managers rather use it as a given 

framework, which sets the boundaries, instead of the guidelines, for their creativity and 

initiatives. 

 



Setting example for employees 

While leading by example is important for both groups, Western managers look at it from a 

somewhat different point of view. For them, being an example for subordinates is part of the 

bigger system of being a leader, while for Chinese managers this concept is more articulated. 

Chinese managers are more conscious about not expecting anything from their subordinates 

which they would not do themselves, and they are more aware during their everyday activities 

that as managers, they serve as role models for the employees. 

Learning from more experienced people 

For Chinese employees it is also more important to have such a role model and to look at their 

supervisors as someone to learn from. This is partly explaining our previous suggestion of the 

importance as Chinese leaders as role models. 

Being dedicated and expecting dedication towards the company 

Since group orientation and collectivism are an important determinant of Chinese society, 

dedication toward the company and colleagues is usually much more expected on every level 

of the company. While it is also important for Western managers to be able to identify with 

company goals (both for themselves and their subordinates), individual circumstances and goals 

are much more emphasized. 

Regarding self-reflection and self-development as a passive, internal process 

Regardless of nationality, it is evident, that a leader has to be conscious about his behaviour, 

and constantly has to examine himself in order to develop and improve. While Western 

managers are willing to ask for direct feedback from colleagues, partners or friends, their 

Chinese counterparts prefer to formulate the conclusion by themselves, based on their 

observations and self-reflections of certain situations.  

6.4. Limitations of the research and directions for future research 

During the analysis of the collected data, we had to be aware of certain limitations. First, the 

information about the participants’ personal profile (aside from their nationality, which was 

used to classify the participants into the Chinese and non-Chinese groups) was handled 

aggregated, for statistical purposes only. This means, that we were looking for a comprehensive 

picture from our participants responses, we did not aim to discover the (possibly existing) 

connections between their perceptions and their social or professional circumstances. Second, 



in several responses, the participants had to report on their own behaviour. These answers might 

be biased, since their own perception about themselves might differ from that of their 

employees or supervisors. Third, two respondents of the control group were Canadians of 

Taiwanese origin and one European manager acquired his first years of work experience in a 

Confucian culture. Even though they did not spend the majority of their childhood in Taiwan 

or China, their background might have a distorting effect on their responses.  

Further limitations of this study can be traced back to the geographical boundaries we were 

facing. Since the participants were located across the globe, from Europe to Asia, and spoke 

four different languages (Chinese, Mongolian, Hungarian, English), the interviews were 

conducted by various members of the research team. Even though the basic guidelines were 

agreed upon beforehand, naturally, the approach of each interviewer toward the participants 

and the process differed because of the diverse cultural and personal backgrounds which could 

have an influence on the consistency of the collected data. On the other hand, we intended to 

draw a wider picture of Chinese managers, therefore some aspects were not examined in detail. 

Other characteristics of Chinese society as well as the effect of age and geographical region are 

undoubtedly key influences in the behaviour of managers, therefore it could be worth to 

examine these aspects more detailed than this study allowed. 

With all these considered, Confucianism is not the only ancient ideology impacting Chinese 

leadership ethics: Daoism, Mohism and Legalism also have had an influence (Cheung and Chan, 

2005) ‒ and there are many other cultural backdrops behind Chinese management. Therefore, 

and even though their impact is less emphasized and claimed to be less independent (Ralston et 

al., 1999), the focus on Confucianism can also be considered as a limitation of this paper. 

  

7. Conclusion 

 

Our findings imply that several perceptions about Chinese managers and management in 

connection with Confucianism tend to exaggerate certain features of the business leaders of 

China. Paternalistic leadership and the similarity of Chinese corporations to families is often 

emphasized, however, in our findings Chinese leaders rather denounce this semblance, due to 

the formal working relationships being incompatible with the intimate relationships of family 

members. Chinese leaders do feel responsible for the welfare of their subordinates and are 

indeed seeking harmony and avoid conflicts whenever possible, but from this respect they are 



no different from their Western counterparts. The main motivation of Chinese and Western 

managers is not that far from each other, all of them wish to reach the goals of the company and 

aim to transform these goals and the way to reach them to be compatible with the motivation 

of the employees. One important aspect to note about Chinese managers is that while Western 

leaders are more likely to consider the individual circumstances of a given employee or situation, 

Chinese leaders rather stick to pre-defined rules and consider individual cases along existing 

patterns. On the one hand, this shows conformity with some Confucian elements which can also 

be found in the Analects (such as the prevalence of traditional, experienced ways and methods 

over new ones), but at the same time, it contradicts others, for example the importance of 

leading with morals instead of regulations. This highlights the complexity of the motivations 

and background of Chinese management - to call it Confucian would be rather vague and lack 

the consideration of many other factors impacting Chinese business and society. Some other 

differences between the Chinese and the control group have no connection to any Confucian 

values, which also support our claim, being that Chinese management must be assessed from a 

much wider perspective. While Confucianism is undoubtedly one of the most important cultural 

heritage of the country which should be cherished both in China and worldwide, it might be 

misleading to use it as reference point to understand the behaviour of Chinese business leaders. 

We do believe, that those Western managers who often encounter Chinese colleagues should 

be familiar with the teachings of Confucius, but one should keep in mind that this is only one 

piece of the huge and complex puzzle behind the mindset of Chinese managers. 
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