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Learning by Doing: Emerging Paths of
Chinese Management Research’

Abstract: This commentary reviews Chinese management research since its
beginning more than thirty years ago and considers the emerging paths that
contemporary scholars may follow. Following Barney and Zhang's (2009) article as
well as Whetten’s article(2009) in this issue, we first clarify what the two paths(a
theory of Chinese management and a Chinese theory of management) would mean for
the Chinese scholar. We then discuss the possible interplay between these two paths
and suggest it is time to take the road less travelled rather than to over-travel the
more popular road. We conclude that practice will prove the final judge on the paths
pursued and that the insights from the Barney and Zhang’s and Whetten's articles help

sharpen our understanding of the challenges.

Practice is the sole criterion for testing truth.

Fuming Hu, Guangming Daily(1978)
1. Introduction

Since its economic reform and opening to the outside world in 1978 and especially following
its entry into the World Trade Organization(WTQ) in November 2003, China has made great
progress in economic development, changing not only its economic system and structures, but
also reorganizing and restructuring its Chinese enterprises. Prior to 1978, no management
research was conducted in China. From 1978 through the early 1990s, Chinese management
research began to emerge concurrent with the transformation from a planned economy to a
market economy. During that period, some scholars trained in Western countries returned to
China and conducted preliminary empirical studies, especially comparison studies, on Chinese
organizations. For example, Zhao published a Sino-US comparative study exploring Chinese
and American universities’ governance structures ( Zhao, 1990) and a book about human
resource management in international business (Zhao, 1992). However, at this embryonic
stage of development, most Chinese management research was not comparable with the

development of management research outside of China, especially in North America and

% Shuming Zhao. . & Chunyan Jiang. 2012. lLearning by Doing: Emerging Paths of Chinese Management Research.
Management and Organization Review,5(1): 107 - 119.
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Europe. Unlike Western research. which was built upon a long history and foundation of
studying organizations and the individuals working in them, Chinese management research was
only in its beginning stage. Even though it has been more than thirty years since China first
opened its doors and undertook its extensive economic reforms. active and serious management
research. especially by Chinese scholars inside China. is still a relatively recent phenomenon.

Since the dawn of the twenty-[irst century, scholars have given increasing attention to the
study of organizations and management in China, The early ellorts are giving way to an
appreciation and recognition ol the importance of systematic analysis and empirical testing.
Researchers have realized that China’s continuing period of significant social, economic, and
organizational change not only provides a rich context for testing existing theories, but also
offers the potential for discovering new or unique ways ol organizing and managing in China,

In its infancy. the research on Chinese organizations and management systems suffered
f[rom inadequate training and skills in research methods. As a result, Chinese scholarship
lacked an accumulation of papers based on sound research methods. Even though a multitude of
institutions funded many research projects and Chinese journals published many papers, these
works were barely recognized in international academia. Despite the high relevance of the
studies, according to established management research standards, these research studies could
be considered as lacking the necessary scientific rigour(see Von Glinow & Teagarden, 2009, for
some discussion of rigour and relevance in current Chinese management scholarship). Most of
the research studies in China during this period ol development tended to rely on simple
speculative methods rather than scientilic methodologies such as deduction, experimentation,
and other empirical approaches. The lack of scientific rigour rendered the results of these
studies unconvincing and inconclusive.

An important milestone in the recent development of Chinese management research
occurred in 1999 when the Hang l.ung Center for Organizational Research (HLLCOR) at the
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) sponsored the first research
methods workshop for Chinese management scholars. Organized on the HKUST campus in
July, 1999, more than forty People’s Republic of China scholars attended the workshop.
Subsequently, research methods workshops were held every year therealter. The popularity of
research workshops at the International Association [or Chinese Management Research
(IACMR) conference is another indicator of Chinese scholars’ desire to learn and embrace
scientific methods. Now, there is a growing trend ol Chinese management scholars choosing to
travel on this scientifically rigorous road in order to better ensure the success of their scholarly
studies of Chinese firms or other firms in China.

The two articles by Barney and Zhang(2009) and Whetten(2009) address the timely issue
of the [uture of Chinese management research. Barney and Zhang's article elaborates two
complementary approaches to the evolution of Chinese scholarship—a theory of Chinese
management and a Chinese theory of management —and explains the respective advantages and
disadvantages. The essay offers practical guidance to Chinese scholars on how to choose their
own road and how to learn across roads. If knowledge creation occurs through both

exploitation and exploration(March. 1991). a theory of Chinese management is equivalent to



Learning by Doing: Emerging Paths of Chinese Management Research 5

creating knowledge through exploitation because it builds on existing knowledge. A Chinese
theory of management parallels exploration because it creates new knowledge.

Differing from Barney and Zhang, Whetten specilically examines the interface between
theory and context. His article claborates on the use of existing theories to explain
organizational phenomena in new contexts. It offers Chinese scholars practical suggestions on
how to overcome the obstacles of engaging in cross-context theorizing. These suggestions
include ‘develop[ ing] a native understanding of the borrowed theory’. ‘manag[ing]| the
perception of what readers consider {amiliar and unfamiliar’, using graphs ‘as illustrations of
complex theoretical [or-mulations’, and °participat [ ing] in cross-context research teams’
(Whetten, 2009).

In what ways do the ideas in the articles by Barney and Zhang and by Whetten describe
realistic paths that Chinese scholars can take? Let us first clarily what each of these two paths
would mean for the Chinese scholar. Then we will borrow Barney and Zhang's metaphor(also
adapted by Cheng, Wang &. Huang. 2009) of the possible roads [acing management scholars to
discuss the possible interplay between these two roads and to suggest that it is high time to
travel the road less taken. Finally, we conclude that practice will inlorm the [inal judgment of

which paths of Chinese management research are successful.
2. Implications of Each Road for Chinese Scholars

2.1 A Debate Between the Two Roads

According to Barney and Zhang(2009), a Chinese theory of management includes studying
Chinese phenomena, per se, developing explanations and theories that may only apply in
China, and the purpose of such research is to understand management problems faced by
Chinese managers. A theory of Chinese management., on the other hand. includes using
established theory, testing and extending it in the Chinese context, and possibly developing
important new insights that apply in settings besides China. The purpose ol this research is to
develop general theories of mahagement phenomena. A Chinese theory of management and a
theory of Chinese management describe different processes for management knowledge
production, which affect the quantity, the quality, and the kind of knowledge produced.

Interestingly, there is a similar debate among Chinese scholars in Chinese language
journals, which suggests that a Chinese theory of management and a theory of Chinese
management are in competition Ce. g. » Chen, 2006; Guo, 2007; Luo, 2008; Li, Yang &
Wang, 2008). According to these debates, there are at least three concerns with pursuing
either of these two roads or approaches. First, developing a Chinese theory of management
may limit the development of a theory of Chinese management and vice versa. Specifically,
owing to its involve-ment in developing deep understandings of Chinese phenomena regarding
mana-gerial and social situations in China and to avoid being influenced by existing theories or
frameworks, a Chinese theory ol management is likely to ignore existing literature. Instead, it
might emphasize China’s history, traditions and culture, studying phenomena that are largely
impacted by the Chinese economy and society, and the results are likely to be published in

Chinese language outlets. On the other hand, pursuing a theory of Chinese management
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research may limit the discovery and understanding of phenomena important in and to China.
Owing to its aims of examining boundary conditions of current theories, a theory of Chinese
management is likely to draw on the existing literature, to apply traditional theories and
research methods, to study Chinese phenomena that are of interest to Western scholars, and to
publish in Western outlets.

Second, these two approaches may compete for limited resources. A Chinese theory of
management generates new knowledge with potentially high but uncer-tain returns because
these papers are more difficult to publish due to their novelty. A theory of Chinese
management generates incremental knowledge with moderate but more certain returns. It is
relatively easier to publish such work because reviewers are more familiar and comfortable with
it. Barney and Zhang(2009) argue that pursuing both a theory of Chinese management and a
Chinese theory of management ‘does not seem likely to be a common choice’ for a single
scholar, since they involve different skills and different orientations toward knowledge
creation.

Third, it is unclear what types of scholars would be in the best position to pursue either
type of research. One could argue that it is difficult for young researchers to publish papers on
a Chinese theory of management owing to their inexperience. Young scholars also lack
legitimacy in the Chinese culture where age is respected because it is a sign of wisdom.
Therefore, young Chinese scholars are generally advised to focus their efforts on contributing
to a theory of Chinese management. However, young minds are often more creative, and most
of the influential theories in the Western management literature were developed by scholars
during their doctoral and assistant professor periods(Smith & Hitt, 2006). Similarly, some
interesting Chinese works also were introduced by Chinese scholars in their early careers, and
they continue to refine these works over the years. Examples include Wei’an Li’s Chinese index
on corporate governance(e. g. , Li, 2002), Youmin Xi’s harmony management theory(e. g. , Xi
& Shang, 2002), and Shuming Zhao's unique Chinese characteristics of human resource
management (e. g. , Zhao, 2001). Of course, there may also be other distinctions in
determining who, between Chinese and non-Chinese scholars or Chinese versus non-Chinese
educated scholars, is best positioned to pursue either type of research.

2. 2 Interplay Between the Two Roads

One possible explanation for the above debate and doubt is that most researchers have
overlooked the dynamic interplay between a Chinese theory of management and a theory of
Chinese management by regarding them as independent and mutually exclusive processes
occurring at the same time. Whetten’s article proffers some practical suggestions on the
interplay between a theory of Chinese manage-ment and a Chinese theory of management. He
offers four suggestions, and we take each of his suggestions and discuss its implications for
engaging in the two types of research described by Barney and Zhang.

First, Whetten(2009) suggested that the scholar should ‘develop a native understanding
of the borrowed theory’. In contrast to the enthusiasm for studying research methodology in
great detail, Chinese management scholars tend to pay less attention to understanding

borrowed theories in depth. For example, Xu and Zhou(2004) surveyed the papers on strategic
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management published in 2003 in two of China's top-tier journals, Management World (Guan
Li Shi Jie) and Nankai Business Review(Nan Kai Guan Li Ping Lun). They found that most
of the papers lack theoretical development and only weakly understand the borrowed Western
theory. The researchers take the Western theory and adopt the predictions but disregard the
conditions under which the theories are applicable(Xu & Zhou, 2004).

There are many possible ways to change this situation. Among them, Chinese
management journals could promote theory development with the same attention they pay to
research methods. They could emphasize that a paper without theo-retical logic is tantamount
to a body without a brain because a theory guides propositions, research methods, and even
analytical tools. Management schools could set up courses on mainstream theories to help
students develop a deep understanding of Western theories, such as network theory, agency
theory, dynamic capability, resource-based view, learning and evolution, etc. Data describe
which empirical patterns were observed, and theory explains why empiri-cal patterns were
observed or expected to be observed. Therefore, to develop a theory of Chinese management, a
researcher should begin with an understanding of the existing Western theories and be familiar
with their boundary conditions.

Second, Whetten(2009) suggested that the scholar should ‘manage the perception of what
readers consider [amiliar and unfamiliar’. Since the 1990s, Chinese management scholars have
become increasingly familiar with their Western counterparts, owing to the many young
scholars who receive their train-ing from Western universities, to greater familiarity with
publication requirements, and to participation in an intellectual atmosphere created by academic
conferences such as the biennial conference of the IACMR (http://www. iacmr. org). This
growing familiarity with Western research has enabled Chinese scholars to put their studies of
Chinese phenomenon in the context of familiar Western literature, making these studies more
internationally accessible and shedding new insight on established ideas. For example, Lau,
L.u, Makino, Chen, and Yeh(2002) adopted Western theories such as social capital, absorptive
capacity, and institution theory to examine the knowledge management of Chinese high-tech
firms. Similarly, Fan, Lau, and Wu(2002) pointed out that agency theory has different
implications in China, such as the performance effects of the duality of CEQs/Chairpersons,
independent board directors, and incentive programs of external board directors. Su, Xu, and
Phan(2008) provide corroborating evidence that principal-agent conflict can lead to high agency
costs by examining the level of ownership concentration across Chinese companies listed on the
Shanghai and Shenzhen stock exchanges during 1999—2003. Other scholars have examined the
impact of social capital and social network on organizational structure and strategy (Li &
Atuahene-Gima, 2001, 2002; Park & Luo, 2001; Peng & Health, 1996), the mindsets of the
entrepreneur and entrepreneurial behavior, partner selection, the positive and negative effects
of guanxi and trust(Bian, 1997), and the influences of institutional isomorphism and culture in
international business researc (Chen, Peng &. Saparito, 2002; Child & Tse, 2001; Xin &.
Pearce, 1996). Most Chinese management scholars, particularly young scholars, are now on
the road to making the familiar appear novel by adding contextual moderators or changing the

exist-ing relationships in current theories, thus, contributing directly to a theory of Chinese
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management.

Unlortunately, owing to the slower development of a Chinese theory ol man-agement,
most of our Western counterparts are still unable to gain a deep under-standing of the
management model in today's China. Due to the efforts of those Chinese scholars with overseas
training, our Western colleagues can piece together a fragmented picture of Chinese
management practices; however. unique Chinese phenomena embedded in history. tradition.
and culture cannot be explained by Western theories and still remain unfamiliar to Western
management scholars. Thus. there is a clear need to resolve this asymmetry in the creation of
Chinese management knowledge.

There are two opportunities to alleviate this problematic asymmetry. The [irst is Western
scholars’ keen interest in China. Chinese management practices have attracted many Western
management scholars. similar to the attention given to Japanese management practices twenty
years ago. The concept of Theory Z(Ouchi, 1980) introduced Western management scholars to
novel Japanese management practices. likewise, there are many excellent Chinese {irms such
as Haier, Lenovo., and Huawei that deserve systematic study. The second opportunity to
alleviate asymmetry lies in the elforts of Chinese management scholars. Some argue that unique
Chinese management practices can only be understood well by insiders. Recent institutional
developments in China. such as the revised faculty evaluation system, rise ol new management
journals, increasing number ol aca-demic conferences, and research funds should make both the
Chinese theory of management road and the path toward making the novel appear familiar more
promising,

Whetten's(2009) third suggestion is to ‘use graphical models as illustrations of complex
theoretical formulations’. This practical idea is especially useful for Chinese management
scholars. who have strong abilities in developing complex theoretical formulations. The general
Chinese mindset is complex. circular. and can tolerate dialectic thoughts and ideas(Li, 2008;
Wang, Cui & Zhou. 2005). As Western economists readily understand the mathematical
models developed by their Chinese counterparts, likewise, graphic models can convey complex
ideas that are dillicult to write in words. Graphical models can provide structure to otherwise
rambling or amorphous arguments, while figures can logically show causal relationships so that
readers see the chain of causation and how a third variable intervenes in or moderates a
relationship. Also useful are temporal dia-grams showing how a particular process unfolds over
time. Peng’s(2003) figurative depiction, as a case in point, clearly demonstrated how the costs
and benefits of relationship-based, personalized exchange change with time. Developing either
a Chinese theory of management or a theory of Chinese management would benefit from
familiarity with global research standards and from the clear, accurate pre-sentation of
complex, circular, and dialectic thoughts, ideas. and characteristics of Chinese management
practices. Graphical representations can afford clarity and understanding to both insider and
outsider researchers.

The fourth suggestion Whetten(2009) makes is to ‘participate in cross-context research
teams’, which may be the most common practice undertaken by both international and Chinese

management scholars, with the aim of conducting higher quality research than either party
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could accomplish on their own. Whetten promotes participation in research teams by
explaining, ‘a time honoured strategy for overcoming deficiencies between one’s skills and
knowledge and the require-ments [or implementing a particular research strategy is to [orm
partnerships with colleagues possessing complementary capabilities’(2009). The development
of a theory of Chinese management or of a Chinese theory of management would profit [rom
insiders’ in depth contextual knowledge emphasizing history, traditions, and cultures and from
outsiders’ theoretical knowledge and experience in dealing with reviewers and editors of
international journals.

However, with increasing numbers of cross-context research teams, the [ollow-ing
challenges should be borne in mind. Corresponding to the consideration that Chinese
manuflacturing ( Made in China) should be upgraded to Chinese innova-tion ( Innovated in
China), Chinese management scholars should consider that their participation in cross-context
research teams should evolve [rom primarily collecting data to participating constructively in
the development of intellectual ideas. Chinese scholars should be more confident about
contributing to the under-standing of Chinese management phenomena. They can provide
complementary capabilities for the production of management knowledge. Such international
collaboration research teams offer great promise [or the development of a Chinese theory of
management and a theory of Chinese management and for break-throughs on global
management knowledge.

The benefit of a theory of Chinese management is to make the familiar appear novel. The
benelit of a Chinese theory of management is to make the novel appear [amiliar. A combination
of the two is more likely to enhance global management knowledge than either approach alone.
To succeed in these endeavors would require the support of business school leadership,
management journal editors, research [unding agencies, and other supportive institutional
environments. The current academic environment in China has a distinct bias toward a theory
of Chinese management. Before scholars can reap the benefits of a combined theo-retical
approach, efforts are needed to create a developmental path [or Chinese management research.
We outline four below.

2.3 Toward the Road Less Travelled

In creating an environment that encourages scholars to take the road less travelled, we
must be clear about the main purpose of Chinese management research (see Von Glinow &.
Teagarden, 2009, for their emphasis on clarifying purpose). Are we aiming to build dialogues
between Chinese management research scholars and their worldwide counterparts, or are we
building dialogues not only between scholars. but also between Chinese management scholars
and Chinese manage-ment practitioners? Chinese companies have begun to make the transition
[rom ‘manufacturing in China’ to ‘innovating in China’. It is timely [or Chinese man-agement
scholars to focus on developing a Chinese theory of management to understand the actions of
Chinese managers and the practices of Chinese companies.

What changes in the institutional environment would encourage high quality Chinese
management research in general and the development of a Chinese theory of management in

particular? At present, there are a variety of policies issued by all levels ol governments and



