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As Chinese business goes global it is time to start training  
its managers for leadership in a global business world say  
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I
n 1978 Deng Xiaoping, the reformist then 
leader of China,  began introducing, very 
slowly, a market system into what was and 
still is in many ways a controlled economy. 

Since then the demands for effective business 
management and leadership in China have 
increased dramatically. Consequently, the need 
has arisen to prepare Chinese managers to meet 
the challenges of doing business both in China 
and in the rest of the global business world.

A desire to understand Chinese leadership and  
“best practice” in leadership development in China 
prompted Mannaz, a leading international leadership 
development group (formerly the Danish Leadership 
Institute – DIEU), to undertake a study of how 
Chinese human resource managers are preparing 
their leaders to handle the challenges of doing 
business in a fast-changing global marketplace 
(Mannaz: Preparing Chinese leaders for the global 
business world, 2013). The study has proved as 
relevant as it is fascinating.

Point of departure

Looking at how Chinese business leaders have 
created exceptional growth in the past three 
decades, one can only honour their achievements. 

Anyone with expertise in the construction industry 
will know how much it takes to build a single 
high-rise apartment building not to mention  
the airports, roads, power plants, shopping malls, 
hospitals and schools that are required to support 
domestic urban life. 

Chinese leaders have demonstrated their capacity 
to manage successfully this extraordinary and 
rapid transformation; admirable preparation for 
meeting the demands of the new business world 
as they enter the global scene.

Large western corporations have honed their ability 
to operate organisations on a global scale for more 
than a century. Scholars and business experts have 
built an impressive array of management and 
leadership “tools” to help move businesses forward. 

Sequestered within the walls of a totalitarian state, 
Chinese business leaders had little or no access  
to this type of thinking until a mere 30 years ago. 
They now find themselves playing catch-up as 
the Chinese market opens and they enter the 
global market.

Life after the MBA 

In western economies, and America in particular, the 
MBA degree has been the supreme management 
qualification for the past 40 to 50 years. From being a 
distinct degree for the few it has become a “gateway” 
degree for the many who wish to enter the ranks of 
business management. 

This is no longer a Western phenomenon. 

Since the China-Europe International Business 
School (CEIBS) opened its doors in 1984 under the 
name China-EU Management Institute more than 
12,000 students have graduated from its masters 
programmes and more than 90,000 Chinese 
managers have undertaken executive education 
programmes there. 

In 2010, according to the newspaper China Daily, 
36,000 Chinese students were enrolled in MBA 
programmes across the country. In 2012 MBA 
enrolment was 30% higher across China compared 
to the year before according to The Independent,  
a British newspaper. Today China is taking the fast 
road to equipping its managers with the toolbox  
of modern management.

Large western corporations realised long ago, 
however, that a business school education on  
its own was not a complete answer to getting 
managers to perform. And while the MBA is still 
viewed as an important prerequisite for being an 
effective executive, organisations recognise the 
difficulties in translating academic theories into 
effective management practices. 

Consequently, in the early 1990s large multinationals 
(again especially in America) started opening their 
own corporate universities to train managers in what 
they believed were successful management and 
leadership practices. Places like the corporate 
university of GE, an American energy  and 
technology behemoth, at Crotonville became 
famous for “grooming” high-potential managers. 
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These responses mirror the experiences Mannaz 
has had working with Chinese executives. These 
managers are generally strong in technical issues 
and act as subject matter experts rather than as 
managers and leaders. Consequently, their instinct is 
to direct and control rather than delegate and inspire. 

In Chinese organisations we often find direct 
reports waiting to be given orders rather than 
acting proactively and independently. We observe 
employees in Chinese organisations have a high 
level of commitment, are quick to take action and 
are very good at tackling challenges – or fighting 
fires – as they appear. 

However, Chinese organisations in general face 
challenges of how to equip their managers to 
lead rather than simply supervise and direct and 
how to motivate their teams to become more 
effective and efficient in their work. What holds 
them back from addressing these challenges?

The HR executives in the study shared the following 
challenges:
•  It is difficult to get leadership development into 

the corporate budget and thus accepted as an 
important means of improving performance 

•  Access to “best practice” in talent management 
and leadership development is hard to identify

•  Getting systems in place for identification, 
promotion and retention of leaders is extremely 
difficult given the rapid turnover of management 
staff

•  Allocating time to leadership development and 
not “fighting fires” (caused by the need to hire 
new people) is extremely tough

•  Getting access to true high-quality leadership 
development and moving away from traditional 
“classroom-based” one-way teaching towards 
more reality and action-orientated learning is 
proving difficult due to deeply entrenched views 
about executive learning 

When we asked the HR executives how they intend 
to overcome these challenges, we observed strong 
awareness of solutions that, to a high degree, are 
aligned with best practice in the west. Specifically:

•  Aim to do more thorough analysis of individuals’ 
operational and strategic business needs

•  Stop teaching theory: offer learning journeys with 
immediate impact that are based on leaders’ 
current job challenges and consequently help 
them improve their performance and thus their 
likelihood of being promoted

Since then the executive development industry  
has grown tremendously and become of high 
importance to the competitiveness of western 
corporations. Today, leadership and “people 
management” enjoy top billing on many western 
corporations’ strategic agendas. Both subjects play  
a significant role in innovation and in streamlining 
organisations to meet the challenges of a turbulent 
global business environment.

According to a Mannaz study (Global Leadership, 
2011), executive development gets best results when 
it is individually focused, job-centred, learner-driven, 
involves a leader’s whole team, is aligned with 
corporate strategy and has full attention from the  
top of the executive pyramid. Personal and team 
coaching based on real-life, real-time job challenges 
are regarded as the most effective ways to develop 
managers to perform and advance.

Overcoming the challenges

With the rapid internationalisation of the Chinese 
business community, HR managers there face a 
number of challenges in preparing managers to 
lead and manage effectively. In its study of how 
Chinese HR executives do this, Mannaz collected 
the following responses:

•  38% indicated insufficient knowledge of how  
to develop the leadership capabilities required 
by international leaders

•  17% were challenged by the lack of top 
management engagement and support  
of leadership development initiatives

•  15% stated that the low availability of potential 
candidates was a major challenge

•  Other challenges mentioned included “time” 
and “financial” constraints

When asked specifically about the most challenging 
parts of preparing Chinese leaders for the global 
business world, HR executives highlighted the 
following:

•  Giving leaders a more thorough understanding 
of foreign cultures and how to behave when 
interacting with people from these cultures 

•  Helping managers and leaders shift from a 
“technical” to a more “behavioural” leadership 
style and thereby provide more “inspirational” 
leadership

•  Encouraging managers and leaders to promote 
independent thinking and action among their 
people and thus create faster decision making 
through empowerment, transparency and 
communication

•  Supporting leaders in international settings to 
build and foster more personal relationships 
thereby generating more depth in their leadership

•  Preparing leaders to think strategically, have a 
broader picture and lead according to a more 
inspirational business vision
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•  Commit top management to prioritising leadership 
development as a strong vehicle for both 
improving leaders’ performance and increasing 
retention of key leaders and employees

•  Incentivise people to learn leadership skills by 
offering programme credits, money and diplomas

•  Make programmes highly exclusive and only for 
the crème de la crème using a thorough selection 
process based on a well-established talent 
management system

•  Demonstrate return on investment in terms of 
financial impact 

Even more specifically, we learned that the Chinese 
HR executives were well aware of what they need 
to see more and less of to improve executive 
development in China:

The HR executives also suggested the development 
of global Chinese leaders would advance along the 
following lines:

•  Get a leadership strategy in place to ensure a global 
leadership pipeline to meet the needs of the 
business and to support corporate strategy

•  Get a system in place to assess and identify 
accurately future leaders in terms of the skills, 
behaviours and competencies they require  
and thus be precise about development needs

•  Get leadership development onto the corporate 
agenda in terms of both formal and informal reality 
based learning activities for multicultural groups of 
leaders with clearly defined goals for impact and 
outcomes

•  Involve top executives in all phases of developing 
leaders globally in terms of strategy formulation, 
leadership needs, identification of high potential 
individuals, leader-to-leader activities, mentoring, 
coaching and demonstrating return on investment 
when doing follow-ups

•  Use expatriation and job rotation with care and 
avoid the traps of the “one-minute” expat leader 
and culture-shock paralysis

What next?

According to our international studies of innovation 
in leadership development (Mannaz 2009) and 
global leadership development (Mannaz 2011), we 
see almost full alignment between how Chinese HR 
executives see their options for improving leadership 
and executive qualities and how best practices 
are applied in the west. 

It is our guess that the Chinese HR executives’ 
insights will help them get executive development 
quickly up to par with western practices, especially  
in large Chinese organisations with global ambitions. 
Just as we have seen the explosive spread of 
Chinese business schools and MBA graduates in 
recent years, so we foresee a similar explosion in the 
number of advanced Chinese corporate universities 
preparing their managers for the global world of 
business.
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