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who envisioned this book 50 years before it was written

Foreword

The globalization of Chinese firms has a number of dimensions: People,
Information, Goods and Services and Capital. Focusing on the movement of people, Paul writes from the unique vantage point of someone
who has worked in China for a long period of time and been a member
of the workforce in a multinational Chinese enterprise.
Paul and I first crossed paths at the China Goes Global Conference I
co-founded more than a decade ago. The genesis of the conference was
a recognition of the growing appetite Chinese firms were showing for
expansion into markets outside of China. This led to our first book on
the subject, Globalization of Chinese Enterprises, (Palgrave Macmillan,
2008) that we edited with John R. McIntyre, Professor of International
Business in the College of Management at Georgia Tech.
Paul, who was back in the U.S. at the time and eager to keep on top
what was going on in China, saw the China Goes Global conference as a
way to stay connected and meet others who had a similar interest. As a
way of engaging with the conference and with what we were doing, he
offered to pitch in anywhere assistance was needed and by doing that
had the opportunity to absorb new ideas and share insights he had developed through his own experience.
With more than two decades of experience in the telecommunications
industry under his belt and a decade spent living and working in China,
Paul brought industry and practical experience to the discussion. In the
subsequent years he attended the conference, running panel discussions
and then eventually submitting research papers on topics that caught his
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attention, he maintained a commitment to engaging in a serious, interpretive study of what real Chinese companies were doing in the real
world.
We considered Paul a ‘practitioner’ because he had come from
industry, a profile that is an exception in most academic conferences.
However, as time went on, and we got to know him better, we came to
realize that he had an academic bent. It was this combination—the profile of a ‘practitioner’ and the heart of an academic—that was a source of
insight and gave him a unique perspective.
The book that Paul has written on the experience of foreign staff in
Chinese companies combines extensive secondary research with firsthand observation based on the experience he has gained over the years
he has spent in a Chinese working environment. It adds a novel dimension to our understanding of Chinese enterprises, their culture, and the
nature of their workplaces much of which previously was based on conjecture and assumption. It is also highly applicable to the situation of an
increasing number of people around the world who are today or, in the
near future, will be working in a Chinese firm.
That the employment of foreign staff in Chinese firms is a global phenomenon I can attest to from my own vantage point in Norway where
I currently teach. In less than a decade, Chinese firms have invested billions of dollars in Norwegian firms in sectors such as Transportation,
Chemicals, Metals, and Energy. As a result of this development, there are
today plenty of Norwegians who work for Chinese firms and are engaged
with Chinese management.
This movement of talent across borders is a significant and important,
but often overlooked aspect of China’s globalization in the twenty-first
century. This book serves as a timely source of insight into the Chinese
enterprise as well as a well-informed guide for those who want to better
understand the phenomenon of foreign employees in Chinese firms or
who may one day in the not too distant future find themselves employed
by a Chinese firm.
Kristiansand, Norway
2019

Ilan Alon Ph.D.
President of the Chinese
Globalization Association
http://www.chinagoesglobal.org

Preface

Before I had a chance to work in a Chinese company myself, I had heard
many comments about what kind of experience it was: “Management in
a Chinese company was top-down”. “Chinese bosses were tyrants”, and
the food served in the company canteen was “inedible”. Undeterred by
the words of caution, most of which of were imparted by commentators
who had never set foot in a Chinese company themselves, I accepted a
position at the Shanghai Bell Company and started work promptly on
May 8, 2011, a day that marked the beginning of nearly 3000-day journey that would culminate in the writing of this book.
Founded in 1984, the Shanghai Bell Company was regarded, at the
time, as a leading light for China’s nascent hi-tech industry and a symbol of the country’s future aspirations. Today, more than three decades
after its founding, the company’s place on the list of China’s state-owned
enterprises remains unchanged. What has changed are the types of products it sells, the profile of the companies it competes with, and the shape
of the markets it addresses. In the more recent past, the company has
entered into successive partnerships with a number of foreign companies—the French telecommunications equipment provider Alcatel, then
Alcatel-Lucent, and most recently Nokia.
Over the months and then years I spent at Shanghai Bell, first in
the company’s marketing department and then in the export division,
I went from standing out as a novelty at meetings, training sessions
and team-building activities to fitting in as coxswain on the company’s
Dragon Boat and moderator at the company’s book club. And if I didn’t
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entirely fade into the company’s woodwork, I became embedded in its
operational fabric, a vantage point from which I could, undisturbed and
unobstructed, make observations about how the company worked and
record impressions about my experience as a foreign employee. Over
a lengthy period of time, I found that incidents and events that at first
seemed random and inadvertent began to emerge into discernible patterns and fit into larger themes. My impressions and observations would
eventually take form as the source of this book’s content and the themes
and patterns I discerned would eventually take shape as its outline.
The source of the book’s inspiration, quite distant in both location and
time from the book’s source of content, was incongruously a room on the
fifth floor of a dormitory at Wuhan University in central China’s Hubei
Province where I lived for the better part of a year more than a quarter of a
century ago. Through a program organized by my school in the U.S., I was
engaged as an English teacher at the University and assigned, by default and
fiat, to a private apartment in a building dedicated to the housing of foreign staff. Eager to learn more about life in China and disappointed to find
that Chinese were not permitted to live in the building where I was housed,
I requested permission to move into a dormitory on campus and share a
room with Chinese students, appealing for support directly to the president
of the university, Liu Daoyu. Against the better judgement of his staff and
in the face of opposition from the rest of the administration, President Liu
took the unprecedented step of approving my request and making possible
what would prove to be a unique and unforgettable experience.
As disconnected as Wuhan University and the Shanghai Bell Company
are by time and place, it was only as I began to write this book that I realized how closely connected they were by experience. As I reflected on that
experience, it became clear to me that the spirit of curiosity and adventure that had motivated me to move into a student dormitory at Wuhan
University was the same one that prompted me to seek an opportunity for
employment with the Shanghai Bell Company a quarter of a century later.
For their patience, friendship, and support I am indebted to the executives at the Shanghai Bell Company I worked for and the colleagues I
worked with. I am indebted in even greater measure to President Liu
Daoyu of Wuhan University who at a delicate time in China’s most
recent history took the bold step of letting a young American student
move into a Chinese dormitory and in taking that step forever changed
that student’s life.
Boynton Beach, USA

Paul Ross
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