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Abstract

Chinese management research aims to contribute to global management knowledge
by offering rigorous and innovative theories and practical recommendations both for
managing in China and outside. However, two seemingly opposite directions that
researchers are taking could prove detrimental to the healthy development of Chinese
management research. We argue that the two directions share a common ground that
lies in the mindset regarding the confidence in the work on and from China. One
direction of simply following the American mainstream on academic rigor
demonstrates a lack of self-confidence, limiting theoretical innovation and practical
relevance. Yet going in the other direction of overly indigenous research reflects over-
confidence, often isolating the Chinese management research from the mainstream
academia and at times, even becoming anti-science. A more integrated approach of
conducting Chinese management research is recommended. Specifically, it is
recommended that researchers can focus on phenomena salient in China and follow
rigorous scientific methods, as illustrated by a few exemplary studies using the
Chinese context. In this way, Chinese management research can advance if it becomes
more self-confident in its study and application but not over-confident.

Keywords: management, research, antiscientific, China, self-confidence, over-
confidence, rigor, relevance, scientific method
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Management research faces two challenges that the natural science disciplines
generally do not. First, management research needs to satisfy both requirements of
academic rigor and practical relevance (Van de Ven, 1989). It needs to stick to the
rigor of any science (social sciences included) discipline such that it can be accepted
in academia and faithfully renders the theory and evidence at hand (Ahlstrom,
Lamond, & Ding, 2009; Van de Ven, 2007). At the same time, it needs to be up-to-
date and relevant to practice such that practitioners are able to obtain insight from the
research, much as in other professional sciences such as medicine and engineering
(Van de Ven, 2007). Second, as a consequence of the relevance requirement,
management research needs to address not only universality (appealing globally) but
also particularity (for local stakeholders).

In this view, in spite of the fine progress of Asia research in general, and Chinese
management research in particular (Peng, 2007), many challenges remain. Given the
fact that the mainstream management research was developed and largely tested in
North America, two opposite paths of research historically have existed for Chinese
management scholars to follow. On the one hand, scholars could simply pursue their
academic careers just as they were working in a North American university.
Alternatively, they may exert their time and talent in topics more salient in China but
less salient in the Western mainstream. We have observed a large number of Chinese
scholars choosing either one of the two paths above. However, both paths face the
challenges, albeit in different ways, regarding their contribution to knowledge
accumulation as well as to practical import. Some of the so-called indigenous research
lacks academic rigor and reflects “armchair thinking” only. At the same time, some
more “global” research fits a publishable academic rigor, but its relevance on the East
Asian context is often dwarfed by the emphasis on being accepted by the broader
field.

In analyzing these issues, this paper adopts the perspective of confidence and
summarizes seemingly contradictory trends using the same perspective. Specifically,
some researchers simply lack self-confidence (Meyer, 2006), while some others have
perhaps become over-confident, reflected in a pedantic assertiveness, with some not
paying sufficient attention to the relevant established literatures (Ahlstrom, 2017).
This paper thus holds that both can be detrimental to the development of Chinese
management research (Meyer, 2006; Zhou & Wei, 2015). More importantly, several
exemplar studies are examined which utilize the Chinese context effectively. This
demonstrates that an appropriate level of confidence can be achieved by applying
rigorous methods into novel Chinese contexts to contribute to the accumulation of
management knowledge and its practical import (Fang, 2003, 2010;Young, Peng,
Ahlstrom, & Bruton, 2003).

Lack of self-confidence in Chinese management research is detrimental

What topics should be pursued by Chinese management scholars? The answer to this
question seems obvious to many managers (and consultants) who work in China.



Many respond that they have many specific problems to solve and they hope that
business scholars can offer them concrete and inspiring solutions to their problems.
Others seek to apply the rigor of social sciences such as economics or psychology in
conjunction with management theory to samples in China to further demonstrate the
robustness of (general) theories and methods (Li, Ashkanasy, & Ahlstrom, 2014;
Zhao, Gu, Yue, & Ahlstrom, 2013) However, many Chinese management scholars
have left some of them somewhat disappointed, particularly on the practical and
policy sides of the ledger (Ahlstrom, Bruton, & Lui, 2000; Huang, 2010).

“Mainstream” journals tend to ignore indigenous Chinese topics

Management research in China has proliferated and improved significantly in the past
two decades. This is not only demonstrated by the research findings relevant to China
published in foreign journals conducted by foreign and overseas Chinese scholars as
well as scholars working in Mainland China. The academic associations such as the
International Association for Chinese Management Research (IACMR) and Asia
Academic of Management (AAoM) have positively impacted the scholar community
and communication. Some papers published in the most highly-regarded Chinese
language management academic journals such as Management World (from the
Development Research Center of the State Council in China) or Acta Psychologica
Sinica (from the Chinese Psychological Society and the Institute of Psychology,
Chinese Academy of Sciences), as well as English language publications from China
such as Nankai Business Review International also follow the rigorous research
methods and double-blind review procedures. The status quo of management research
in China has been improved significantly throughout these years by embracing the
rigorous research methods (Meyer, 2006; Tsui and Lyu, 2015; Tsui, 2004, 2006; Li
and Zhang, 2016) and writing standards (Ahlstrom, Bruton, & Zhao, 2013).

With the recent achievements in mind, the development of management research
in China still is seen as lacking in a number of areas (Ahlstrom, Chen, & Yeh, 2010;
Fang, 2010. For example, only a very few indigenous constructs were proposed or
tested (e.g. Lai, Lam, & Liu, 2010; Tsui, 2006). Rather, many papers tend towards
academic jargon in their theory and hypothesis development, often simply focusing on
topics dominant or prevalent in mainstream management and international business
journals (Zhang, Ju, & Ma, 2014). Huang and Bond (2012: 513) very pessimistically
concluded: “There is nothing more American than research on Chinese organizational
behavior.” Their ideas expressed the worry that the majority of Chinese management
scholars are simply following the so-called mainstream management research, that is,
the largely American paradigms of management scholarship (Donaldson, 1995).

This phenomenon’s origin lies partly in the lack of self-confidence, not only in
the minds of researchers, but also in the minds of the academic institutions’ leaders
such as university presidents and business school deans. Many academic institutions
pursue internationally recognized indices such as citation counts and H-Indices of
individuals—again, generally dominated by North American or Western European
institutions. Meyer (2006) pointed out an ironic situation that “a leading Chinese or
Russian scholar who influenced thousands of students, business persons and policy
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makers in his or her own country, may well achieve a SSCI [Social Sciences Citation
Index] count of zero—especially if he or she is writing in a language other than
English” (p. 133). Obviously, the “Made in America” indices were never intended to
cover the impact of scholars who teach and write in other languages.

The situation now could be even more of a concern than Meyer (2006) described.
In fact, some leading business schools in China are not relying on the two counts (the
count of SSCI citations or the count of the number of published papers in SSCI
journals); even more selectively, they count numbers in more narrowly defined lists of
leading journals such as the FT-50 (from the Financial Times) and UTD-24 (from the
University of Texas at Dallas). Based on our interactions with scholars in leading
business schools in China, almost all these business schools have their own “journal
lists” (influenced by the preceding two Well-known lists), and the academic journals
on the lists are categorized at different levels according to their importance to
researcher evaluation at a given school. For example, the top ranked management
journals are most likely the seven: Academy of Management Journal, Academy of
Management Review, Administrative Science Quarterly, Journal of Applied
Psychology, Management Science, Journal of International Business Studies,
Organization Science, and Strategic Management Journal. A school that emphasizes
entrepreneurship more may rank Journal of Business Venturing and Entrepreneurship
Theory and Practice quite high (though both are also FT-50 journals). As pointed out
by a number of scholars (e.g., Meyer, 2006), these journals are “born American,” even
the Journal of International Business Studies and the Journal of World Business that
focus on international business issues. Although in recent years many of these
journals’ editorial teams have tried to expand global authorship and global topics,
these journals still have a very long way to go to shift gears toward more truly
international research (here, being international means foreign to North America,
including Asian topics).

An obvious consequence of highly regarding these North American journals is
that the China-special topics in management can be difficult to publish in these
journals, though it is easier today than in years past. For example, one established
accounting researcher teaching in a major Singapore university reported his own
disappointing experience. Even though he had published dozens of papers in leading
accounting journals, his papers with the word “China” or “Chinese” in titles were
often desk rejected by these same journals that he had already published in.
Sometimes, the desk rejection occurred just a few hours after his submission. This is
because the mainstream academic journal -- most likely reviewed and administered by
the mainstream scholars — were just not interested in what they perceived to be strictly
Chinese topics (Meyer, 2006). The difficulty of publishing indigenous research in
leading journals has been shared by a number of scholars.

Quite a few have further pointed out that Asian business schools in general and
Chinese business schools in particular, could actually assign quality regional journals
such as Asia Pacific Journal of Management and Management and Organization
Review as top tier journals and offer equal credit to their professors for publishing in



these two journals much the same as with papers published in the previously
mentioned prestigious journals (Meyer, 2006). However, to our knowledge, no
leading business school in China has proved confident enough to accept such a
practice as it would significantly deviate from the mainstream North American
business schools.

Organizational theories offer some explanation as to why the educational
institutions are so conservative. Norms of behavior and assessment tend to be
developed and promulgated by the early established players in a field (Garud &
Ahlstrom, 1997). Late comers most likely lack the confidence and capabilities to
challenge the institutional norms and assessment criteria, and thus can only accept
whatever criteria of evaluating them, in spite of the apparent rationality of doing so
(Nair & Ahlstrom, 2003; Scott, 2013). Indeed business schools first thrived and
gained prominence in the United States, and the business schools eventually set up the
criteria of excellence among their professors, including indicators of mainly
publications in a limited set of journals (Mintzberg, 2003). Relatedly, other social
organizations such as Financial Times and QS.com also rank business schools based
on indicators such as publications in those journals. Late comers need to gain
legitimacy in the field such that they have to accept the criteria already existing for
the business schools (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Only by gaining the legitimacy can
the late coming business schools obtain the status and resources they need in their
own institutional environment (Magee & Galinsky, 2008).

As a result, the business schools in other regions (such as Europe, Korea, and
China) are criteria-accepting late comers. In order to achieve international status, they
accept the criterion of excellence as publications in the leading (English-language)
journals. Obviously, the late comers lack the confidence of modifying existing criteria
and establishing their own criteria. However, some disruptive innovators boldly
change the rules and norms how the existing players play the game to succeed
(Christensen, Raynor, & McDonald, 2015). For example, Steve Jobs liked to cite
Henry Ford’s ideas on not asking customers what they want, because other than a gas-
driven car, most people would have been immersed by the existing rules and simply
have asked for a faster horse (Isaacson, 2011). For disruptive innovators such as Jobs,
they need to change the rules played by the current players in the industries such that
they can change their status from being followers into pioneers and leaders in a given
field. Such lessons are also very instructive to the business schools in emerging
economies such as China seeking to improve their international reputations.

Neglected research topics

The lack of confidence in Chinese management research leads to the unfortunate
consequence that Chinese management research often lacks practical relevance as
well as theoretical innovations. Mimicking the American practices has led to more
published research, including papers in highly regarded American and British
academic management journals. However, many important topics specific to the
Chinese context are not published to the broader academia, or not studied at all. For
example, the social security fund in China has accumulated about two trillion Yuan
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($310 billion) so how to manage and make use of the fund effectively is a critical
question to China that may have an impact on the well-beings of hundreds of millions
of Chinese people. Yet, no single paper on this topic has been published in the
mainstream finance journals in North America. In addition, the state-owned enterprise
reform and restructuring are extremely important to China because these enterprises
play essential roles in Chinese economy. However, possibly due to the perception in
the mainstream that these enterprises are too idiosyncratic, very few such papers are
published in the mainstream highly-ranked journals (Bruton et al., 2015).

Furthermore, China is home to more than 200 million migrant workers who live
and work in cities as “temporary stayers,” far from their famial homes. What factors
influence their work motivation, working ethic, work-life balance, job turnover,
decision to stay in cities, and decision and career choices? Such topics are extremely
important to management practice in China and possibly contribute to the
“mainstream” knowledge creation as well, given the number of migrant and guest
workers around the world. The consequence of paying insufficient attention to
important questions relevant to Chinese management practices is that there has been
limited theoretical contribution to global management knowledge after several
decades of Chinese management research (Jia, You, & Du, 2012; Peng, 2005; Tsui &
Lyu, 2015; White, 2002).

Issues regarding theoretical and practical contributions

By following the mainstream academia, Chinese management research will generate
similar results to the North American mainstream—however, even the American
management academia has been criticized for a lack of relevance to the real world and
for being timid in terms of theoretical innovation. Indeed in his 1993 presidential
address of the Academy of Management, Donald Hambrick (1994) criticized the
status quo at that time of the Academy, which could also be true today. Employing a
counterfactual argument, he asked “what if the Academy of Management mattered.”
Hambrick argued that if we had traveled back to the past and saw the history without
us, “we will find that things might have worked out very, very well without us [i.e.,
the Academy’s annual conference participants/the Academy’s members and their
work].” Hambrick criticized the situation that management scholars write and talk to
colleagues within the Academy only, but pay little attention to the outside—the
audience who really matters. More than two decades have passed and a number of
initiatives (e.g., Van de Ven, 2007) have been proposed in the academia, but the
situation is not relieved in the academic management field as yet.

In addition, theoretical innovation in the past few decades has also fallen behind
the 1970s when scholars focused on important questions (Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan,
2007). Sutton and Staw (1995: 383) asked “the reader to consider whether the
evidence provided by people such as Freud, Marx, or Darwin would meet the
empirical standards of the top journals in organizational research.” Right now, the
journals are paying more attention to the technical nuances such as robustness checks
and reliability, but not the importance of the research questions (ironically, the
robustness or reliability of the SSCI indices themselves are seldom questioned in the
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university administrative system at all when evaluating Chinese management
researchers). When the mainstream is suffering from both theoretical innovation and
practical relevance, it is may be less than wise for Chinese business schools to
thoughtlessly follow the North American model (Jia et al., 2012).

In that regard, the Chinese academia of management research still follows the
North American trend, leading to no better outcome than the situation in North
America. In fact, many Chinese distinguished scholars, business leaders and
governmental officials have, for many times in many years, called for more relevant
management research in China. However, such calls are not institutionalized yet in the
business schools’ incentive systems. Chinese management scholars still have to pay a
prominent part of their attention to the institutional forces—performance appraisal
policies and assessment criteria in their schools—and continue the seeking of
publications in the mainstream western journals. I believe that the underlying reason
lies in the Chinese academia’s lack of confidence in creating a China-relevant
criterion for publication and impact excellence (thus it seems safe to follow the past
successful players, i.e., the North American business schools).

Over-confidence in Chinese management research is also detrimental

While the current mainstream, “American” paradigm, of management research that
emphasizes heavily on academic rigor is often criticized for lack of practical
relevance and offering limited theoretical innovations (Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan,
2007; Hambrick, 1994; Weick, 1989), finding a viable alternative approach is not
easy. A number of scholars have called for conducting indigenous research focusing
on China-relevant topics (Li, 2012; Li, Leung, Chen, & Luo, 2012; Li, Sekiguchi, &
Zhou, 2016), which can possibly produce more interesting and inspiring findings
(e.g., Tsui, 2007).

Acknowledging that there are various contextual differences between China and
the West, indigenous management research that can strive for novel theory building
and testing is a necessary and valuable endeavor (Bruton, Zahra, & Cai, forthcoming).
Rather, the concern is that some opinions and assumptions in China research are over-
confident and assertive in exaggerating the China-West differences to the exclusion of
the China-West similarities, and thus may fall into the trap of being anti-scientific due
to the lack of academic rigor (as critiqued by Li, 2014, 2016). In fact, indigenization
for the sake of indigenization has been characterized as potentially alarming (Li &
Zhang, 2016).

Sometimes, over-confidence may turn into dogmatism without careful research.
For example, while many people tend to overstate the cultural differences between
China and the West and attribute international differences in business conducts to
national culture, Ahlstrom and Wang (2010), in a rigorous analysis tracing the recent
intellectual history of studies on entrepreneurial capitalism in Chinese (and overseas
Chinese) business, point out the weakness of an almost didactic reliance on
Confucianism. That is, Confucianism was seen by many as a sole explanatory



variable for entrepreneurial capitalism in ethnic Chinese communities in particular to
the near exclusion of other cultural and institutional influences.

There are two aspects of such a dogmatism. One aspect argues that Chinese
phenomena are rather complex that Western analytical theories are inapplicable or
insufficient for explaining them. This view has been critiqued as “Chinese
exceptionalism” by Peng (2005: 133). The other aspect claims that some elements of
Chinese culture and way of thinking are unique and often superior to the Western
counterparts for dealing with some management problems. This can be termed
Chinese ethnocentrism. This paper argues that both Chinese exceptionalism and
Chinese ethnocentrism are flawed and detrimental for the healthy development of
Chinese indigenous management research, and are both examined in more detail
below.

Critiquing Chinese exceptionalism

As China is both a developing country and transition economy with a strong cultural
heritage and historical legacy (Ahlstrom, Levitas, Hitt, Dacin, & Zhu, 2014), Chinese
exceptionalism has a large number of supporters, including researchers from fields
such as economics, political science, management studies, and history, just to name a
few. However, in a number of fields, we observe that the Chinese exceptionalism has
faced challenges from researchers in the selfsame fields (e.g., Ahlstrom, 2010; Jia,
2016; Singh, 2007; Zhou & Wei, 2015). It is argued here that the Chinese
exceptionalism lacks the logic and evidence to rule out alternative explanations, as
shown in the examples below from a number of disciplines.

In economics, a number of Chinese economists believe that Chinese economy is
so complex that anyone who succeeds in explaining it deserves a Nobel Prize for
Economic Science (Zheng, 2012). Some others even stated that only Chinese
economists are able to well explain Chinese economic issues (Zheng, 2012). To some
people, the continued rapid economic growth in China is a miracle or partly myth.
However, to many other researchers, rapid Chinese economic growth is not
mysterious or difficult to explain (Ahlstrom, Nair, Young, & Wang, 2006; McCloskey,
2013). A huge domestic market for consumption (including consumption for the first
time of many products, e.g., mobile phones, computers, motorcycles, cars, houses,
etc.), expanding international markets for cheap made-in-China products, state-led
heavy investments in manufacturing and infrastructure, stable government system
favoring economic development, new venture creation with both local and foreign
investment (Ahlstrom, 2010), and industrial upgrading from technological learning
and leapfrogging are some major reasons for rapid, albeit uneven economic growth in
China (Huang, 2010). All of these are well explained by economic growth theories,
such as the Harrod—Domar model (Domar, 1946; Harrod, 1939), Lewis’ (1954) dual
sector model, Solow’s (1956, 1957) neoclassical growth model, Romer’s (1986, 1990)
endogenous growth theory, and work on formal (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012) and
informal (McCloskey, 2010) institutional theory and economic growth.



In political sociology, some scholars argue that Chinese state’s legitimacy to rule
is based on its economic performance rather than any of the three sources of
legitimacy or authority identified by Max Weber (1978), that is, traditional,
charismatic, and legal-rational. A number of scholars argue that Weber’s
classification, while illuminating, has some problems and is hard to be applied in
empirical analysis (Yang & Zhao, 2015). In response, Zhao (2009) proposes an
alternative classification by dropping charismatic legitimacy and adding performance
as a major dimension of state legitimacy. Yang & Zhao (2015) argue that economic
performance has increasingly become the primary basis of state legitimacy of the
Chinese communist government. However, in Weber’s conception of charismatic
authority, a charismatic leader must also demonstrate extraordinary charisma to his
followers. China’s economic successes of the past four decades clearly demonstrate to
the Chinese people that the ruling party has the capability (charisma) to correct its
mistakes and continue the economy’s rapid development, which reinforces Chinese
people’s acceptance of the Communist Party’s authority. Performance legitimacy,
viewed in this sense, is indeed a form of charismatic authority (Zhou & Wei, 2015).
Thus, the Weberian framework fits fairly well with the Chinese context.

In management studies, again, some scholars see Western theories fall short of
offering sufficient explanations of some phenomena in China but their arguments are
challenged by alternative explanations. For example, in examining why successful
Chinese private entrepreneurs pursue memberships of the People’s Congress or
People’s Consultative Conference at different levels, Li and Liang (2015) assert that
Western theories of life career development are inadequate due to their egocentric
nature while Confucian doctrine of role transition is more suitable due to its inclusion
of a prosocial component. However, as Xin Li (2016) points out, although Li and
Liang’s analysis offers a novel alternative, it is flawed for two reasons. The first is
that they confound the prescriptive nature of Confucian ideology and the reality of
political participation among Chinese entrepreneurs. What they fail to see is the
decoupling between the classical Confucianism and the secular version of
Confucianism (Leung, Koch, & Lu, 2002), namely, the real behaviors of Chinese
people might be different from the prescriptions of Confucianism. The second is that
they fail to see that the political strategy theories (Hillman & Hitt, 1999; Jia, 2016; Li,
Meng, & Zhang, 2006) can well explain why businessmen in China and other
countries enter politics. Very simply, having membership in the People’s Congress or
People’s Consultative Conference offers the entrepreneurs and their companies’
competitive advantages in business.

As the examples above illustrate, Chinese exceptionalism may misguide scholars
to neglect possible explanations that are already well supported in the mainstream
literature, while relying too much on some special Chinese explanations. Such an
effort is detrimental for the development of Chinese management research. In
addition, Chinese exceptionalism may also misguide scholars to use Chinese classic
philosophical or cultural sources inappropriately while ignoring extensive empirical
research collected elsewhere on related topics.



In conducting indigenous research, many Chinese scholars tend to base their
analysis on Chinese classical texts, such as the Analects of Confucius, Dao De Jing,
and Zhong-Yong. In these classical texts, there are plenty of valuable ideas including
prescriptive norms. When quoting those prescriptive norms, we need to keep a bit
skeptical of them without carefully looking at the real behaviors of Chinese people
and the various conditions that such prescriptions may or may not operate. In fact,
much of classical Chinese philosophical literature focuses more on the prescription of
idealized behaviors rather than on the description of actual behaviors of people (Ma &
Tsui, 2015). In addition, they fail to specify the conditions under which their
prescriptions may work or may not (Ahlstrom et al., 2010). This is particularly true
for leadership prescriptions which recent research has shown need careful
specification of conditions such as the difficulty of the situation and the maturity of
the followers (Li, Chun, Ashkanasy, & Ahlstrom, 2012; Liden, 2012). The traditional
Chinese philosophies also often failed to define the constructs clearly, analyze the
conclusions in a logical ways, and discuss the boundaries of their ideas (Ma & Tsui,
2015).

Chinese enthnocentrism

The assertiveness aspect of dogmatism is reflected in the belief that Chinese
traditional philosophy has some unique elements, making it superior to Western
philosophy of science for guiding Chinese indigenous management research (P. Li,
2012, 2013, 2014, 2016). Similar to the ideas in exceptionalism, such calls for
developing indigenous Chinese management theories also are hard to generate
meaningful empirical studies or invite academic dialogues.

For example, “Yin-Yang balancing” is sometimes viewed as a unique
epistemology of Chinese philosophy that is claimed to be “more sophisticated (rather
than “naive”) than all dialectic logics for paradox management since it is the only
system that can truly accommodate and appreciate paradox, and it has the potential zo
absorb all Western systems into a geocentric (East-meeting-West) meta-system”
(Peter P. Li, forthcoming, italics added). It may be possible that the ideas embedded in
“Yin-Yang balancing” are different from the ambidexterity approach (Gibson &
Birkinshaw, 2004; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013), it is hard to anticipate that the
possible superiority of Yin-Yang and its subtleties are easy to test empirically.

Another example often used to talk about the Chinese superiority is the so-called
Chinese philosophy’s methodology of “Wu” that is defined as “intuitive imagination
for insight via metaphor; & or &4 in Chinese” in contrast to logical analysis
adopted by Western philosophy (P. Li, 2016: 50). It is claimed that logical analysis
can only be used to evaluate or verify existing knowledge, novel insight or new
knowledge can only be created by Wu; and therefore, “Chinese philosophy of
wisdom” is superior to Western philosophy of science for guiding knowledge creation
(P. Li, 2016). However, if the Wu-based cognition is image-based analogy (“H{ %It
7%”) (Wang & Li, 2017: 13), then, it is very similar to the notion of metaphor in the
Western literature, which refers to “a number of metaphorical devices - such as
internal analogues, images, prototypes, and the like” (Pylyshyn, 1993: 545, italics in
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original). The metaphor or analogy approaches are used numerous times in the
Western world as well, including by those who advanced scientific discoveries
(Berggren. 1962, 1963; Gentner, 2003; Gentner & Jeziorski, 1993) as well as in the
social sciences in terms of disciplined imagination (Weick, 1989). As stated by Ortony
(1975: 45), “At least since the time of Aristotle metaphor has aroused the curiosity of
thinkers.” Danesi (1993) and Bartha (2016) see Aristotle’s comparison theory of
metaphor sets the stage for all later discussion of metaphors and theories of analogical
reasoning. Gentner & Jeziorski (1993: 448) point out that Aristotle acknowledged that
“the perception of similarities between disparate things could be a source of special
insight”. Thus, Wu-based cognition characterized by metaphorical thinking is not
unique to Chinese as Gentner (2003: 106) points out that “Analogical thinking is
ubiquitous in human cognition”. Furthermore, Berggren (1962: 237) concludes that
“truly creative and non-mythic thought, whether in the arts, the sciences, religion, or
metaphysics, must be invariably and irreducibly metaphorical.”

As demonstrated by the two examples above, the Chinese ethnocentralism sticks
to the special Chinese elements in some classic writings but often ignores the broader
literature and very similar concepts to compare the Chinese elements with the rest of
the world in scientifically rigorous approaches.

In sum, over-confidence, in the form of either exceptionalism or
ethnocentralism, leads to problems in Chinese management research. In short, it
represents indigenization for the sake of indigenization and neglects comparison with
existing research. Theoretically, such a stream is very likely to isolate the ideas from
the large body of literature addressing similar questions. It is highly possible that
over-emphasis on the Chinese specialty in management may lead to a discarding of
rigorous research methods in logical theory building and research procedures. We
believe that China-relevant research can improve significantly only if scholars are
self-confident but not over-confident or assertive.

What to do next? Recommendations to Chinese management scholars
Merits from the two extreme opinions

Above we have criticized the two relatively widely-chosen options. In a nutshell, the
first option featured by a lack of self-confidence simply follows the mainstream
American approach, which is characterized by highly pursuing academic rigor with
low concern for practical relevance; in contrast, the assertive indigenization option is
characterized by closely relevant to the Chinese specialty on thinking and cognition
(but not necessarily the practical relevance) but lacks academic rigor. Although we
criticize the two relatively widely-chosen options and deem them detrimental, we also
believe that both options above have their own merits. It is on their merits that can
spread and guide us forward. We believe that the debates about Chinese management
research has helped the Chinese management academia a lot, though it has to be
guided by clear and fuller discussions of epistemology, ontology, and an
understanding of the relevant literature in a given area.
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First, even though the “pure American” approach does not pay much attention to
Chinese indigenous questions, this approach does help to train management
researchers in methodology, research design, and paper organization (Ahlstrom,
2015). At the first time when management was thought as something valuable to study
in China in the early 1980s, the active management researchers in China that time had
little opportunity to be trained in methodology. In fact, even from the time when the
previous round of commentaries were written and published (Meyer, 2006; Peng,
2005; Tsui, 2004; White, 2002), Chinese academia of management has improved a lot
in the technical aspects regarding research. Specifically, the methodological education
in Ph.D. courses now in leading Chinese business schools are already close to the
better business schools in North America. More and more management scholars who
obtained their doctoral education in Mainland China can publish in top-tier American
journals in recent years as leading authors, indicating that the methodological
education has been fruitful. The seeking for acceptance by the mainstream academia
also helped build the academia from the academic world rather than by authoritarian
hierarchy. This progress can help guide Chinese management research to thrive in the
future.

Thus, what has been done in the past two decades should be applauded. At least,
the majority of Chinese management scholars in this generation has improved from
the previous generation’s dominant “armchair thinking” paradigm into rigorous and
logical theory analyses, model building, and hypothesis testing. However, at this
stage, the lack of self-confidence and the practical implications of American journals’
dominance need to be changed.

Second, even though the assertive opinions often look down at the well-
established research paradigm in management, those opinions do remind us that many
China specific questions are important to study. In fact, today’s management practices
in China have been extremely dynamic and often innovative. Take e-commerce
innovation for example. Chinese internet companies are very innovative in their
business models, different from the familiar former practices of copying what has
been done in the United States. Even The New York Times reported that American
counterparts need to learn from the Chinese companies. In addition to innovation in
business models, many Chinese companies have also made strides in technological
innovation. For example, some Chinese companies have exceled in the areas of
battery and electric cars, super computers, and fifth generation telecommunication,
and so forth. Indeed, Chinese companies in recent years are not only following the
long-time so-called “advanced management practices from the developed
economies,” but also exploring their own ways of doing business.

Thus, we are not calling for a “middle-ground” between the two extremes. On
the contrary, we believe a more appropriate way of doing indigenous Chinese
management research is to study China specific and relevant questions using rigorous
methods. This is the same as what Oded Shenkar (2017) proposed as a hybrid
approach that features research inspired by Chinese special phenomena targeting at
international audience. That is, to conduct meaningful research, not only rigorous in
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methods but also relevant to the field—the active management practices in China.
When important and indigenous topics that are also closely relevant to practice topics
are pursued in Chinese management research, and at the same time, rigorous methods
are used, meaningful scholarly dialogues will start. Such research inspires other
research and thus contributes to the management field (Donaldson, 1995).

We are not expecting too much: Illustrations of exemplary research

Specifically, we recommend the scholars interesting in Chinese indigenous research to
closely watch the management field and know the real phenomenon, and at the same
time, conduct rigorous research to initiate meaningful dialogues with other scholars,
including the “mainstream” American academia (e.g., Fang, 2012; Jing & Van de Ven,
2014; Luo & Child, 2015). In fact, many activities in the real fields are very
interesting to address and many traditional norms and values in China need further
theoretical explanations, but are waiting for prepared and intellectually ready eyes.
This call is the same as previous calls on contextualization (Meyer, 2006, 2014; Tsui,
2004, 2006), and here we offer a few concrete examples. We believe the few
indigenous studies discussed below are very insightful in integrating academic rigor
and Chinese specialty. Their “success” shows that we are not expecting too much.

For example, Zhixing Xiao and Anne Tsui’s (2007) research on broker status on
employee benefits successfully compared the Chinese context with the North
American context and expanded social network theory. Originally, social network
theory developed in the American context predicts that brokers or organizational
members who possess the structural hole positions (i.e., people who are critical to
connect other people) obtained benefits such as rank, bonus, and salary (cf. Xiao &
Tsui, 2007). However, extending the theory to the Chinese context where collectivistic
culture dominates, Xiao and Tsui found that brokers actually received lower salary
and lower bonus than non-brokers. These results are exactly reverse of what was
found in the United States. In addition, in organizations with high level of
commitment, structural holes are negatively correlated with salary and bonus, but the
results are non-existent in organizations with low level of commitment. Putting
together, their research tests the limitation of social network theory in China and
clearly draws the boundary condition of the theory developed in America.

The Chinese are also famous for accepting paradoxes, as shown in the Yin-Yang
idea. Yan Zhang and her colleagues originally studied caring leadership, but their
interviews with organizational members indicate that the idea of caring leadership did
not intrigue the Chinese employees at all. In comparison, what the members like the
most is the leaders who can balance the seemingly contradictory “both” and “and”
aspects of management or leadership. Thus, they developed the construct of
paradoxical leader behavior. With the novel approach of measuring the paradoxical
aspects using questionnaires, their paper was published in top-tier American journal
and has been widely cited (Zhang, Waldman, Han, & Li, 2015).

Kwok Leung’s research on conflict management also was based on the Chinese
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context and advanced the mainstream literature. He saw that the Western dual-concern
model focuses exclusively on the outcome of conflict, and realized that in the Chinese
context, people care a lot about harmony in interpersonal relationships. Thus, he and
his colleagues first built a model with the Chinese harmony idea incorporated (Leung,
Koch, & Lu 2002). Later on, he and his collaborator juxtaposed the Chinese and
Western models to build an integrated model that is supposed to be theoretically
universal (Leung & Brew, 2009), which was later on tested empirically in China and
Australia (Leung, Brew, Zhang, & Zhang, 2011).

The sayings are popular in China: “Players in the same industry are enemies,”
and “If the master teaches all nuances to an apprentice, the master will get starved.”
People may regard these sayings as taken-for-granted. However, such belief in people
may lead to the lack of learning within workforce. At the same time, the management
and governance literature in the Western countries often emphasize transparency,
assuming that transparency ensures justice and efficiency. Ethan S. Bernstein (2012)
from Harvard University conducted rigorous studies in a Chinese factory with both
participative observation and field experiment. He found that the first-line employees
learn from one another on skills and knowhow; however, when transparency is
required where their interactions are observable to others, the employees stop emitting
their knowledge to others.

Chi-yue Chiu and Ying-yi Hong made wonderful use of the context of Hong
Kong where they started to work two decades ago. They studied the transition of
individuals’ dominant cultural paradigm (Hong & Chiu, 2001; Hong, Morris, Chiu, &
Benet-Martinez, 2000; Knowles, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 2001). The young students
growing up in Hong Kong are simultaneously influenced by Chinese and Western
cultures. They found that when seeing the Chinese cultural symbols (e.g., Great Wall,
Summer Palace), the Hong Kong students began to think more like Chinese; however,
when seeing the Western cultural icons (e.g., the Statue of Liberty, Mount Rushmore),
the Hong Kong students began to think like Westerners. Based on the empirical
findings, they started a new stage of cultural research—previous studies mainly
compare the “means” of individuals from different cultures, but from their work,
culture is understood not as static dimensions but as dynamic knowledge structure.
The series of work is significantly advancing the mainstream cultural research in
recent years.

It is widely known that Chinese are very superstitious and often submissively
accept their own fates (Tsang, 2004). However, accepting fate necessarily restricts
people to change their environment and lives. The paradox led Evelyn Au and Zhi-
Xue Zhang (Au et al., 2011; 2012; Au, Qin, & Zhang, in press) to start their research
on this topic. They found that the most successful leaders are those who admit their
fates but at the same time are agentic to change their fortunes. They synthesized the
two aspects into a single concept, negotiable fate, to capture the idea that some people
believe that their fates are actually negotiable as long as they can act agentically.
Across a number of studies, they successfully establish the construct, and the
management implications are also very concrete.
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Put together, these successful examples demonstrate that the Chinese indigenous
research is promising, but at the same time, rigorous (mainstream Western)
approaches are also necessary. We believe that if scholars closely watch the
management practices in China, they may be able to identify the “special” practices
different from the “mainstream” management literature and therefore grasp the
chances for making theoretical contributions to global management knowledge.
Toward that goal, we need to get close to Chinese companies, talking often with their
people including executives, managers, and employees. Doing so may enable us to
identify interesting and relevant research questions (Abrahamson, 2008). We need to
design and implement empirical studies with open-mind without assuming that the
traditional “mainstream” data collection (e.g., questionnaires) and analytical skills
(e.g., regression) are sufficient. We need also to continuously fine tune our researches
by travelling between theories and data. In sum, when we are really excited about
what we study and we do so in rigorous ways, we will make the academia different.
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