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Jean-Paul Larçon and Geneviève Barré chronicle  
the development of Chinese management education  
and economic transformation since 1984 
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The 1980s saw the start of modern management 
education in China. To accompany economic 
reform the Chinese government launched an 
initiative with the specific objective of improving the 

quality and effectiveness of business management through 
the development of specialised management education. 

Tsinghua University (Tsinghua SEM) in Beijing founded 
its School of Economics and Management in 1984. The 
school’s first dean was Zhu Rongji, then Deputy Minister 
of the State Economic Commission, a future mayor of 
Shanghai (1987-1991) and later Prime Minister of the Republic 
of China (1998-2003). 

With a history of business and management education dating 
back to 1917, Shanghai’s Fudan University reintroduced 
management training at undergraduate level in 1979, leading 
to the creation of the Fudan University School of Management 
in 1985. 

In 1991 the Academic Degrees Committee of the State Council 
(ADCSC) and the Ministry of Education gave the go-ahead  
for trial MBA programmes in nine universities including 
Tsinghua, Fudan and the Renmin University of China. 

At the same time, China was opening its doors to international 
co-operation in management education. 

An initiative created by the European Union and supported 
by the European Foundation for Management Development 
(EFMD) gave birth in 1984 to the China-EU Management 
Institute (CEMI). Ten years later this became the China-
Europe International Business School (CEIBS) relocated to 
Shanghai in the form of a partnership between EFMD and 
Shanghai Jiao Tong University with the support of the EU. 

In the same year, Dalian University of Technology introduced 
the first American MBA in China in partnership with the State 
University of New York (SUNY) School of Business at Buffalo. 

In 1991, the University of International Business and 
Economics (UIBE) and the French Foundation for 
Management Education (FNEGE) created the first 
Franco-Chinese Institute of Management Training (IFCM). 

In summary, since 1984 management education in China 
has undergone a dramatic expansion. The annual number 
of students entering an MBA in China went from under 100 
in 1991 to over 12,000 in 2001 and up to 20,000 in 2011. This 
boom reflects the increasing demand among Chinese 
businesses for expertise and the growing attraction of  
a career in business for Chinese students. 

By striking a pragmatic balance between academic tradition 
and modern international methods the Chinese government 
has opened up the country through a wide range of initiatives. 
It has succeeded in maintaining high standards at degree 
level while encouraging a healthy level of competition 
between the leading institutions. 

1984
An initiative by the EU and  
EFMD gave birth in 1984 to the 
China-EU Management Institute 
(CEMI). In 1994 this became  
the China-Europe International 
Business School (CEIBS) relocated 
to Shanghai



40  
www.efmd.org/globalfocus

Today, management education is present in most 
Chinese universities, variously incorporated as 
a college, a faculty, a department or a school  
of management. There are nearly 250 Chinese 
business schools currently awarding an  
MBA, which remains the flagship degree for 
management. The MBA has its critics, however, 
due to widely varying standards of selectivity 
including recruitment, entrance requirements, 
the qualifications of permanent faculty and the 
academic content of the programme. 

For this reason, the China National MBA Education 
Supervisory Committee is currently working  
to update the national accreditation system. 

Courses such as the Executive MBA have also 
been swiftly developed. Such courses target 
experienced managers or executives already high 
up in Chinese businesses, both public and private, 
but who have not received any formal management 
education in their career so far. There is still a 
need for training in this area even though today’s 
most international and best-performing Chinese 
companies tend only to recruit graduates who 
already have a masters degree in economics  
or management from a top university either in 
China or abroad. 

More traditional management education degree 
programmes have been developed more slowly 
but more thoroughly, at bachelors, masters and 
doctorate level. These courses match up well  
to their international counterparts. They have a 
long-term focus, with graduates gaining a firm 
grounding in economics and management and 
strong leadership skills. 

From around 2010 a new trend has emerged in 
China among graduates with a masters degree in  
a management subject. In the past, such a degree 
was generally a stepping stone to a PhD and a 
subsequent career as a teacher-researcher. But 
we are now seeing the development of applied 
masters degrees in general management, 
international business and, above all, finance in 
response to the demand for business specialists. 

While the range of courses offered varies with  
each business school, we can draw a distinction 
between those institutions offering a complete 
range of courses and those focusing entirely on 
postgraduate education. 

The first group, and the biggest in number, 
consists of the “research-based” business  
schools that have a strong tradition of academic 
research. Notable among them are Tsinghua  
SEM, Guanghua School of Management, Renmin  
School of Business, Fudan School of Management, 
Shanghai Jiao Tong University Antai College, 
Zhejiang University School of Management, 
Lingnan University College and Sun Yat Sen 
University. These schools boast a full portfolio of 
degree programmes and non-degree executive 
education courses. 

Institutions belonging to the second group, 
concentrating solely on post-graduate education, 
include CEIBS, whose headquarters remain in 
Shanghai but which in 2010 opened a campus in 
Beijing as part of the Zhongguancun Technology 
Park. CEIBS is one of the biggest producers  
of postgraduates ready to work in Chinese 
businesses and, indicating the importance of 
research, is planning to launch a PhD programme 
in 2013. 

Another example is Cheung Kong Graduate School 
of Business (CKGSB). The school was founded  
in 2002 by Li Ka-Shing. Mr Li, head of mega-
conglomerates Cheung Kong and Hutchison 
Whampoa, was one of China’s first business 
tycoons. CKGSB is a non-profit private school  
and is independent of any university. Its 
headquarters are in Beijing but courses are also 
available at sites in Shanghai and Guangzhou. The 
degree courses that the school offers are the MBA, 
the Executive MBA and a specialised finance MBA. 

250
Management 
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250 Chinese business 
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Management 
education in China  
is large, diverse and  
of a very high quality, 
driven by strong 
competition between 
the top schools at all 
levels

The most renowned and popular management 
schools are located in China’s major cities – 
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Hong Kong.  
In the last 10 years or so, since Peking University 
opened a graduate school there offering 
programmes in economics, management and 
finance (all in English) as part of Peking University 
HSBC Business School, Shenzhen has become  
a hot bed of management education. Likewise, 
Tsinghua University is rapidly developing courses 
in management and finance for its Shenzhen 
campus (Graduate School at Shenzhen, Tsinghua 
University). 

Today, management education available in China 
is large, diverse and of a very high quality, driven 
for the most part by strong competition between 
the top schools at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate level. 

China has not allowed itself to become isolated 
from the international management education 
scene. It has drawn heavily on the experience, 
opportunities and partnerships available with 
foreign business schools in developing its own 
approach. 

On a teaching level the most highly qualified 
Chinese business school professors have nearly  
all benefited from some foreign education at PhD 
or post-doctorate level. Most are multilingual, with 
first-hand experience of top international methods 
acquired in America, Europe or elsewhere. Young 
Chinese teacher-researchers trained abroad 
return home to a rapidly expanding market with 
excellent career prospects. 

Many Chinese business schools have created  
niche MBAs and Executive MBAs in conjunction 
with international partners, thereby affording 
both the Chinese and international market  
the possibility of pursuing English language 
international degrees in China with a mix  
of Chinese and foreign professors. 
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The third factor in this process of 
internationalisation has been the creation  
of a network of exchange students at the  
MBA and other masters level. Six Chinese 
business schools belong to the Partnership in 
International Management (PIM), founded in  
1973 by HEC Paris, London Business School and 
New York University Stern Business School. The 
first Chinese universities to join this partnership 
were both from Hong Kong. Hong Kong 
University of Science and Technology (HKUST) 
and the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) 
became members in 1998 followed by CEIBS in 
2002, Tsinghua SEM in 2005, Fudan School of 
Management in 2007 and Guanghua in 2009. 

In 2011, Tsinghua SEM became the first Chinese 
school to join the CEMS Global Alliance, an 
organisation that brings together 27 leading 
business schools, 77 major companies and various 
non-governmental institutions through its joint 
masters degree of international management, 
ranked in the top three of its kind in the world 
by the Financial Times since 2009. 

Many Chinese universities have chosen to seek 
international accreditation for themselves or for 
their programmes from independent international 
organisations such as EFMD, AACSB and AMBA,  
a good indicator of a school’s international status. 
A few schools have even achieved the sought-after 
hat trick of accreditation from all three 
organisations. 

An expanding economy and the growing reputation 
of its business schools make China an attractive 
prospect for foreign students, either on  
exchange or attending full bachelors or  
masters programmes. The experience of Chinese 
management culture and career opportunities in 
Chinese multinationals is a primary attraction. 

Foreign students are also lured by the opportunity 
to learn Chinese through a business internship,  
a semester exchange or an entire degree course. 
Courses taught in English help remove any 
language barrier to admission while still affording 
foreign students the opportunity to learn Chinese 
during their stay. 
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Of the 121 students set to graduate in 2013 with an International MBA 
from Tsinghua SEM, for example, 71 come from mainland China,  
six from Hong-Kong, Macao and Taiwan, leaving 44 foreign students 
from elsewhere in Asia, America or Europe. 

Several Chinese business schools are already ranked at the highest 
level; the HKUST Business School’s MBA was ranked 10th in the world 
by the Financial Times in 2011 and the CEIBS Executive MBA ranked 11th. 

Though the recent success of Chinese business schools has certainly 
been remarkable, challenges to improve further in the field of 
management education remain – challenges that represent further 
opportunities for future growth. 

The first of these is to match the country’s considerable and continually 
growing demand for management training. The second is regional 
expansion; management education is still mostly undeveloped in the 
large urban areas in the west of the country. The third is in the field 
of research, in which Chinese schools are still a long way behind their 
international counterparts in terms of the amount and methods of 
research. Finally, there is the challenge of developing management 
education for public administration and non-profit sectors, which 
has grown less rapidly than business-specific management 
education. 

In less than 30 years China has established a strong national system of 
management education at both undergraduate and postgraduate level. 
A significant number of high-quality business schools have been 
set up, particularly as offshoots of leading universities. 

These schools offer education that is relevant both internationally and 
adapted to the specific needs of the Chinese economy. They have at  
their disposal many competitive assets, including the management and 
direction of very experienced deans and faculties. 

They are able to attract both excellent faculties and highly promising 
students. They serve the needs of both domestic and foreign firms 
operating in China and the needs of Chinese multinationals operating 
abroad. 

In 2012 the top Chinese business schools are not trying to join the 
establishment of international leading institutions; they are already  
a part of it. 

The original version of this article was published in “Waiguoren kan 
Zhongguo Jiaoyu” (Chinese Education Seen by Foreigners). Yuan Guiren 
(Ed.). Beijing: Higher Education Press, 2012-9.
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Antai College of Economics & Management 
(ACEM), Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU) 

Cheung Kong Graduate School of Business 
(CKGSB) 

China Europe International Business School 
(CEIBS) 

Chinese University of Hong Kong Faculty of 
Business Administration, Chinese University of 
Hong Kong (CUHK) 

City University of Hong Kong College of Business, 
City University of Hong Kong (CityU) 

Hong Kong University Faculty of Business and 
Economics, Hong Kong University (HKU) 

Dalian University of Technology School of 
Management, Dalian University (DUT) 

Fudan University School of Management, Fudan 
University 

Guanghua School of Management, Peking 
University (PKU) 

HKUST Business School, Hong Kong University of 
Science & Technology (HKUST) 

HSBC Business School, Peking University (PKU) 

Lingnan (University) College, Sun Yat Sen 
University (SYSU) 

Nankai Business School, Nankai University (NKU) 

Nanjing University Business School (NUBS), 
Nanjing University (NJU) 

Renmin Business School (RBS), Renmin University 
of China (RUC) 

Tsinghua SEM - School of Economics and 
Management, Tsinghua University 

University of International Business and 
Economics (UIBE) 

Xiamen University School of Management 
(SMXMU), Xiamen University (XMU) 

Xi’an Jiaotong University School of Management 
(XJTU) 

Zhejiang University School of Management (ZJU)
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Though the recent success of Chinese business 
schools has certainly been remarkable, 
challenges to improve further in the field  
of management education remain – challenges 
that represent further opportunities for  
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