Working as an expat in China

Working In China a2 a Westarn ax-

patriate has becoma mora common
during tha last ten years, but requires
adaptation to local conditions aven
whan tha employér ks a muitina-

Shanghal, dally life la dif-
ferant from that in typical
Weatarn citles. Of coures,
this also influsncea the
work sxparience. Whather
It Is the nolse, the crowds
or the ‘offactory experi-
ance” In & provinclal Chinasa
block of fiata; whather it la
Chinasa cuigina or - at leaat in
provincial Chinesa towna - the
attention that forelgners recaive

while they simply go window
shopping: all these aspacts require

a degrea of lalsser faire not nec-
assarlly In-bom for Wastern managers or
thelr familiae. Soma fiexdbliity la required.
Additionally, the Chinsss have a diffarant
appraclation of what Is private. Thus,
family statue and age are among the firat
quastions to ba asked by a new scquaint-
ance. Specifically, Iif wasternara have to raly
on local tranalators, thia can bacomsa an
uncomfortable exparience: imagine having
a diacussion with a difficult emplayea or
your doctor via another employaa.

Commumication

For thess reasons, even simple commu-
nication ls rot always stralghtforward and
can ba a big obatacls in developing mutual
trust. An additional factor Is the differ-

ant underatanding of each other's rolea.
Chinesa smployssa tend to accept the
statemants and actions of their supariora
without question - tharea Is a lack of critical
feadback. For axampls, if an expat man-
ager puts an axcassiva workdoad on one of
hia employeaa, the amployes la mors likely
to work until after midnight than to address
tha problam. On the other hand, a typical
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Chinese amployea shaws only limitad
Initlative. It s unlikely that the employes will
communicate that he has apare capacity or
Is sware of possible Improvements.

Work and private life

For western employsss tha imited sapara-
tion batween work and private Iife Iz anoth-
ar [zsua. Ona has to be avallabls for even
trivial telaphona calls 24/7. And for Chinesa
aemployess It la not unususl to Invite thelr
suparior 1o a gama of billiards, or whatay-
ar, on & Sunday morning. The saparation
batweean family and job are not as clasar as
thay ususlly are in weatern culturea.

Work style

In wastern companies tha style of work
involves aubstantial delegation of power
and responaibility to lowsr- and mid-level
managére. Thay have targats to be mat,
but ara ralathvaly free as to how to achleve
thess. The exparience of westerm expats in
Chiness chemical companias, for Instance,
le vary differant. In aach commercial unit
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thare la usually only one deciglon maker.
In addition, in thia top-down structurs, mi-
cro-management s prevalent. In the words
of ona weatarn chamical mansager: On hia
own, ha "could not aven order a pancil®.
Closaly retated | that the syatem doas
not encourage lower-level employees to
assuma reeponglbility, and functions on a
syatem of punishmeant rather than reward.

Planning

In Chinags companias planning perods are
very short, and are changad very frequent-
ly. Thie holds both for amall lssues such as
tha timing of the naxt mesting as well as
for more Impartant anes such as the com-
plste busineas strategy of the comparny (if
ona exigtel). Furthermors, st stats-owned
chemical companias the targats pursuad
In reality are not the same as the officlally
stated ones, and are often not based on
eimple commercial conslderations.

Instead of optimizing profitability, the fo-
cus I8 on sacuring joba and Increasing the
production capacity (and thus tha impor-
tance of the company).

Generally, westarn axpata still have
oonsulting roles In Chinesa chemical
companiea and thus, generally, are not parn
of the dominant line organisation (matrk
organigations seem to ba rare in Chinase
chemical companias). Support from tha
levels above and below la oftan half-heart-
ad. This imita the axpat’s Influencs and
can lead to frustration = “the real work la
done by the locals armyway”.

Neverthalaza, despits the difficultias
In simple communication, the lack of
tranaparancy of the structurea within the
Chinesa company (at least for tha weat-
armar) and the lack of measurabls succesa,
many find a few years in China a positive
axpariance. A westarmner should not naces-
sarlly balisve he can succead In a Chinazs
company a8 ha would in a waatarn one.

This article le an abridged version of one
cnline at: www.madal-training.com. The
authors would welcome faadback. -

Kal Pfiug = a managament consuitant fo the
chamical Industry, Shanghal. Stephen Pask is
with StaDaPa Consulting, D0ssaldorf.
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