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Abstract 

 

I explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership 

development products and services in China. The rapid development of the leadership industries in 

China contributes to the ambiguity of what constitutes leadership development. I identify and 

analyze the discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ that under girds the growth of these industries in the 

Chinese context. 

 

Drawing on the production of leadership perspective, and its roots in the production of culture 

perspective, I map out the leadership industries in four Chinese cities: Beijing, Shanghai, 

Guangzhou, and Shenzhen. I also conduct qualitative interviews with key players, and analyze 

occupational and promotional texts, in order to understand the discourse of a ‘leadership gap’, and 

the particular ways in which it serves to promote leadership development products and services in 

the Chinese market. 
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PART 1: INTRODUCTION                                                  

1.1 Opening 

 

In his book “Business Leadership in China” (2011), Chief Leadership Consultant for Aon Hewitt in 

Beijing, Frank T. Gallo describes the ‘leadership gap’ in China as a direct consequence of the 

Cultural Revolution. He asserts that the older workforce in China is not groomed in a market 

economy, while the younger more dominant workforce is estimated to be 10 years younger than 

their Western counterparts holding a similar job position. For different reasons, then, they both 

suffer from inexperience and lack the particular skills needed to be globally competitive. He also 

notes that the ‘leadership gap’ can be narrowed only by applying significantly modified leadership 

development practices in China, as the strategy of adopting them wholesale from Western model 

cannot function in China. This argument exemplifies how an actor in the leadership industries 

responds to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ in China, and thus further helps mobilize a discourse 

of a ‘leadership gap’ as a means to promote leadership development products and services in the 

Chinese market. 

 

 Gallo is not alone. In this thesis, I identify and analyze how many different actors in the 

burgeoning leadership industries in China respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further 

explain (justify) and promote this perception as a means to sell leadership development products 

and services in the Chinese market. As I shall explain in more detail later, the primary actors of this 

process represent either the management education industry or the analogous and oftentimes 

overlapping management consulting industry. While the relation between the management 

consulting industry and the leadership industries is clear, in terms of the frequent and increasingly 

common leadership development products and services auctioned by consulting firms in China, I 

base the link to management education in regards to the presentation of program structures, 

modules and curriculum, as found on the websites of leading MBA providers. For example: 

Tsinghua University in Beijing, advertise their program as “[…] a management and leadership 

education”, and as “China’s most prestigious educational institution, helping both China’s and the 

world’s best and brightest reach their potential in all walks of academia and industry”. The 

University has integrated leadership development in their first year core course module (Tsinghua 

University own website). Secondly, CKGSB (Cheung Kong Graduate School of Business) has likewise 



 3 

implemented ‘leadership’ as a core course in their program divided over two separate modules 

(CKGSB own website). Thirdly, BiMBA at Peking University disclose in their brochure that: “BiMBA 

aims to nurture inspirational leaders, not just to train competent managers”, and that the program 

“[…] targets executives who want to further their management career and develop global 

leadership” (BiMBA own website). Fourthly, CEIBS (China Europe International Business School) in 

Shanghai present ‘leadership’, as part of ‘critical management skills’ in their program structure 

(CEIBS own website), and finally, the Antai School of Business at Jiaotong University in Shanghai, 

advertises their program as “educating the future business leaders.” (Antai College own website). 

  

Despite the dramatic increase in outlets auctioning leadership development products and 

services in the Chinese market, much uncertainty surrounds it due to a lack of research in the field. 

The primary reason for this uncertainty is caused by the rather loose term “leadership 

development”, which has been subject to numerous definitions and is thus more ambivalent than 

comprehensive. Building on Guthey, Bollerup-Jensen, and Rasmussen’s (forthcoming) work, I argue 

that this ambiguity represents a double-edged sword for the foundation of the leadership 

industries in China. On the one hand, the ambiguity creates opportunities for the industries, as it 

enables the various actors ranging from leading international business schools to global consulting, 

and small-scale boutique style consulting firms to claim the provisions of a wide variety of products 

and services, as for instance leadership development in the name of management education and 

consulting. These actors can thereby cater to many different needs and tailor programs, as for 

instance in-house programs that are driven by the need for more customer intimacy, as seen in 

consulting. On the other hand, the ambiguous nature makes it difficult for the different actors in 

China to project any substantial consistency or legitimacy for leadership development as a 

business. To fill this void, various actors in the leadership industries in China employ the discourse 

of a ‘leadership gap’ to create consistency around this vague and ambiguous concept, and as a 

means to promote and sell leadership development products and services in the Chinese market. 

Furthermore, the concept of leadership and leadership development are highly Western and in 

particular American exports, which explains the high level of involvement of foreign actors in the 

Chinese market, and also a bias that may not be as easily adopted in the Chinese context, as some 

practitioners and scholars claim.  

 

Behind the discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ in China is an inherent perception that leadership 

is a measureable object. However, as I shall explain in more detail later, both practitioners and 
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scholars highlight the difficulty of measuring the results of leadership development both in terms 

of ROI and “good science”, which in particular causes scepticism among client’s in state owned and 

private owned enterprises. This circumstance exemplifies the usefulness of the ‘leadership gap’ 

discourse, as leadership development is commonly viewed as the intermediary to bridge this gap in 

China. 

 

I draw on the production of culture perspective and its offshoot the production of 

leadership perspective to explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and 

demand for leadership development in China. The production of leadership perspective enables 

one to understand leadership, and the widespread demand for leadership development in China, 

as products of the burgeoning leadership industries in China. Thereby, it represents an alternative 

to the common tendency to view leadership as an expression of individual talent, and rather looks 

at the influences of social institutions and industrial practices. Secondly, I identify and analyze the 

discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ in China. I do not intend to explain this gap nor do I aim at 

examining if or why such gap(s) exists. Instead, I look at how corporations and individuals in China 

respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and how these actors further explain and promote 

this perception as a means to sell leadership development in the Chinese market.  

 

What other studies have overlooked is the immense profitability that attracts these actors, 

as their primary motivation to engage themselves in the Chinese market. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

Only very little empirical research has been conducted on leadership development in China from 

an academic, and thus external perspective, making this research a contribution to the industry. 

 

With this in mind, I present my research questions. 

 

1.2 Research questions 

 

1. What are the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for 

leadership development in China? 

 

      

 

More specifically: 

2. How does the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ help shape demand for leadership 

development in China, and how does the ‘leadership gap’ discourse function to promote the 

burgeoning leadership industries in China? 
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1.3 Structure of thesis 

 

To answer the research questions the thesis is divided into following parts. 

 

• Part one will continue to introduce key themes, definitions and terms that will be used 

throughout the thesis. Firstly, I provide a brief analysis of the contextual backdrop of this 

particular study, which highlights some of the deepest contradictions that now lie at the 

heart of Chinese society, and therefore affects the rise of the leadership industries in China. 

In particular, I discuss China’s special path to market reform and other Western standards, 

while at the same time holding on to their cultural, historical and ideological groundings in 

order to endure some form of sovereignty in their resolute quest for economic growth. 

Secondly, I discuss the link between economic growth and education while I argue that the 

fragmentation of political control and market reform creates a breeding ground for 

contradictions that accommodate the myriad of perceptions of a ‘leadership gap’ in China.  

 

• Part two introduces the methodological foundation of this thesis. Firstly, I explain the 

epistemological and ontological considerations, the research design, and how the empirical 

data has been collected and analyzed.  And secondly, I outline the critical realist paradigm 

as the basis for carrying out this research and formulate why this paradigm is particularly 

suitable when studying the leadership industries. 

 

• Part three consists of the literature review, which is divided into five main themes: (1) 

leadership development – leadership (2) cross-cultural leadership (3) leadership in China (4) 

leadership development in China (5) and the production of culture – the production of 

leadership perspectives. Jointly, these themes comprise the theoretical foundation of the 

empirical findings. The first part highlights the highly Western, and in particular American 

emphasis and bias in the literature on leadership, and especially on cross-cultural 

leadership. This is followed by a review of the growing scholarly attention on leadership in 

China. In this regard, I examine some of the most debated challenges, and emerging 

interdependencies between them. Next, I present the contributions of a few critical 

scholars on leadership development, which emphasizes the plethora of definitions that 

exists on phenomenon. This argument is held up against the apparent lack of research in 

the Chinese context. Finally, I examine the production of culture perspective, and especially 
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its offshoot the production of leadership perspective, which is used as a framework for how 

leadership can be understood as a product of many organizational, promotional, and 

discursive practices in the Chinese market.  

 

• Part four comprises a presentation of the empirical findings. First, I analyze and interpret 

the many perceptions of a ‘leadership gap’ by identifying the different influencers that 

dominates the discourse. I identify and analyze what I term the “exogenous” and 

“indigenous” influencers separately, which serve to highlight the different perceptions that 

exist of a ‘leadership gap’ in China. Hereafter, I present the industry structure and analysis 

of the management education industry, and the management consulting industry, as the 

different actors are identified as representing either one of these sub-industries in China, 

and thus, make up the population from which I draw my own empirical findings. Secondly, I 

present the findings from interviewing 10 key players in three of the four Chinese cities, 

namely Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen. This part serves to (a) gain insights into the 

cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership 

development in China, and (b) yield a deeper understanding of how the different actors 

respond to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’, and how they help mobilize the discourse 

of a ‘leadership gap’ as a means to promote leadership development products and services 

in the Chinese market.  
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1.4 Contextual backdrop - The rise of leadership development in China 

 

From a production of leadership perspective, leadership development is not simply a set of best 

practices suited to meet a pressing need. It is also a historical artefact produced by a set of 

historical, cultural and economical forces and pressures. As Guthey (2012) has asserted, leadership 

has not always enjoyed such a privileged status. Other cultural moments have honoured different 

ideals, such as democratic participation, bureaucratic rationality, or the welfare state, as the most 

taken for granted and effective solutions to pressing social and economic problems. As China in the 

last 30 years has opened up towards Western influences in the form of material and non-material 

products, ideas, and concepts from Western countries in general, and the US in particular, the 

same could be said about China.  

 

The dramatic increase in outlets auctioning leadership development products and services 

in the Chinese market over the last 20 years or so exemplifies this circumstance. Therefore, it is 

striking that leadership development in China has hardly received any attention in academia, and is 

primarily found presented in consulting reports and occupational texts. However, one thing is clear, 

leadership development is a fairly new concept in China that did not exist before the economic and 

political reforms in 1978, which of course raises the question: Why is it there now? Warner (2011) 

asserted that a system of management training existed in China during the Communist regime, 

known as ‘economic cadre’ training, set up by Russian advisors, which in 1960 fell victim to the 

momentum of the Cultural Revolution. Yet, as I explained earlier, such management training has 

little to do with today’s business leadership development, which arose in a completely different 

historical and cultural context (Guthey, 2012). Thus, in order to understand the rise of leadership 

development in the Chinese context, it shall make sense to first examine the contextual backdrop 

of this particular business environment before turning to the methodology part, and review of the 

literature. 

 

In recent decades, China has effectively emerged as an economic and diplomatic 

superpower. Politically the country has been under communist rule since 1949, however, a new 

paradigm derived from the post-1978 economic reforms has become known as socialism “with 

Chinese characteristics” (Warner and Goodall, 2010). This has particularly involved a 

transformation from a “planned economy” to a “market economy”, albeit a distinct centrally-

managed-capitalism has emerged that, however, is not likely to transition into the liberal capitalism 
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of the West (Lin, 2010). Such presumptions have over the last century been addressed in plenum, 

as referred to by scholars, as the “Beijing Consensus”. The term, also called “the China Model”, was 

dubbed by Joseph Cooper Ramo, an American consultant in 2004, elaborating on the idea of a 

declining “Washington Consensus”. The term is here used rather loosely, and should not be seen as 

a means to discredit the “Washington Consensus”, as a synonym for neoliberalism or market 

fundamentalism, if there was ever one. The Chinese model is often viewed as an alternative to 

Western democracy for other developing countries. As recently as the editorial of “The world in 

2012” edition of the Economist, John Micklethwait, predicts a year of struggling ideas between 

liberalism and autocracy, with a weakened and indecisive US and EU on the one side, and a 

strengthened, yet undemocratic China on the other. However, talks of a “China Model” are for the 

most part avoided by Chinese scholars and officials due to American sensitivity to any suggesting of 

the emergence of a rival power and ideology. A one-party rule is inherently dependent on 

economic growth, which primarily has been ‘sponsored’ by the West, and thus “…talk(s) of a model 

is made all the harder by the stability-threatening problems that breakneck growth engenders, 

from environmental destruction to rampant corruption and a growing gap between rich and poor” 

(The Economist, ‘The China Model’, 2010). This exemplifies one of the many dilemmas following 

China’s uncertain political trajectory, and not least the uncertainties and contradictions it brings to 

the industries of material and non-material goods in the fastest growing consumer market in the 

world. This highlights the importance of understanding in which way the wind blows, and 

accepting the limitations of best practice, in critically addressing past views by presenting new and 

un-solidified paths for the leadership industries more generally. As Joseph Nye (2010) puts it: 

“Generations change, power often creates a hubris and appetite sometimes grow with eating” 

(Nye, 2010).      

 

 Although an ideological transformation may well be underway, the country still shows a 

total involvement of the state in every aspect of the economy. For instance, the ‘free’ market 

asymmetrically favours state-owned and affiliated enterprises (SOEs) in accessing loans and 

resources in domestic and foreign markets (Lin, 2010). The SOEs compete with other enterprises in 

the marketplace, and the elites enjoy the rewards and benefits to the same extent as other 

capitalists. It is, however, the dictates of the state rather than boards of directors, shareholders and 

stakeholders that set the agenda (Lin, 2010). These and other circumstances are often presented 

with a feeling of apprehension, and growing anxieties about the rise of China in Western media, 

which has reinforced an anti-China sentiment among legislators in the EU and on Capitol Hill, 
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especially due to heavy job-losses in certain industries. In academia, however, China’s remarkable 

'catch-up' with the West has only received limited attention. Particularly, when accounting for the 

participatory nature of what can be termed the greatest growth-story of the 21st century.  

 

Since its WTO accession in 2001, China has increasingly adapted to international standards. 

For instance, the Chinese version of the US-based Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX) of 2002 was adopted 

as C-SOX in 2009. The SOX became a testament to stricter financial governance initiated in the light 

of the dot.com bubble in the early 2000s, and the corporate scandals that followed. These 

developments highlight growing Westernization of Chinese societies, especially in regards to the 

long haul China has been subject to since the Communist rule of Mao Zedong (1949-1976). For 

many the Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 stands out as the most critical symbol of change in 

China's modern history. The incident, which had been caused by a spiral of corruption scandals, 

instability and a growing disillusion in the system’s capabilities were not, as many commentators 

have asserted, driven by a demand for liberal democracy or an end to Communist rule. It was 

rather a question of wanting reforms and to be heard (BBC Documentary, China’s Capitalist 

Revolution, 2009). The uproar, which ended violently, was condemned by the West, and parallels 

are therefore easily drawn to the Arab Spring of 2010 - present.  

 

Under communist rule, and the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) in particular, two liberties 

that are usually associated with Western democracies, namely religious freedom and the right to 

education, were renounced. Chinese philosopher Confucius (551-479 BC) was regarded a 

reactionary enemy of the state, and all Chinese were encouraged to struggle against him. In 

addition, China’s education system fell victim to the Maoist ideologies, as the national college exam 

was suspended, and it was first in 1977 that it was restored (China Daily, ‘No longer a ticket to 

better future’, 2011). However, since Communism lost its capacity to inspire the Chinese people, 

and in recognition that its replacement needed to be grounded at least partly in China’s own 

traditions, Confucianism has had its revival in Chinese societies in a major way. This is best 

exemplified by the promotion of the Chinese language and culture through the Confucius Institutes 

throughout the world (Bell, 2010). In regards to the educational system and the transitional period 

of re-institutionalization meant that China experienced a ‘leadership gap’, and a vacuum of 

Western style academia, as the country was completely impeded for investigation and foreign 

influences. Yet, the ‘leadership gap’ has been met by a rapid growth of Western-based MBA 

training programs in Chinese universities and corporations, and the active role of multinational 
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consulting firms in the Chinese market. Even Party leaders and public administrators are today 

found among the participants of leadership training programs in China and in the United States 

(Pittinsky and Zhu, 2005). This in particular, highlights the growing openness towards Western style 

management education and leadership development, as already requested for by Deng Xiaoping in 

1972, when he allegedly and famously told US President Nixon that what China needed was not 

the 'hardware' but the 'software' in the form of training and skills (Warner and Goodall, 2010). 

 

These circumstances, however, raise a few questions in regards to China’s uncertain political 

trajectory. In terms of GDP growth, China ranks far superior compared to the developed world, yet 

its level of inequality even surpasses that of the United States. This may not come as a surprise, 

however, it seems remarkable that a country once devoted to the Marx-Lenin-Mao doctrine can 

succumb to a form of capitalism that fosters inequality and not the opposite. Brunello et al. (2007) 

asserted that there is a link between economic growth and education, and especially tertiary 

education matters, as it generates scientific progress and hence growth. The link is highly visible in 

regards to the dichotomous approaches used in the United States and Europe. Government 

spending is equal between the two (just under 5% of GDP), but much more is spent on education 

from private sources in the United States (32%) than in Europe (11%). This has for instance 

materialized in a brain-drain from Europe to the United States, as under-resourced universities in 

Europe have been unable to attract talent to the same extent, as their US-counterparts. On the 

macro-economic level this has been reflected in superior growth rates in the United States, 

whereas Europe generally has experienced lower inequality. The policy discourse has seen 

economists on the one side, who are sceptical of state intervention, whereas, on the other 

governmental and supra-national pronouncements have viewed it as a necessary route towards 

the achievement of competitiveness and prosperity (Brunello et al., 2007). 
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This study does not intend to evaluate or make 

recommendations in regards to the burgeoning inequality gap in 

China, but rather wishes to raise focus on the social responsibilities 

that lay on the shoulders of corporations and institutions in the 

Chinese market: both multinationals operating in and from China, 

but also the increasing number of Chinese corporations seeking to 

expand to global markets. This is especially cogent, as the market 

reforms seem to have given multinationals carte blanche in the 

country’s quest for economic growth, which I argue has a major 

stake in both the exogenous and indigenous perceptions of a 

‘leadership gap’, as I shall explain in more detail later. (The figure is 

an article excerpt from the Wall Street Journal by Batson, 2010). 

 

This brief analytical overview is relevant to any study of leadership development in China, 

as state sponsored development plays a significant role in the Chinese market. I base this argument 

on the following reasons: in 1991 the Chinese government recognized and approved the first MBA 

programs in China, which have increased to comprise a staggering 236 in 2010 (Scrimenti, 2010).  

Yet, even at the current rate of development, the supply of MBA graduates still does not meet the 

needs of Chinese organizations. To meet this demand the Shanghai Education Committee stated 

that China would need 37,500 MBA graduates a year by 2006, yet the level of students enrolled in 

MBA programs in China were only 10,000 in 2003 (China Daily, 2003 cited in Schoenfeld, 2007). To 

alleviate this gap the National People’s Congress in 2006 gave their consent to increase the support 

for the proliferation of the private education sector, which has in particular eased the access of 

foreign-partnered MBA programs in China (Schoenfeld, 2007). In addition, China has experienced a 

massive influx of world-renowned management consulting firms particularly after its WTO 

accession in 2001 (Fan et al. 2009), which has also meant an increase in the number of boutique 

style consulting firms auctioning Western-style leadership development products and services in 

China to serve the growing number of multinationals operating in the country (Wang, 2011). 
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PART 2: METHODOLOGY                                                      

2.1 Philosophical assumptions 

 

In order to explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for 

leadership development in China, and to assume that the ‘leadership gap’ discourse serve the 

leadership industries in China as a means to promote and sell leadership development products 

and services in the Chinese market, I answer my research questions by means of critical realism, 

which “[…] is not a claim to a privileged access to the truth, but a genuine attempt to formulate 

better means of understanding” (Mutch et al., 2006). Critical realism is appropriate for this study, 

as it is found in between the claim of an absolute positivistic approach and an absolute social 

constructivist approach, while at the same time comprising a mediating link between the natural 

and the social worlds. Critical realism recognizes that there is a real world and that the social world 

in it is real, and at the same time accepts that there are possible elements within the world that 

have not yet been discovered, and that new discoveries therefore can be made. This is a good fit 

for this study, as I examine a subject which has been studied many times before. Yet, within this 

particular context and on the basis of the production of culture and its offshoot the production of 

leadership perspectives, this study contributes with something new.  

 

 Critical realism distinguishes between the natural and the social worlds in that the latter is 

based on human action for its existence. The social world is therefore socially constructed, or pre-

constructed by human actions. Yet, the social construction of the social world does not exclude 

that there are aspects of it that human beings have no or limited or mistaken knowledge of. 

 

 This highlights the usefulness of critical realism for this particular study as the concept of 

leadership development is socially constructed, and therefore, depends on human actions for its 

existence. However, I also argue that the overly one-sided and internal industry focus on the 

subject that dominates the leadership industries in China can benefit a great deal from an external 

perspective that critically examines the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and 

demand for leadership development in China. 

 

 The critical realist approach stresses that it is the relations rather than the isolated entities 

that must be analysed, and that mediating entities are necessary to take into account in order to 
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understand the relationship between structures and processes. The mediating entities, which are 

also called ‘social practices’, constitute a combination of networks, as for instance the surrounding 

organizations and institutions (Fleetwood, 2005). 

 

 This study is highly concerned with the link or relations between the entities rather than 

analysing the entities in isolation. Especially, the link between the management education industry 

and the management consulting industry, and the network of actors within these sub-industries 

are of particular interest.  

 

 The ontology of a critical realist assumes three levels of reality: what is real, what is actual, 

and what is empirical. The real relates to what exists, no matter if it is empirical or not, or whether 

it can be understood or not. The actual refer to the processes or events that are activated by what 

is real. And the empirical is what can be experienced or observed by social actors about what is 

real and what is actual. Such observations can take place accidentally or while in lack of 

understanding what is real or what is actual. The ontology of the critical realist is thus 

transformational by nature and highlights the importance of avoiding the bias of mistaking the 

nature of reality with our knowledge of reality (Fairclough, 2005). Thus, the ontology of the critical 

realist shapes the foundation of this research since it enables me to go about the analysis in an on-

going manner, and at the same time accepts that there are possible elements of leadership 

development that exists without my knowledge of it. 

 

 The epistemology of the critical realist emphasizes that experiments, measurements, and 

observations are always imperfect and can thus always be improved. Yet, an entity is always real if 

it has ‘causal efficacy’, which means that if a certain causal mechanism produce elements that can 

be identified and experienced as actual or real, it is because it is actual and real if it creates 

meaning for people (Fleetwood, 2005). The epistemology of the critical realist relates well to this 

study in regards to the ambiguous and oftentimes vague concept of leadership development based 

on the plethora of definitions of phenomenon in the literature and practice. I shall not attempt to 

examine which of these definitions is the ‘right’ one, or play judge in the execution of it, or 

question the very existence of leadership development in China. I accept that the concept of 

leadership development is real, and that it exists as an activity and business, as part of the 

leadership industries in China. This is why the philosophy of critical realism creates the 

fundamental assumptions of this study. 
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2.2 Research design 

 

Based on the nature of this research I choose an exploratory approach, which also fit the 

philosophy of critical realism. Leadership development in China is a contemporary and recent 

phenomenon that I try to explore in order to yield a better understanding of it. The exploratory 

approach does not confine itself to a predefined scope, but rather accepts that unknown factors 

and circumstances can take place as the hidden elements of phenomenon are revealed (Easterby-

Smith, 2008). 

 

 As my prior knowledge of the leadership industries in China was close to zero and the 

available literature is extremely sparse, I had only a very limited assumption about the form, 

practice, and dynamics of it to begin with. It was first after I began interviewing people involved in 

the business, and gradually expanding my network that I understood the complexity of this 

industry and later the scope of my project. The exploratory approach was thereby more of a given 

than an exact choice. Yet, it allowed me to gradually access information, identify patterns, and 

reflect on the underlying structures, which enabled me to focus and re-focus my scope as I went 

along. Thus, this research takes on an inductive approach since it does not aim at testing an 

existing theory, but rather attempts to understand and gain clarity of a particular concept in a 

particular context (Andersen, 2003).  

 

2.3 Research methods 

 

After clarifying my philosophical assumptions and the research design, I now turn to my 

explanation of the research methods. The research methods will be described as follows: Data 

type, data collection, selection of participants, interview approaches, analysis of data, issues of 

validity and reliability, and lastly the delimitations of this research. 
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2.3.1 Data type 

 

This research is built around collecting qualitative data rather than quantitative data. This is 

because qualitative data has the advantage, when it comes to exploring a contemporary 

phenomenon like leadership development in China, that it does not hold claims of absolute truth 

but rather allows for a flexible understanding, and at the same time, allows for the possibility of 

multiple explanations and interpretations (Easterby-Smith, 2008). 

  

 I draw on both primary and secondary sources of data. The primary sources consist of 

interviews with 10 key players. The secondary sources are found in the shape of academic 

literature (articles, books, and journals), occupational texts, and consulting reports.  

 

2.3.2 Data collection 

 

Based on the nature of this research, and the lack of relevant literature on phenomenon in China, 

the primary data retrieval has taken place through Google’s search engine, academic search 

engines, Amazon’s bookstore, and the CBS library. I began acquiring information on the subject in 

March 2011, through the books “Business Leadership in China” (Gallo, 2011), and “Management 

Training and Development in China” (Warner and Goodall, 2010).  

 

My search for material has developed gradually, as it was necessary to search for relevance 

in all types of material even though they seemed irrelevant to begin with. Thus, the exploratory 

approach made this possible, as I was able to subjectively validate and measure the relevance of 

my findings while examining the phenomenon from different perspectives.  

 

2.3.3 Participant selection 

 

I apply a multi-method qualitative approach, as 5 of the interviews were conducted face-to-face 

with participants during my field-work in Shanghai, while 2 were made via Skype, and the final 3 

were made via a questionnaire, and follow-up email correspondence. The participants represent a 

broad range of actors in the leadership industries in China. A presentation of the participants and 

description of programs can be found below.  
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 The aim of the data set was to get a broad representation of both the management 

education industry and the management consulting industry, as well as, a wide variety of interview 

participant’s in regards to product offering, industry and educational backgrounds, seniority, and 

targeted segments. However, important to note is the role of chance in locating these actors, as 

the only way to gain access lies in the ability to network and build trust. Not one interview has 

been conducted on the basis of my own request – even though I have tried numerous times – but 

rather on the basis of someone who knew someone. This approach can be identified as a snowball 

sampling approach (Andersen, 2003). Therefore, it is important to highlight that I have not been 

able to be very selective in regards to participants. However, after conducting the interviews and 

evaluating the findings I found much consistency between the answers, and as such, I find 

confidence in that I have secured a valid data set that comprises a representative sample of the 

leadership industries in China. 

 

2.3.4 Interview approach 

 

The empirical data collected through interviews have been essential to this research, and therefore 

I have been particularly careful in the preparation of the interviews. The interviewees have all 

received an explanation of the scope and research questions prior to the actual interview, in order 

for them to prepare in advance. All interviews have been conducted on the basis of the same 

framework of questions to assure a degree of standardization. Yet, I allowed for some flexibility in 

my questions, which based on my philosophical assumptions created the sort of spontaneity that 

was needed. The interviews can as such be regarded as semi-structured, as I also allowed the 

participants room to bring up new topics, which I was unaware of. In terms of the questionnaires, I 

asked for clarifications via email afterwards when needed. In this regard, I focused on open-ended 

and often broad questions to encourage the interviewee to talk without interruptions. The semi-

structured approach was useful, as it often brought themes to the open that at first seemed 

irrelevant to my research questions, but after awhile proved to be relevant when looking at it from 

a different perspective.  

 

 The face-to-face interviews lasted from half an hour to two hours and were all conducted in 

English. None of them were recorded, as I found this approach inappropriate. I took this decision 

early in the process, as I did not want to be intrusive in my explorative approach. I have later 

considered whether this may have been an act of exaggerated cultural sensitivity. However, I took 
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notes and made transcripts right after each interview. The interview framework and transcripts can 

be found in appendix 1 [electronic copy]. All interviewees were offered a copy of the final thesis. 

Yet, no one were offered a pre-reading prior to completion. 

 

2.3.5 Data analysis 

 

The empirical data analysis has been conducted as the final part of the writing process, which 

enabled me to gain new insights before reaching my conclusions. The transcripts were carefully 

read through in order to re-familiarize myself with the data, reflect, and understand possible 

themes. This process proved to be of particular importance in understanding the cultural and 

historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership development in China, and 

how the different actors respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ further explain (justify) and 

promote this perception as a means to sell leadership development in the Chinese market. The 

data contained numerous themes that could be held up for analysis. Yet, in order to keep a 

structured approach I identified five themes from the interviews that in combination provided the 

best foundation for analysis.  

 

The five themes are: 

 

Development and future trends 

Main actors 

‘Leadership gap’ 

Supply and demand 

Cultural and historical dynamics 

 

The themes were thoroughly identified from the transcripts and grouped, which enabled 

me to highlight the most relevant citations to use in my discussion. Hereafter, I combined them 

with the findings from the literature review in order to provide the foundations for the empirical 

analysis. 
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2.3.6 Validity and reliability 

 

In order to make general assumptions based on the population that the sample is drawn from, the 

data set needs careful selection, especially in regards to validity and reliability (Easterby-Smith, 

2008). A possible caution in regards to validity and reliability lies in when respondents interpret an 

item subjectively and respond to that interpretation (Giddens, 2008). This kind of subjective 

interpretation cannot be fully avoided in this project, as the analysis in part is based on the 

interpretation of the interviewees. This is important in regards to interviewing, and later analyzing 

the data set. I took my precautions to lower such risk by completing the transcripts on each 

conducted interview as soon as the interview was over. Furthermore, I am extra careful in my 

argumentation in order to avoid the bias trap. 

 

A sample of 10 key players involved in the leadership industries in China can seem small, 

and it does certainly not cover all aspects of it. The sheer size of the country both in regards to 

population and geography is overwhelming in itself. Then add the thousands of producers, 

suppliers, distributors, and receivers of leadership development products and services, the 

numerous sub-industries, and the plethora of definitions that surrounds it and you will soon 

understand the complexity of this endeavour. Yet, I claim that combined with the secondary 

sources of data, the sample provides sufficient insight in order to answer the research questions. 

 

2.4 Delimitation 

 

As a recent phenomenon in China, leadership development posed numerous opportunities for 

analysis. The dramatic increase in MBA programs had my first attention before I discovered that 

MBA programs formed ties to numerous related industries offering substitute products in the form 

of leadership development products and services, particularly from consulting firms. The 

numerous approaches and variations of leadership development in China offered intriguing 

subjects for analysis, and especially in regards to the discourse of a ‘leadership gap’.  

 

In this thesis, I focus exclusively on the ‘leadership gap’ in China, although the discourse of a 

‘leadership gap’ reaches beyond that of China (Weiss and Molinaro, 2007). Furthermore, I exclude 

“receivers of LD” and focus solely on “producers of LD”. When referring to China, I refer to the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC), or mainland China, which excludes Hong Kong, and Macau.  
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PART 3: LITERATURE REVIEW                                           

In order to gain insights into the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and 

demand for leadership development in China, and to yield a deeper understanding of how the 

different actors respond to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further help mobilize the 

discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ to promote leadership development products and services in the 

Chinese market, I first review the literature on the following fields of study: (1) leadership 

development (2) cross-cultural leadership (3) leadership in China (4) leadership development in 

China (5) and the production of culture – the production of leadership perspectives. 

 

In connection to these sections, I start by briefly outlining the relevant literature on 

leadership, which is closely tied to the academic realm of leadership development. It shall thus 

make sense to highlight this overlap. Hereafter, I review a few critical studies on leadership 

development, before turning to the cross-cultural perspective on leadership, which has introduced 

perspectives on leadership that goes beyond that of national borders. This is followed by a review 

of the very recent academic realm of leadership in China, and in particular its developments 

succeeding the economic and political transitions in the last 30 years. This has primarily focused on 

the incompatibility between Western and Chinese leadership styles. Hereafter, I identify the gap in 

the academic literature on leadership development in China, as a means of highlighting the need 

for more research in this particular context. And finally, I review the literature on the production of 

culture perspective and its offshoot the production of leadership perspective in order to herald a 

basis for exploring the reciprocal network of actors that actively use the different perceptions of a 

‘leadership gap’ as both an explanation and promotion in order to sell leadership development 

products and services in the highly lucrative Chinese market. In structuring the current review I do 

not present a simple chronology of work, but rather group the studies into several themes. The 

overview is confined to studies on leadership, leadership development and leadership in China 

published in English-language academia, although not exhaustive, including those by Chinese 

scholars. Jointly, these themes comprise the theoretical foundation for the empirical findings.  
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3.1 Leadership development 

 

In order to explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for 

leadership development in China, as well as, to assume that the ‘leadership gap’ discourse is used 

to serve the interests of the leadership industries in China, I need first to examine the concept of 

leadership development in academia. I start by first briefly outlining the academic field of 

leadership studies, as these two academic fields are intertwined, before turning to the academic 

field of leadership development. 

 

In contemporary academic studies, leadership has attracted a significant amount of 

scholarly attention from across disciplines ranging from anthropology, economics, sociology, 

politics and history (social sciences) to philosophy and religion (humanities). Yet most research on 

the different aspects of leadership is done by independent academics, and too often these insights 

have not found their way into the mainstream curriculum at university-based business schools 

(Nohria and Khurana, 2008). Thus, much of the on-going academic research on leadership is 

granted only by a limited audience. However, Jackson and Parry (2008) took note in that leadership 

today is a big business that can be found in many shapes and forms: from academic writings to 

weighing down bookstore shelves the world over, and as part of a broader mainstream culture. 

They highlight that although followership for instance is equally important, it does not come near 

to attracting the same attention from scholars and practitioners that leadership receives. It simply 

does not hold the same market value. However, as famously stated by Stogdill (1974): “There are 

almost as many different definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to 

define it”, which highlights the multitude of definitions that exist of phenomenon, and equally, the 

vagueness that surrounds it. Thus, I assert that there is a constant battle between creating sound 

research on the topic of leadership, and on the other hand making it marketable. As I shall explain 

later, this circumstance seem to be highly present in contemporary China as there seem to be a 

tendency towards valuing entrepreneurial skills higher than academic skills. In this continuum, 

Littrell (2002) asserted that most research and theory contributions are to a great extent limited to 

accounting for leadership practices in the West, and in particular within the North American 

context. This bias and emphasis have furthermore caught attention from other scholars. Highly 

concerned with endorsing the need/desire for a professional ethos in future business school 

graduates in the US, Nohria and Khurana (2010), noted that most of the literature has been 

dominated by that of ‘leadership’ and to a much lesser extent that of ‘development’. With this in 
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mind, I now turn to the academic realm of leadership development. 

 

As earlier asserted, there exist a plethora of definitions of the concept in academia, adding 

much ambiguity to its name. The present review does not claim to be exhaustive, but rather 

examine the concept through a critical lens.  

 

Bolden (2007) estimated that a staggering 50 billion dollars annually is spent worldwide on 

leadership development, even though very little evidence seem to back its benefits, both in terms 

of “good science” and ROI. Dvir et al. (2002); and Jones (2006) have highlighted the difficulties of 

measuring the effects of leadership development, and thus the demand for more attempts to do 

so. Jones (2006), however, noted that some of the value of leadership development contributions 

might be hidden or entirely invisible to organizations. These studies emphasize that leadership 

development has become a global business imperative, yet scholars assert that much more 

research is needed to prove its efficiency. 

 

Conger (1992) asserted that the development of leadership ability is a complex process that 

is built on life-long experiences. However, most leadership development programs consist of 

experiences that span just a few hours, while some may last several days, or take the form of 

extended seminars. Hernez-Broome and Hughes (2004) asserted that leadership development over 

the last 20 years has changed from its original classroom-type leadership training to more on-the-

job assignments, and sometimes a mix of both. Scholars from across the board have identified, 

established and evaluated the most commonly used on-the-job development activities (Day, 2001; 

Yukl, 2002; Conger, 2003; Hernez-Broome and Hughes, 2004). Of the most widely used, Day (2001) 

listed the following six activities: 360-degree feedback; coaching; mentoring; networks; job 

assignments; and action learning. However, as Day (2009) asserted, there is a tendency to take an 

episodic view to development, which fails to capture that it is not the experience but the learning 

from experience that is most important for leadership development. Thus, in order for leadership 

development to have a desired effect, a comprehensive deployment and long term commitment is 

needed. Participants, executives, and organizations often loose their attention to development 

soon after a program ends (Conger, 2003). Yukl (2002) stated that the old path of offering sporadic 

leadership training only to a few selected managers has gradually been replaced by giving training 

opportunities to all managers in an organization more frequently. However, Jackson and Parry 

(2008) asserted that almost all leadership development activities are aimed at those who occupy 
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or are about to occupy formal leadership roles, and that it counteracts with the understanding of 

leadership as being co-produced. Jones (2005) likewise noted that the focus on self-improvement 

in current leadership development programs limits the understanding of what it means to be a 

good follower as well as a good leader. 

  

These contributions have in summary concluded that development is a life-long process 

that cannot be brewed down to a single seminar, or other short term initiatives, which have been 

the tendency in past decades due to the proliferation of methods in development initiatives. 

Furthermore, they highlight that the development efforts and initiatives have primarily been 

appointed to leaders based on their formal roles, and not based on the concept of leadership as a 

shared process. This circumstance can be related to the distinction between leaders and managers, 

as found in the realm of leadership (Nanus, 1986; and Kotter, 1990). Drucker (1955) asserted that 

leadership is just one of many tasks of management alongside planning, controlling, and 

organizing. These contributions concerted that leadership and management are two sides of the 

same coin, which has often lead to a great deal of overlap in academia and practice.  

 

In a similar vein, Day (2009) expressed the importance of distinguishing between leadership 

development and management development. The former involves preparing people for roles and 

situations beyond their current experience, and thereby builds capacity in anticipation of 

unforeseen challenges. The latter equips managers with the knowledge, skills and abilities to 

enhance performance on known tasks through the application of proven solutions. Secondly, he 

developed a clear distinction between leader development and leadership development. At the 

core of the difference is the orientation toward developing human capital, and intrapersonal 

competences for selected individuals (leader development) as compared to developing social 

capital, meaning the development of interpersonal networks and cooperation within organizations 

and other social systems (leadership development), in which, either approach is incomplete by 

itself. Effective development occurs when a link is made between them. Day (2009) is 

fundamentally concerned about the development of the collective organizational capacity. This 

definition may be slightly idealistic rather than practical. However, it makes one question which 

direction executive development should take. The problem is that conventional development 

efforts and initiatives have tended to focus exclusively on leader development. Jones (2006) 

follows this continuum as he argues that the former process aims at making the sponsoring 

organizations more effective, whereas the latter “serves an important role as a context for 
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organizations and cultures to confront and (attempt to) resolve social and economic conflicts 

affecting the larger society as well”. He identifies leadership development programs as sites of 

‘ritual process’ through which business leaders tackle leadership issues that reach far beyond that 

of their organizations, including moral and ethical issues. Day (2000), however, noted an 

overinvestment in the practice of leader development compared to that of leadership 

development, which stems from the primary focus on developing individual leader skills in 

leadership theory, even though there is no certainty that better leadership will result.  

 

Jones (2006), furthermore, established a cultural-historical model, which is not to be 

mistaken by a static view on culture, but rather a more diffuse, yet shared view held by a certain 

group of people. This perspective derives from the same distinction between management 

development versus leadership development, and highlights some fundamental differences 

between the development process in the US, which relates to the former, and in other parts of the 

world, which relates to the later. Sinclair (2007) sequentially questioned who and what leadership 

is for, as she observed that leadership development too often is fixated by heroic, leader-centric 

views of leadership. This highlights and can be directly linked to the bias and emphasis on Western 

and in particular American contexts in the realm of leadership studies. 

 

As I shall explain in more detail later, I assert that while the cultural and historical dynamics 

that shape the supply and demand for leadership development in China is different from that of 

the West, the increase of hybridization in Chinese societies from Western and in particular 

American influences, has meant that leadership development in China is almost identical to that 

practiced in the West. I will now turn to the review of the cross-cultural perspective on leadership, 

which constitutes the closest attempt to account for any Western and in particular American bias 

in the academic field of leadership. 

 

 

3.2 The cross-cultural perspective on leadership 

 

Culture is all around us, we are immersed in it, and it is often hard to grasp, define and 

conceptualize. So adding a cultural element on the already ambiguous concept of leadership does 

not limit its complexity. The academic field of cross-cultural leadership is important to this thesis, 

as I explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership 
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development products and services in the Chinese market, and as it relates to the common way of 

viewing leadership across cultures. This review does not include an exhaustive summary but rather 

examines the most influential contributions in recent decades, and a critique of what can be 

termed the conventional view on cross-cultural leadership.   

 

House et al. (1990) asserted that the increased globalization of industrial organizations and 

the interdependencies between nations and markets have led to a need for a better understanding 

of cultures and of cultural influences on leadership and practices. Thus, in order to meet this 

demand numerous scholars have developed cross-cultural frameworks to add coherence to the 

research on phenomenon. Probably the most cited yet highly controversial scholar is Hofstede 

(1980), who developed a dimension-based approach to assessing and classifying cultures. Through 

the years this approach has developed into what can be termed the conventional approach to 

studying cross-cultural leadership. He asserted that cultural differences are primarily encountered 

as differences in shared values. The five cultural dimensions are: individualism – collectivism; 

masculinity – femininity; uncertainty avoidance; power distance; and short-term – long-term 

orientation. Another dimensional framework has been developed in the GLOBE study (House et al., 

1999), which will be described below.  

 

Graen et al. (1997) asserted that cross-cultural research essentially is about identifying etics 

and emics, which means deciding whether one is looking for what is similar or what is different. 

This contribution followed the continuum of Hofstede (1980; 1998), who argued that the former 

makes the assumption that there are universal constructs that transcends individual cultures, 

which can be identified and measured scientifically, whereas the latter assumes that most cultures 

are unique. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions supports the etic-approach to studying culture, 

however, he asserts that both approaches are complementary. Particularly the latter approach has 

been subject to much scholarly debate, which will be discussed below (Dorfman et al., 1997; 

Javidan et al., 2001; Ailon, 2007; Guthey and Jackson, 2011). Jackson and Parry (2008) asserted 

that the single most important and influential attempt to account for and overcome a potential 

bias in the American-dominated field of leadership research, as discussed above, is the GLOBE 

project (Global Leadership and Organizational Behaviour Effectiveness Research Project). Robert J. 

House along with 180 so-called Country Co-Investigators (CCIs) from 64 national cultures combined 

their efforts to “develop empirically based theory to describe, understand, and predict the impact 

of cultural variables on leadership and organizational processes and the effectiveness of these 
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processes” (House et. Al., 2002). The Hofstedian approach and the GLOBE project is linked in the 

way that they both support the etic-approach to studying leadership beyond national borders, and 

as such strengthens each other’s findings.  

 

Guthey and Jackson (2011), however, asserted that cross-cultural leadership has become a 

contradiction in terms, as the idea of culture and its determining influence, is at odds with the 

notion of leadership itself. This is exemplified by the fact that all kinds of leadership approaches in 

some way or another involve the notion of taking initiative, inspiring commitment, mobilizing 

action, promoting legitimacy, or exerting influence. In this regard, leadership is not an inert or 

passive concept.  They furthermore noted that leadership initiatives, prerogatives, and behaviours 

are indeed subject to constraints, such as: culture, laws, regulations, governance structures, social 

norms, organizational politics and procedures, and the preoccupations others share about what 

leadership is and how it should function. However, they argue that the conventional cross-cultural 

perspective has generally neglected to consider how leadership influences these factors right back, 

or put differently, how the dynamics of leadership shape and determine the cultures that 

supposedly shape and influence leadership. 

 

In sum, cross-cultural leadership studies have witnessed an increase of scholarly attention 

in past decades. Particularly two scholars Geert Hofstede and Robert J. House, have influenced this 

academic field of study and dominated the sphere of what can be termed the conventional view 

on cross-cultural leadership. This view emphasizes the role of culture in enabling, changing and 

constraining various forms of leadership, but rarely acknowledges the yet critical role that 

leadership plays in enabling, constraining and changing national culture, as asserted by Guthey and 

Jackson (2011). This suggests that the different actors in the burgeoning leadership industries in 

China are not only constrained by Chinese culture, as the conventional cross-cultural perspective 

claims, but that they themselves have a particular amount of sway over what leadership is and 

how it should function in China, and thereby, the ability to influence Chinese culture. In order to 

understand this more fully, I need first to review the academic realm of leadership in China. 
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3.3 Leadership in China 

 

In order to explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for 

leadership development in China, and to identify and analyze how the different actors respond to 

the perception of a ‘leadership gap’, and how the ‘leadership gap’ discourse serve the leadership 

industries in China as a means to promote and sell leadership development products and services 

in the Chinese market, I now turn to review the very recent academic realm of leadership in China. 

This field of study has primarily focused on the incompatibility between Western style leadership 

versus Chinese style leadership based on the differences in their cultural and historical 

backgrounds. 

 

Lin (2008) noted that the prevalent theme in the academic realm of leadership in China is 

focused on the lack of applicability of Western leadership practices in China, which is emphasized 

by the fundamental differences in the historical, cultural, and business contexts. Thus, a consistent 

pattern in the literature shows that Chinese leadership is different from that practiced in the West 

(Farh et. Al, 2000; Wong, 2001; Laulusa, 2008; and Jiayan, Liu, 2010), which is due to the 

differences in their cultural roots (Chen et al., 2008). Lin (2008), identified 3 cultural and historical 

influences, namely: Confucianism, collectivism and communism (political ideology) as the most 

prominent areas in the study on phenomenon vis-à-vis that of the West. These have also been 

identified as constituting the core characteristics of Chinese leadership. For instance, Laulusa 

(2008) asserted that Confucian moral standards, whether overtly or covertly, regulate behaviour in 

today’s Chinese organizations. This follows the continuum of O’Keefe (1997); and Wong (2001), 

who noted that Confucianism serves as a main source of moral standard in China. Farh et al. (2000) 

asserted that leaders in China traditionally enjoy high authority over employees, who are 

considered followers. This stems from the fact that Chinese leadership particularly is equated with 

paternalistic leadership, which is deeply rooted in China’s patriarchal traditions and Confucianism. 

Another concept, although not exclusive to China, that has received much attention is guanxi, 

which is a derivative from the Confucian ideology. Li et al. (1999) noted that guanxi has constituted 

a barrier between Chinese and Western members in joint ventures in China. Chen and Miller 

(2011) followed this continuum and asserted that many Western firms in China have paid too little 

attention to relational considerations, while those of many Eastern companies use them in excess, 

which often causes distortion. In a similar line, Wang (2008) stated that although tremendous 

changes are occurring in China the established behavioural norms may never change significantly. 
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Wang (2010), furthermore, asserted that the extensive adoption of Western management 

techniques among businesses and educational entities in China has found the Western ways 

ineffective in the Chinese context. In sum, these contributions have stated the incompatibility 

between Western style leadership and Chinese style leadership. Yet, a growing number of primarily 

Western scholars have looked more pragmatically on the Western academic influences on China. 

Especially in regards to the interdependencies between China and the rest of the world, in China’s 

exceptional growth achievements. I now turn to this field of scholars. 

 

Mansour and Nandani (2005) disputed the claims of incompatibility between Western style 

leadership and Chinese style leadership, by asserting that as China’s influences on the world 

increases so does global influences on China, whereby they highlighted the growing 

interdependencies between China and the rest of the world. They noted that due to global 

influences, Chinese managers are in flux in regards to four tensions, namely: Empowerment versus 

Autocracy; Diversity versus Insularity; Self-sufficiency versus Reliance and Government; and Global 

Perspective versus National Pride. This followed the continuum of Ralston et al. (1995), who 

observed how a growing spirit of ”Chinese-style” individualism was adopted by young Chinese 

managers in the wake of the Tiananmen Square incident. In a similar vein, Fernandez and 

Underwood (2006) stated that even the Party Schools of Beijing no longer solely teaches the Marx-

Lenin-Mao doctrine of communism and socialism, but also ‘modern’ economic modelling. 

Hoffmann (2008) asserted that the Western influences, in broader terms, have generated a new 

generation of Chinese leaders that are more educated than their predecessors, which has been 

identified as one of the primary reasons for China’s ability to stay afloat during the global financial 

crisis (Chen, 2008). Wang (2011) asserted that the mix of Chinese cultural legacies and Western 

influences, often give rise to paradoxes and conflicting practices, and Lin (2008), followed this 

continuum by highlighting the increase of corruption and business scandals in China since the 

switch from a planned to a market economy. Lin (2008), however, asserted that Confucianism and 

its descendants guanxi and face-saving could in fact lead to corruption and other unethical 

practices [to Western standards]. On the one hand the Confucian notion of collectivist solidarity 

has meant placing the interests of the group higher than that of the individual, however, on the 

other guanxi and face-saving could lead to bribery and gift-giving, as well as concealing personal 

errors, and avoiding internal whistle-blowing. Furthermore, Lin (2008) argued that certain Western 

practices and structural features such as objective reporting have helped to keep both Hong Kong 

and Singapore the least corrupt in Asia, while still remaining Confucian societies. 
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In sum, the contributions on leadership in China can broadly be categorized in two spheres: 

one that has primarily focused on the incompatibility between Western style leadership and 

Chinese style leadership based on the differences in their cultural and historical backgrounds, 

which supports the conventional view on cross-cultural leadership. And another that has focused 

on the growing Western academic and cultural influences on China. Common for these two 

spheres is the consistent acknowledgement of the differences between the two. However, this 

highlights that despite the differences, leadership in China is changing due to the Western and in 

particular American influences, and especially due to the wholesale adoption of leadership 

development programs after Western and in particular American model, as I shall explain below.  

 

 

3.4 Leadership development in China 

 

Guthey and Jackson (2011) asserted that leadership is not only constrained by national culture, but 

at the same time has the ability to influence national culture right back. As I shall discuss in more 

detail below, this is demonstrated by the fact that leadership development programs in China have 

predominantly been adopted wholesale after Western and in particular American model. Yet, as 

most of what has been written about leadership development in China has been generated by 

consultants or other industry insiders who often have a vested interest in promoting their 

particular leadership development products and services, or institutions, I choose to apply these as 

secondary data in the industry analysis later. These promotional studies are often found in the 

shape of consulting reports or occupational texts. In order to keep these contributions separated, I 

now turn my attention to the sparse academic literature on leadership development in China. 

 

Gao et al. (2010) noted that for cultural and historical reasons China has not, until recently, 

had a tradition of explicating leadership theories, or research, or producing explicit literature on 

leadership development. This is particularly the consequence of 30 years of Maoism, and the 

Cultural Revolution, which meant that China’s education system was brought to a grinding halt 

(China Daily article: ‘No longer a ticket to better future’, 2011). Li et al. (1999); and Jones (2006) 

asserted that the ‘leadership gap’ in China has been met with formal MBA programs at business 

schools and international management consultancies. In continuum, Gao et al. (2010) noted an 

explosive increase in the number of MBA students in China, as well as, in-house training programs 

among multinationals in China. Qiao et al. (2007); and Gallo (2011) asserted that the leadership 
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development programs in China are particularly based on current Western standard theories and 

teaching practices, and are basically taught the same way as in the West. Warner (2011) asserted 

that North American business schools today play a larger role, even to that of European or 

Japanese, in the management training and development market in China, than one would have 

predicted 30 years ago. In continuum, Gao et al. (2010) therefore questioned its relevance to 

practicing Chinese managers, and highlighted that their findings indicate that the possibilities and 

challenges in applying Western leadership reaches far beyond cultural stereotypes and rather 

depend on local knowledge. They further asserted that the concept of leadership in China is 

dynamic and evolving, which sometimes allows international organizational inventions to take 

place, and other times offers paradoxes in need of different explanations to Western and Chinese 

audiences. Finally, Gao et al. (2010) asserted that emerging concepts and views [among Chinese 

audiences] may have deep roots in Chinese traditions, but that these oftentimes take new 

meanings to modern participants. This follows the continuum of Chow (2005), who noted that the 

Cultural Revolution, not only created a ‘leadership gap’, but also a ‘generation gap’, which has 

meant that younger leaders tend not to pay as much attention to traditional values as their elders.  

 

In sum, the review of the academic field of leadership development in China highlights that 

leadership development has not been subject to any significant cultural convergence, and has 

simply been imported and adopted wholesale from Western and in particular American model. 

Furthermore, the Maoist ideologies and the Cultural Revolution in particular are explained as the 

root causes to the ‘leadership gap’ in China, which has been met by a myriad of different actors in 

the burgeoning leadership industries, who have responded and accommodated to the explosive 

increase in for instance MBA students in China. Before identifying and analyzing how the various 

actors respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further explain (justify) and promote this 

perception as a means to sell leadership development products and services in the Chinese 

market, I need first to define culture, and leadership development as a cultural object. 
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3.5 Defining culture and cultural objects 

 

In order to explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for 

leadership development in China, and to yield a deeper understanding of how the different actors 

respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further explain (justify) and promote this 

perception as a means to sell leadership development products and services in China, I draw on 

the production of culture perspective and its offshoot the production of leadership perspective.  

 

The production perspective links culture with production, as it enables one to view cultural 

objects as produced entities in much the same way as other industries produce other more 

tangible objects. Thus, the production perspective views the analogous relationship between the 

assembly-line production of a car, for example, to that of works of art as for instance music or film. 

As we shall see below, this analogous relationship can also be applied to that of leadership. Guthey, 

Clark and Jackson (2009), asserted that leadership is not a fixed object where a set of desirable 

attributes are learned. Leadership is rather a cultural good that is continuously formed and 

reshaped by the cultural intermediaries that make up the leadership industries. 

 

Before turning to the review of the production of culture perspective, I aim at defining 

culture, in order to proficiently recognize leadership development as a cultural object. I turn to 

Wendy Griswold’s working definition of culture (2008), as it is not evaluative or focused on “the 

best”, nor is it the most expansive, as it restricts culture to the meaningful:  

 

“Culture refers to the expressive side of human life – in other words, to behaviour, objects, and ideas that appear to 

express, or to stand for, something else. This is the case whether we are talking about explicit or implicit culture” 

(Griswold, W. 2008, Cultures and Societies in a Changing World). 

 

According to Griswold (2008), a cultural object can be defined as shared significance 

embodied in form, whereby it comprises a socially meaningful expression that is audible, visible, or 

tangible, or that can be articulated. Identifying and analyzing a cultural object can help us 

understand some part of the broader system referred to as culture and holding up that part for 

analysis. This research focuses on leadership development in a specific context, which makes 

leadership development the cultural object, and China the culture, in which the cultural object is of 

particular interest. This does however not mean that leadership development is the sole aspect of 



 32 

interest, as I attempt to understand it as part of a broader cultural system.  

 

Furthermore, Griswold (2008) asserted that by distinguishing between culture and nature, 

we are able to characterize cultural objects as having producers (scholars). Besides producers, 

cultural objects must have receivers, who are not passive, but are active meaning makers. These 

constitute not only the actual participants of leadership development programs, but also the 

organizations and institutions that transform this creativity into mainstream and marketable 

packages (practitioners). Thus, the cultural object (leadership development), producers (scholars) 

and the active receivers (practitioners) are not drifting around in isolation but are part of a 

particular context. Griswold (2008) illustrated the interconnectedness of these four elements as a 

cultural diamond, which is an accounting device intended to encourage a fuller understanding of 

any cultural object’s relationship to the social world. The cultural diamond does not say what the 

relationship between any of the points should be, only that there is a relationship, and that the 

texture of that relationship lies as much in the links as in the four points. 

 

Having elaborated on and defined leadership development as a cultural object (a social 

construct), it is now possible to isolate it in the broader Chinese context. I will first review the 

literature on the production of culture perspective and its offshoot the production of leadership 

perspective, which enables one to understand leadership as a product of the wide range of 

organizational, and promotional, and discursive practices that characterize the leadership 

industries in China. This is for instance illustrated in the variety of consulting reports and 

occupational texts on the subject. Hereafter, I will turn to the presentation of my empirical findings 

and analysis.  

 

 

3.6 The production of culture perspective 

 

DiMaggio (2000) asserted that the production of culture perspective is based on the idea that it is 

insufficient simply to point out that culture is a collective product that is particularly rooted in 

certain values, as I for instance, found dominant in the conventional cross-cultural leadership 

studies. The focus of this perspective lies in understanding how culture is produced, which includes 

the cultural objects that make up a culture. Thus, the objective is to understand what impact the 

means and processes of production have on cultural objects themselves. Peterson and Anand 
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(2004) asserted that the production of culture perspective is focused on how the symbolic 

elements of culture are shaped by the systems within which they are created, distributed, 

evaluated, taught, and preserved. This means examining the complex intermediary system that 

interjects between producers and receivers.  

 

The production of culture perspective came about in the 1970s, following a new paradigm 

for the analysis of cultural industries initiated by Paul Hirsch (1972). It was a rejection of the then-

dominant idea that culture and social structure mirror each other. Instead, as noted by DiMaggio 

(2000), culture and social structures are viewed as elements in an ever-changing patchwork. As 

such, the perspective regards artistic creativity as a product of a joint effort of a number of people 

and organizations, rather than as an act of individual genius. Paul Hirsh (1972) developed a useful 

framework for mass-produced cultural objects called the ‘industry system’. This concept described 

the context in which to trace the filtering of new products and ideas as they flow from the 

production stage to the receiver, and in which to investigate relations among them. DiMaggio 

(2000) asserted that cultural products may be defined tentatively as ‘non-material’ goods directed 

at a public of consumers, for whom they generally serve an aesthetic or expressive, rather than a 

clearly utilitarian purpose. Whereby, all cultural products share a number of similarities. According 

to Paul Hirsch (1972) these include: demand uncertainty, cheap technology, and an oversupply of 

would-be cultural producers. In this context, the industry system works as a regulator and 

assembly line for innovations and thereby as a transformer of creativity into mainstream and 

marketable packages. For new products or ideas to reach consumers, they first must be processed 

favourably through a system of organizations whose units filter out a large number of would-be 

producers before they arrive at the consumption stage.  

 

 

Figure 1: The Industry System 

 

Source: Adapted from Griswold, Wendy, 2008, (Own editing) 
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Figure 1, above, shows the industry system, and how culture-producing organizations work. 

In order to reduce uncertainty, such organizations will attempt to produce a regular flow of 

products, while those who ultimately determine the success (the market) of cultural products or 

ideas add a great deal of unpredictability to it. Peterson and Anand (2004), for example, used the 

transformation of the swing/crooner era to the rock era to exemplify this process. The latter was 

characterized by a monopoly, whereas the revolutionary rock era that followed comprised an ever-

expanding set of heterogeneous niches. The example showed how market changes can affect the 

entire industry system, in which, they identified six facets that shape the production of culture. 

These were: the availability of technology; legal frameworks; the industry structure and the 

organizations in it; occupational careers; and the marketplace. Peterson and Anand (2004) asserted 

that the interplay between these factors can produce either an uninventive oligopoly, a 

competitive and creative field, or a competitive oligopoly that produces diverse but unoriginal 

content. In regards to the example above, changes in each facet seemed mundane, however, in 

combination these facets made way for the rapid displacement of the swing/crooner era at the 

expense of the rock era, and for the diversity of popular music that followed. 

 

 

3.7 The production of leadership perspective  

 

As shown above, the production of culture perspective provides the study of cultural production 

an analytical framework for the influence of social institutions and industrial practices, thereby 

presenting an alternative to the common tendency to understand works of art and culture 

primarily or even exclusively as expressions of individual talent, inspiration, or creativity. The 

production of leadership perspective is an offshoot of this approach. 

 

Guthey, Clark and Jackson (2009) developed an explanatory framework for the production 

perspective of celebrities and leadership, which created an opportunity to understand leadership 

as a product of many organizational, promotional, and discursive practices that characterize the 

leadership industries. Guthey (2012) defined the leadership industries, as a frame of reference to 

describe the loose network of actors, organizations and institutions that are dominant in the field 

of leadership production. These include: consulting; coaching; in-house training and development; 

leadership assessment and evaluation; seminar; event and conference organizing; business media 

and publishing; and education and research in universities; business schools; public institutions; 
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civic and religious organizations; and leadership institutes. Furthermore, Guthey, Clark and Jackson 

(2009) noted that leadership, from this perspective, is both an intellectual concept as well as a 

cultural object, which means rejecting that leadership is merely an empirical object to be studied, a 

set of desirable characteristics to be developed, or a collection of best practices to be distributed 

by leadership scholars, trainers, coaches or consultants. Yet, the diverse activities of these and 

many other actors all add to the production of leadership itself. As leadership is not a tangible 

mass-produced product, it resembles more closely the production of other cultural and symbolic 

goods and services by the cultural industries more generally. They noted that, although, leadership 

is increasingly becoming a commercial product it does not disenfranchise its value and usefulness 

for individuals, for organizations, or society at large. This can be related to the concept of 

leadership fashions, which Guthey (2012) asserted is concentrated on the manner in which 

suppliers, consumers, and various intermediary parties contribute to the rearrangement of cultural 

preferences by strategically organizing and positioning themselves in relation to the forces of 

supply and demand in the fashion marketplace. Thus, the successive leadership fashions are to be 

understood as part of a broader set of higher-order social norms that shape demands for it, and at 

the same time raises awareness to the fact that there exist fashions in leadership. Guthey (2012) 

asserted that one must critically examine the concept of leadership by filtering out the immense 

layers of hype and promotion that surrounds it.  

 

The review of the production of culture perspective enables one to understand how culture 

is produced, which includes the cultural objects that make up a culture. The purpose is to identify 

what impact the means and processes of production have on the cultural object. The production of 

leadership perspective, which is an offshoot of the production of culture perspective approaches 

leadership as a cultural object produced by a set of industries, the leadership industries. The 

perspective creates a frame of reference for how leadership is produced by the many different 

actors in the leadership industries (Guthey, 2012; Wood and Petriglieri, 2004), which in China is 

primarily comprised of actors in either the management education industry, or the management 

consulting industry. I draw on this framework in order to gain insights into the cultural and 

historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership development in China, and to 

yield a deeper understanding of how the different actors respond to the perception of a 

‘leadership gap’, and how they help mobilize the discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ to promote 

leadership development products and services in the Chinese market. I will now turn to my 

empirical findings and analysis of the emerging leadership industries in China. 
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PART 4: EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS                            

Having examined the literature on leadership development; cross-cultural leadership; leadership in 

China; leadership development in China; and the production of culture – the production of 

leadership perspectives, I now turn to the empirical findings and analysis. 

 

In the first part, I analyze and interpret the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ in China by 

identifying the different influencers that have dominated the ‘leadership gap’ discourse. Overall, I 

have categorized these influencers in four: (1) “exogenous influencers” that come from outside of 

China, and have no apparent link to the leadership industries in China, which yet add to the 

perception of China as experiencing a ‘leadership gap’ (2) “indigenous influencers” that come from 

or spring out of China, who are highly involved in the leadership industries in China, and often have 

a vested interest in promoting their own leadership development products and services, and add 

to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ in China (3) “producers of LD in China” and finally (4) 

“receivers of LD in China”, which are illustrated in figure 2, below. Because these groups overlap 

considerably, I begin by analyzing the exogenous and indigenous influencers separately, as these 

can be regarded as the main drivers of the discourse (grand discourse). I do this to yield a deeper 

understanding of the ‘leadership gap’, and of how the different actors help mobilize the discourse 

of a ‘leadership gap’ as a means to promote and sell leadership development products and services 

in the Chinese market. Secondly, I present the industry structure and analysis, which examines and 

maps out the management education industry, and the management consulting industry in China. 

These sub-industries are, as discussed later, identified as representing the primary actors to the 

leadership industries, which primarily cluster around the major political, financial, and economical 

centres, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen.  

 

The second part of the empirical findings is comprised of an analysis and discussion of the 

findings from interviewing 10 key players in the leadership industries in three of the four Chinese 

cities, namely Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen. This part serves to (a) gain insights into the 

cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership development in 

China, and (b) to yield a deeper understanding of how the different actors respond to the 

perception of a ‘leadership gap’, and how they further explain (justify) and promote this perception 

as a means to sell leadership development products and services in the Chinese market. This part, 

however, excludes “receivers of LD” and focus solely on the “producers of LD” in China. 
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4.1 The ‘leadership gap’ discourse 

 

I argue that due to the ambiguity and vagueness that lie at the heart of leadership development in 

general, and in China in particular, the different actors in the leadership industries in China respond 

to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further explain (justify) and promote this perception as a 

means to sell leadership development products and services in the Chinese market. In this part, I 

identify and analyze the ‘leadership gap’ discourse in China, which consists of a variety of 

perceptions. Figure 2, below, shows the four primary influencers that contribute to the perception 

of a ‘leadership gap’ in China. This analysis will go through each of these influencers (excluding 

“receivers of LD”) to identify the perception(s) separately, and discuss what they mean in regards 

to the supply and demand of leadership development products and services in China. According to 

Weiss and Molinaro (2007), the ‘leadership gap’ is a general phenomenon in most organizations, 

and can be defined as “the gap between the leadership capacity required by organizations to be 

successful and the actual current and future leadership capacity”. Thus, the discourse of a 

‘leadership gap’ reaches beyond that of China. However, this analysis will solely take focus in the 

burgeoning discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ in and about China, as found primarily in occupational 

and promotional texts. 

 

Figure 2: The ‘leadership gap’ model         

 

(Source: Own model) 
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4.1.2 The exogenous influencers 

 

The exogenous influencers are, as explained, the influences in the discourse that come from 

outside of China, which yet add to the perception of China as experiencing a ‘leadership gap’. I 

refer to these, as primarily Western contributions with no apparent link to the leadership 

industries in China. One such group can be found in addressing the burgeoning gap between 

China’s dichotomous political and economic course. For instance, Thornton (2006) identified 

China’s ‘leadership gap’ as a product of its nation-building efforts. Despite its successes in 

liberalizing markets, and becoming a global economic powerhouse, the dissatisfaction with the 

Chinese government has never seemed greater: “[…] Now its leaders and people must deal with 

popular dissatisfaction with local government, environmental degradation, scarce natural 

resources, an underdeveloped financial system, an inadequate health-care system, a restless rural 

population, urbanization on a massive scale, and increasing social inequality” (Thornton, 2006). 

Thornton (2006) further asserted that these problems are not new, but that the pace of change has 

accelerated making the challenge of handling them much more difficult. He points to the 

paradoxical outcome of the economic reforms, which according to Thornton (2006), have actually 

made it more difficult to make new reforms, simply because it is increasingly difficult to attract and 

retain the best and the brightest, who are instead choosing a better job in the private sector. 

Thornton (2006) views the massive corruption problem among Chinese politicians and officials as a 

direct consequence of this vacuum, and points towards “[...] nurturing a new generation of leaders 

who are skilled, honest, committed to public service, and accountable to the Chinese people as a 

whole”.   

 

In a similar vein, Economy (2008) asserted that despite the exceptional economic growth 

achievements in China, the country will do themselves and the rest of the world a favour by sorting 

out its domestic issues before aspiring to become a global leader. In fact, she noted that China’s 

leaders do not show any interest or responsibility in taking on a global leadership role in regards to 

climate change, food safety, non-proliferation and other global challenges. She furthermore stated 

that if China cannot do it alone, a Western and in particularly American engagement should 

facilitate it to happen: “[…] Acknowledging China's reluctance to lead doesn't mean the world 

should do nothing but wait. China's path to good governance at home and leadership abroad will 

be fundamentally of its own making, yet our nation and others can help the process through 

cooperation where possible and pressure where necessary”. In this regard, the ‘leadership gap’ is 
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again seen as a political issue spurred by China’s special path to economic growth, and the 

repercussions it has had for its people and the environment at large. 

  

 The distrust and dissatisfaction in China’s political regime do not end here. In the article 

’Changing the guard’ by Miles (2011) in the Economist, it is stated that while China in 2012 may 

well experience the most clear-cut transfer of power since the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, as the 

Communist Party has to appoint the successors of President Hu Jintao and the prime minister Wen 

Jiabao, major changes are not to be expected. It is already certain that Vice-president Xi Jinping 

will take over as state President, and deputy Li Keqiang as prime minister, yet their influences, if 

any, will not be felt for at least a couple of years. This example, again shows how China’s political 

path, especially in terms of the incapability of action among China’s leaders, can be viewed as 

creating a perception of a ’leadership gap’. 

 

The ’leadership gap’ has also been discussed in regards to the burgeoning gap between the 

supply and demand in MBA graduates in China. In the BusinessWeek article ’China’s B-school 

Boom’, Lavelle (2006) asserted that the need for more world-class MBA programs could not be 

more urgent, as China faces a critical shortage of well-trained managers. This shortage is found in a 

lack of sophisticated skills to compete effectively in the global market place. The ’leadership gap’ is 

thus described as a ’skill gap’ that is best suited to be met by the leadership industries in general 

and the foreign-partnered MBA programs in particular. This shows that the perception of a 

’leadership gap’ does not only relate to China’s special path to economic growth, or state 

governance, but also to the needs of multinationals in China, who find it hard to attract and retain 

talent in the Chinese market. 

 

 In a similar way, the DDI ’Global Leadership Forecast 2011’ report, which I regard as 

somewhat in the grey area of what I term an exogenous influencer, as DDI is highly involved in the 

Chinese market as well, asserted that the lack of good leaders is a global phenomenon, as Weiss 

and Molinaro (2005) stated. Yet the ’leadership gap’ in China is proportionately bigger. The report 

refers to their own findings that show that 38 percent of respondents in their global sample find 

the quality of leadership in their organization very good or excellent, whereas the numbers in 

China is only 25 percent for leaders, and 15 percent for HR professionals. The study highlights that 

there is a positive correlation between leadership quality and organizational performance, and that 

the key-driver to improve leadership quality is found in leadership development programs. Chinese 
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organizations have increased their leadership development budget compared to other 

organizations around the world in 2011, and the number is expected to increase in the coming 

year. However, the dissatisfaction is still high. 

 

 In sum, the exogenous influencers that I refer to as influences in the discourse that come 

from outside of China from primarily Western sources, which yet add to the perception of China as 

experiencing a ‘leadership gap’, take many forms. From China’s lack of ”good” national and 

international leadership capabilities, which have been characterized by its dichotomous and 

oftentimes contradictory political and economic course, to the gap between supply and demand in 

MBA graduates to cater to the special needs of multinationals in the country. Finally, one example 

shows that the discourse of a ’leadership gap’ is a global phenomenon, as the lack of good leaders 

can be found in most organizations worldwide. Yet, the problem is proportionately bigger in China.  

 

 

4.1.3 The indigenous influencers 

 

The indigenous influencers are as described the influences that come from or spring out of China, 

which includes multinational scholars and practitioners (producers) that add to the perception of a 

’leadership gap’ in China. I refer to these, as highly involved in the leadership industries in China, 

and often with a vested interest in promoting their own leadership development products and 

services. Gallo (2011), for instance, added a whole chapter in his book “Business leadership in 

China” called ’The special leadership need in China’, which deals with the ’leadership gap’ dogma. 

He describes the key drivers as a leadership shortage, due in part to an ’age gap’. The older 

workforce in China is not groomed in a market economy, while the younger more dominant 

workforce is estimated to be 10 years younger than their Western counterparts holding a 

comparable job position. Thus, both groups suffer from inexperience and lack the particular skills 

needed to be globally competitive. The ’age gap’, which is described as a direct consequence of the 

Cultural Revolution, will however eventually level-off. Gallo (2011) further asserts that surveys 

show that leadership development programs in China are ineffective due to the following five 

criteria: (1) there is an over-emphasis on short-term results (2) there is a lack of know how and 

experience within companies about how to develop leaders (3) there is a lack of talent internally in 

companies (4) there is an unwillingness of some managers to allow people to take the required 

time needed for leadership development and (5) there is an unwillingness to try something 
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different. Thus, Gallo (2011), follows the conventional view on cross-cultural leadership, as he 

argues that the ’leadership gap’ can be narrowed only by applying significantly modified leadership 

development practices in China, as the strategy of adopting them wholesale from Western model 

cannot function in China. 

 

In a similar vein, the BCG / Wharton article ’The changing face of management in China’ 

(2005) asserted that the demand for talented Chinese senior managers outweighs the supply. The 

’gap’ is found in the scarcity of professionals with 10-plus years of experience working for 

multinationals in China. They point to that younger educated people in their 20s and 30s are in 

much better shape than their elders to attain positions with multinationals, and thus refer to the 

’age gap’ or ’generation gap’. Yet, they asserted that younger leaders today are faced with much 

greater challenges than the leaders of yesterday. As managing an assembly line with 10.000 

workers, for example, was a relatively straight-forward thing, it is something else to have 10.000 

R&D engineers, software engineers, and programmers integrated in the global operations. 

 

In the article ’A question of leadership’ in Leadership In Action, Chow (2005) identified not 

only the ’generation gap’, but also the ’cultural gap’. The ’generation gap’ is here described as the 

way younger Chinese professionals pay less attention to traditional values than their elders, which 

enables them to be more open towards new initiatives as for instance leadership development 

programs, which Chow (2005) advocates. The ’cultural gap’ relates to the way competencies are 

perceived differently in Chinese and Western organizations, as for instance face-saving and guanxi, 

which have particular value in China, and thus adds to an employees attributes. 

 

In a similar line, the article ’High flying dragons in China’ by Alice Law in the Training + 

Development magazine, the India & China inc. issue (2006) asserted that a talent mindset is 

developing in China. Today, the trend is to use fast-track development to counter the country’s 

’talent gap’. Yet, the fast-track development initiatives have not been adjusted to meet the unique 

cultural and business environment in China. For instance, the article states that power is an 

important element in Chinese culture, which has often led to unrealistic career expectations 

among younger Chinese professionals due to the ’talent gap’ among professionals in their 40s and 

50s. This has resulted in a surplus of Chinese general managers of sizeable companies in their mid-

30s. Therefore many younger Chinese professionals aspire to do the same, as there is an 

expectation that this is possible to achieve.  
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However, the McKinsey report ’China’s looming talent shortage’ (2005) emphasizes the 

’talent gap’ in China, by asserting that only few of China’s vast number of university graduates are 

capable of working successfully in the services export sector, and that those who could are often 

absorbed by the fast pace domestic economy. This circumstance has had major implications for the 

recruitment of professionals in multinationals operating in and from China, as well as in the 

growing number of state owned enterprises and private owned enterprises that are looking for 

skilled managers to lead their global market expansions. 

 

The Korn/Ferry International report ’Leadership development will spur China’s global 

market expansion’ (2005) explains this tendency by pointing to the relatively young life cycle of 

Chinese corporations, as the problem is much more apparent in the state owned enterprises and 

private owned enterprises, than in multinationals, which tend to have a better developed corps of 

middle managers because they are more closely based on the Western business model. Thus, the 

report highly assumes a link between leadership development programs and bridging the 

’leadership gap’ in China, and highlights the role of developing mid-level managers. 

  

In a similar vein, the Duke EC ’China Talent Development Report’ (2011) states that the ’skill 

gap’ among Chinese professionals needs to be filled in order for them to obtain senior roles in 

multinational corporations; roles that are now heavily occupied by expatriates. The most pressing 

need is middle-management, as they lack the initiative and ability to execute on a given strategy, 

and too often wait to be told what to do. The report further asserts that for corporations the 

’talent gap’ simply comes down to ’the virtuous cycle’ of;  

 

      Attracting > Developing > Retaining talent = Business Imperative       

 

Leadership development initiatives are described as business imperatives among 

multinationals in China, as it is characterized as the best attraction and retainment tool to bridge 

the ’leadership gap’. The report further stated that multinationals often use the most expensive, 

respected local university providers, as participants find themselves more valued that way, and find 

it valuable to use it as a chop on their CVs. 
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 The DDI report ’Managing and developing talent in China and India’ (2006) also stated that 

many organizations expanding into the eastern markets feel the ’leadership gap’, as they struggle 

to recruit top people, integrate them quickly, develop their skills, and retain them long term. 

 

Hay Group’s ’East meets West – Bridging two great business cultures’ (2007) identified the 

’leadership gap’ as a particular ’skill gap’ among Chinese CEOs compared to their global 

counterparts. Especially three challenges are identified as pressing to the Chinese CEOs, namely: 

talent management, organizational climate, and innovation. 

 

More specifically, the ’EU-China: Race for talent’ report (2010) noted that what Chinese 

students lack compared to their European counterparts are especially within: soft skills 

(communication skills, working in teams, management, and leadership), autonomy, practical 

experience, and foreign language skills.  

 

Additionally, Caldwell and Xiong (2011) explain the ’leadership gap’ as lack of a global 

mindset among Chinese professionals. They point towards the changes that have occurred in the 

sourcing of talent by multinational corporations in China. The initial managers were expatriates 

from the West, then replaced in large numbers by professionals from Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong 

Kong, and in recent years they have been replaced by Chinese returnees who have lived abroad 

and returned to live and work in China. Today, however, the trend has changed and focus shifted to 

developing local Chinese talent. The problem is yet that local Chinese professionals too often have 

a tendency to focus too narrowly on the domestic market, causing a lot of dissatisfaction in their 

overseas divisions. Another issue, according to Caldwell and Xiong (2011) is the parallel trend of 

Chinese corporations going global and setting up businesses in emerging markets like; Pakistan, 

Turkey, Africa and Latin America, which has displayed the Chinese professionals’ limited 

international experience, language skills and overall lack of a global mindset. This ’knowledge and 

skill gap’ has materialized in a high failure rate in this endeavor.     

 

The DDI report ’Leadership in China – Keeping pace with a growing economy’ (2005) noted 

that today’s leaders in China are faced with a great dilemma. On the one hand, they need to adapt 

to the demands of a global market, and at the same time they must respect local traditions. The 

study showed that the ’cultural gap’ has meant that more than one-half of the Chinese leaders are 

inadequately prepared for their roles in the new economy. The traditional Chinese leadership 
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model, which used to be, has proven to be effective in achieving business results, yet as the 

Chinese culture and business model are changing on a day-to-day basis, Chinese leaders are in 

need to change the way they do business too. The report points to the lack of quality in leadership 

development in most corporations, and asserts that if corporations don’t offer adequate 

development, their leaders will take their skills and find development elsewhere.   

 

In the ’Leading in China: A conversation with Elizabeth Weldon’ article in Leadership In 

Action (2004), the ’leadership gap’ is found in the structural composition of corporations in China. 

It is asserted that leadership development, for instance, in private owned enterprises is valued 

higher than in both state owned enterprises and in multinationals. State owned enterprises are 

generally not concerned with development, whereas multinationals find it important, yet not as 

much as private owned enterprises. It is further stated that leadership development as a retention 

strategy may work in the West. But in China high-potential young managers tend to leave if they 

receive training, which is directly linked to the great levels of opportunities for trained individuals 

in the Chinese market. This is especially why state owned enterprises are reluctant to develop, as 

they know that young people would rather work for a multinational or private owned enterprise if 

they had the chance. Yet, this paradox is pressing for state owned enterprises as they need the best 

and the brightest to survive in the global competition.    

 

Warner (2011) refers to the ’leadership gap’ as a lacuna, and asserts that an estimated 

75.000 executives are needed in the Chinese labor market, yet the present number is only between 

3000 to 5000 qualified candidates. This is both in regards to the lack of knowledge and skills 

required to compete in a global business environment, but also in terms of quantity as the increase 

in graduates not always match what the employers are expecting. Thus, today the labor shortage in 

China is growing even wider across the economy. The numbers Warner (2011) refers to are the 

same exact numbers as can be found in the BusinessWeek article: ’China’s B-School Boom’, by 

Lavelle (2006), and in ’Talent in China: Developing professionals to fill growing demand’ by van 

Dam (2005), which all refer to the same McKinsey & Co survey from ’The Emerging Global Labor 

Market’ (2005). It is rather striking that the same estimates appear in three separate articles on 

China’s burgeoning ’leadership gap’ with 6 years in between, in what is commonly viewed as the 

fastest growing consumer market in the world. This circumstance highlights the need for further 

quantitative research by independent scholars. Figure 3, below highlights the lack of data, and thus 

the absurdity in referring to these numbers in isolation. 
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Figure 3: The demand surplus in 2005 and 2011 

 

 

The graph is not an attempt to illustrate the actual demand surplus, but rather highlights the lack of data and the need 

for more quantitative studies on phenomenon, as these are some of the only quantifiable data available used to 

describe the ‘leadership gap’ in the discourse. 

  

Summarized, the review of the indigenous influencers, which I refer to as the influences 

that come from or spring out of China, and at the same time, are highly involved in the leadership 

industries in China, often with a vested interest in promoting their own leadership development 

products and services, highlights the wide variety of perceptions of a ’leadership gap’, which add to 

the ambiguity of the term. The ’leadership gap’ in China is referred to as: a ’talent gap’, an ’age 

gap’, a ’skill gap’, a ’knowledge gap’, a ’quantity and quality gap’, a ’cultural gap’, a ’generation gap’, 

a ’mindset gap’, a ‘management gap’, plus a ‘power gap’. It can thus be concluded that their exist 

many ’gaps’ in the discourse that however all relate to the same ’gap’ between the supply and 

demand for talent in the Chinese market. The exogenous influencers highlight a grand discourse 

that adds to the perception of China as experiencing a ’leadership gap’, due primarily to the 

apparent split between the political and economical paths of governance. 

 

This review, then, shows how the different influencers add to the perception of a 

‘leadership gap’ in China and further help mobilize a discourse of a ‘leadership gap’, as a means to 

sell leadership development products and services in the Chinese market. This scenario is plausible 

as leadership development is commonly viewed as the intermediary to bridge this ’gap’ in China. 
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Common for the indigenous influencers is that they are all – more or less – part of either 

the management education industry or the management consulting industry in China, and thus 

overlap with what I term the “producers of LD”. Therefore, I present an overview of the industry 

structure and analysis of these sub-industries before turning to my own empirical findings. 

 

 

4.1.4 Industry structure and analysis 

 

This overview presents the two primary sub-industries of the leadership industries in China, 

namely the management education industry, and the management consulting industry. It serves to 

yield a better understanding of the “producers of LD” in China, and thus of the population from 

which my own empirical findings have been drawn. 

 

As I shall explain below, the leadership industries in China primarily cluster around the 

major political, financial and economical centres, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and 

Shenzhen. However, the different actors are increasingly expanding their businesses into more 

remote regions of China, as the country develops. The geographical dispersion alone leads to much 

ambiguity, and coupled with the lack of consensus about the exact nature and definition of 

leadership development in academia, I argue, makes it difficult for the actors selling leadership 

development to project any substantial consistency or legitimacy for it as a business. Therefore, 

the different actors respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further help mobilize a 

discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ as a means to sell leadership development products and services in 

the Chinese market. 

 

4.1.5 The management education industry in China 

 

The management education industry in China, which I earlier asserted, is closely linked to the 

leadership industries has experienced exponential growth rates since its entry in the Chinese 

market in 1991. Today there are more than 236 different MBA programs in China (Scrimenti, 2010). 

Yet, as I explain below, the quality of these providers varies a great deal based on their 

geographical location and extent of international partnerships in particular. Figure 4, below, shows 

the top-tier providers of management education in China, which are all located in either Beijing, 

Shanghai, Guangzhou, or Shenzhen. 
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Figure 4: Top MBA providers in China 

Program Location University Partner 

Antai School of Business Shanghai Jiaotong University MIT’s Sloan School of 

Management 

BIMBA 

(Beijing International MBA) 

Beijing Peking University Vlerick Leuven Gent School of 

Business 

CEIBS 

(China Europe International 

Business School) 

Shanghai, Beijing, Shenzhen CEIBS European Commission and 

Chinese Government (Joint 

venture) 

Fudan University Shanghai Fudan University MIT’s Sloan School of 

Management 

Guanghua School of Management Beijing Peking University National University of Singapore, 

Harvard Business School, 

Wharton Business School 

Tsinghua University Beijing Tsinghua University MIT’s Sloan School of 

Management 

Cheung Kong Graduate School of 

Business 

Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou Cheung Kong Graduate School of 

Business 

Hong Kong billionaire 

Source: Bloomberg BusinessWeek, Special Report, “China Business Schools hit their stride”, Michele Scrimenti, 2010 

 

The concentration of the management education industry in China 

can be regarded as an oligopoly, as the market is dominated by the 

leading group of providers, as seen above. Furthermore, the 

geographical dispersion of these providers, due to the sheer size of 

the country, have created a management education industry with 

almost zero competition: “[…] Like everything in China, this market is so large that it can’t be 

served by just a handful of schools” (Scrimenti, 2010). Yet, the foreign partnered programs tend to 

compete on reputation (brand name recognition), tuition fees, and the ability to target niche areas 

(product differentiation), and international faculty, which have increasingly separated them from 

domestic programs that are unable to compete on these criteria (Jenster, 2006). This has meant 

that beyond the top-tier MBA providers, which have witnessed a growing trend in international 

and regional partnerships, the great majority of B-schools in China are of poor quality (Lavelle, 

2006).  

 

The management education industry in China is highly constrained by strict regulation, 

which means that new actors need first to be granted a license in order to start an MBA program. 

This highlights that the entry barriers for new entrants are significantly high, due to what can be 

regarded a regulatory differentiation between the management education industry and the 
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management consulting industry, as it does not require a license to start a consulting firm in China, 

as I shall explain in more detail later. Regulation issues can also be seen within the management 

education industry in regards to public funding, which has been spread unevenly throughout the 

country. In Beijing, for instance, the average spending per student is more than 30 % higher than in 

second-place Shanghai, and more than twice the level of 25 of the 31 provinces. However, 

government expenditures for education in China have in general witnessed a decrease, while the 

intake of students has increased dramatically (McKinsey report, 2005). The result is that 

management education providers are looking for alternative sources of funding, which is 

reinforced by the fact that the management education industry is growing into more remote 

regions of China (Jenster, 2006). 

 

 In terms of product differentiation the top-tier MBA providers are engaged in the 

burgeoning executive MBA (EMBA) market, which is today perceived as the cash-cow of 

management education for foreign partnered business schools in China (Van Fleet, 2011). As I shall 

explain in more detail later, there is a growing trend of management education providers offering 

consulting services to enterprises, which has meant that the line between the focus areas of 

business schools and consulting have become increasingly blurring. 

 

 In regards to receivers/consumers of management education 

in China, the most evident factor that sets them apart from 

participants in other nations is their relatively young age (Weldon, 

2004). Furthermore, the segmentation has primarily been targeted 

executives and senior managers, and rarely that of mid-level 

managers (Jenster, 2006). Thus, management education in China is targeted an elite, which can 

also be seen from the sheer price of education. MBA costs can easily top 25.000 dollars, while 

EMBA programs can exceed 45.000 dollars (Lavelle, 2006), which participants themselves 

increasingly are paying for, as companies are unwilling to spend large sums on employees who may 

not stick around. This tendency is also felt by top-tier providers, as recruiters have been 

disappointed in the graduate’s lack of language-skills, problem-solving abilities, and a willingness to 

start at the bottom (Lavelle, 2006).  
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At the same time, China is becoming a top-destination among 

international students, due to the increase in international 

partnerships (Scrimenti, 2010), and the level of opportunities it 

brings to have first-hand experience in the Chinese market. 

Especially, the foreign partnered providers have a clear advantage 

here, as Chinese executives have a preference for Chinese degrees with highly-reputed 

international partners (Jenster, 2006). This trend resembles that of brand name enterprises, when 

it comes to recruiting, as there is a perception among Chinese jobseekers that opportunities for 

development do not exist in native organizations (Van Dam, 2005). Thus, these circumstances 

indicate that the receivers/consumers of management education from foreign partnered MBA 

providers in China have low price sensitivity, and are willing to pay a premium price, as demand 

clearly outstrips supply. 

 

4.1.6 The management consulting industry in China 

 

The management consulting industry in China has experienced a boom in the number of global 

consulting firms, and small-scale boutique style consulting firms over the last 30 years, and 

especially after China’s WTO accession in 2001 (Wang, 2011). As I shall explain later in my own 

empirical findings part, the number of consulting firms in China is highly uncertain. Yet, according 

to the JLJ Group (2009), there are more than 100.000 registered training companies in China, and 

several thousand unregistered. Furthermore, they assert that the education and training market in 

China was expected to reach US$ 200 billion in 2010. These numbers are an indication of the 

enormous scale of the consulting industry in China, and the concentration can to some extent be 

regarded as close to perfect competition. The sheer number of actors coupled with the relatively 

low entry barriers, especially in regards to the small-scale boutique style consulting firms, points in 

this direction. Yet, based on the presence of the Big Four (PwC, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, Ernst & 

Young, and KPMG) and other leading consulting firms in the China market it is only reasonable to 

assume that their market shares are relatively bigger: “The Chinese market is one of the world’s 

most competitive markets for consulting. Every major consultancy in the world has a presence 

there” (Wang, 2011). In this regard, product differentiation plays a central role as well, as none of 

the Big Four are particularly famous for leadership development-related products or services, but 

rather for auditing, which only add to the complexity of identifying who is who? “[…] To compete 

with boutique or specialized consultancies, Deloitte provides a wide range of services to clients, 
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from financial advisory to operational management, IT implementation and human resources 

management” (Wang, 2011). 

 

 In general, the management consulting industry can be regarded as highly driven by 

demand for more custom and in-company programs from multinationals, and private owned 

enterprises in China, which have become the most dynamic industry segment for leadership 

development “[…] managers learn the essence of leadership from specific work experiences, more 

so than from business schools, management centers, or ad hoc training programs. […] about 90% 

of the developmental events are on-the-job experiences” (CCL and CEIBS report, 2009). This 

argument speaks on behalf of the burgeoning management consulting industry, but also highlights 

the overlap with the management education industry, which in China caters to the same exact 

segment of buyers. This is in particular true in terms of in-company programs, where business 

schools and consulting firms are competing for the same pie. For instance, companies like Proctor 

& Gamble and General Electric have developed partnerships with Chinese universities in order to 

give students specialised training before they enter the job-market, and of course, to provide 

themselves with a pool of talent they can adopt and recruit from (DDI report, 2006). Yet, it is 

primarily the consulting firms that have entered the core business area of business schools to 

compete over customized and integrated solutions, rather than the other way around (Jenster, 

2006), which is driven by the high profitability in doing so. Furthermore, the markets for leadership 

development products and services are subject to saturation in the Tier-1 cities1, due to intense 

competition, whereas opportunities for growth are still found in Tier-2 cities2

 

 (JLJ Group article, 

2009). Multiple sources report that Shanghai is the international hub for leadership development 

in China (Jenster, 2006; Chappelow, 2004), due to its attractiveness and proximity to clients and 

markets, where Shanghai ranks number one in the Asia-Pacific (EURObiz, ‘Europe’s New Leadership 

in China’, 2011). 

 Having presented an overview of the industry structure of the management education 

industry and the management consulting industry, which represent the primary actors in the 

leadership industries in China, and thus the population from which I have drawn my own empirical 

findings, I now turn to my qualitative interview findings and analysis. 

 

                                                 
1 Tier-1 cities refer to Shanghai, Beijing and Guangzhou 
2 Tier-2 cities refer to Chongqing, Dalian, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Qingdao, Shenzhen, Suzhou, Tianjin, Wuhan, Xiamen,   
Zhuhai. 
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4.2 Qualitative interview findings 

 

The interview findings are drawn from 10 qualitative interviews conducted with key players in the 

leadership industries in three of the four Chinese cities, namely Shanghai, Guangzhou, and 

Shenzhen. 

 

Figure: 5, Characteristics of the interview participants (listed randomly) 

 

Name / Title 

 

Nationality 

 

Place of 

employment 

 

Educational 

background 

 

Product 

offering(s) 

 

Most important 

statement 

Tommy Tong Li / 

Associate Director of 

the APAC region 

Chinese Amway (MNC) 

Guangzhou / 

Former consultant: 

Mercer, Hay Group / 

Shanghai 

Postgraduate HR 

(compensation and 

benefit) / 

Management 

consulting 

“[…] all you can measure is 

price. So orders go to 

smaller companies that are 

much more specialized and 

cheaper.” 

Isa Luo / Vice 

President, Program 

and Development 

Chinese Junior Achievement 

China (NPO) / 

Shanghai 

Postgraduate / 

CEIBS (EMBA) 

participant 

Leadership 

development for 

young people 

“JAC and other 

organizations have helped 

push for an education 

reform […].” 

Alan Mak Lon Hin / 

Senior Associate  

Chinese (HK) Deloitte Touche 

Tohmatsu CPA 

Limited / Shanghai 

Postgraduate Audit (Global 

Financial Services 

Industry) 

“[…] 6-7 million finish 

college this year. At the 

same time there’s a lack of 

blue collars.” 

John D. Van Fleet / 

Assistant Dean, 

Executive Director 

American (US) Global EMBA / USC 

and Shanghai 

Jiaotong University 

Postgraduate MBA/EMBA “[…] it feels like Chicago 100 

years ago. No rules. No 

clear patterns. We go with 

what works.” 

Patrick Mingyan Chen 

/ Consultant 

Chinese Mercer / Guangzhou Postgraduate Human Capital 

strategy, workforce 

planning, rewards 

“It is normally difficult to 

evaluate the impact of 

programs.” 

Garland Haohui Liang 

/ Analyst 

Chinese Hay Group / 

Shenzhen 

Former Mercer 

Undergraduate Management 

consulting / Talent 

management 

“Frankly speaking. LD 

methods are mostly from 

Western countries.” 

Daniel Kai Xu / Senior 

Manager 

Chinese Mercer / Guangzhou  

Former HR 

consultant at 

Siemens Ltd. 

Postgraduate HR / Talent 

management 

“[…] demand grows with 

the development of society. 

Yet, the cultivation of 

Chinese enterprises does not 

match the needs for 

development.” 

Per Jenster / 

Professor / Chairman 

Danish CEIBS (China Europe 

International 

Business School) / 

Shanghai 

Ph.D. MBA/EMBA “[…] There is unlimited 

demand at any price.” 

Marc Yan / Senior 

Analyst 

Chinese Hay Group / 

Shenzhen 

Undergraduate Management 

consulting 

“We rarely encounter any 

scepticism.” 

Rita Huang / 

Consultant 

Chinese Hay Group / 

Shenzhen 

Postgraduate Management 

consulting 

“LD is taking a huge 

proportion of our business 

now.” 

(Source: own review) 
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Figure 5, above, presents the name/title, nationality, place of employment, educational 

background, and product offering(s). In addition, the figure states the most important statement 

made by the interviewee during the interview. 

 

4.2.1 Program descriptions 

 

 

 

GEMBA (Global EMBA Shanghai) is a joint program between the USC 

University of Southern California and Jiaotong University’s Antai College 

of Economics and Management in Shanghai, which is ranked in the top 

five in China. Students earn exactly the same MBA degree as awarded to 

graduates of the MBA program at the USC campus in Los Angeles. The 

curriculum is globally integrated, and the program is led by the same 

faculty team that teaches in USC Marshall’s MBA program. The student 

body is diverse, and participants are primarily based all around East Asia.  

For More see: http://www.marshall.usc.edu/ 

 

John D. Van Fleet is an American national, with an extensive background 

in China and other East Asian countries since 1996. He is the Assistant 

Dean and Executive Director of the GEMBA program in Shanghai. 

   

 
 

CEIBS (China Europe International Business School) started as a joint 

venture between the European Union and the Chinese Government, but 

has later branched out on its own. It was established in 1994, which 

makes it the longest running MBA program in China. CEIBS enjoys a long 

list of first mover advantages in the form of; an extensive alumni network 

in Greater China, a large full-time faculty, an elite student body, and a 

considerable backing from its founding parties. The MBA program has 

ranked within the top 25 by Financial Times’ annual global business 

school survey since 2005, and was ranked best in China in 2011, 2007, and 

2006. For more see: http://www.ceibs.edu/ 

 

Per V. Jenster is a visiting professor at CEIBS, and is the director of the 

Centre for International Management and Industrial Development. He is a 

http://www.marshall.usc.edu/�
http://www.ceibs.edu/�
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Danish national, and has a background at, for instance, Copenhagen 

Business School (Denmark), and IMD (Switzerland). 

  

 

 
 

 

JAC (Junior Achievement China) is a branch of Junior Achievement, which 

is the world’s largest organization dedicated to educating students about 

workforce readiness, entrepreneurship and financial literacy through 

experiential, hands-on programs. Its main purpose is to inspire and 

prepare young people around the world for their future career 

development and to succeed in the global economy. Its program reaches 

students from grade schools through universities. JA China is a non-profit 

organization that functions through the help of volunteers to meet the 

need for strong business talent in China. For more see: 

http://www.jachina.org/cn/index.html 

 

Isa Luo is the Vice President, Program and Development of JA China, and 

coordinates the overall program implementation and expansion, and 

oversees the management of the Shanghai program team and guidance of 

comprehensive program strategy, implementation and evaluation. 

Furthermore, she is responsible for JA China’s fundraising, business 

development and government relations in the Shanghai area. Isa Luo is a 

Chinese national, and received in 2008, the Frances Hesselbein “How to 

Be” award at the JAW Global Leadership Conference in Florida, which is a 

very prestigious award in the non-profit sector. 

 

 

Mercer is a multinational consulting firm, which started in the US in 1937. 

The firm has a broad and diversified portfolio of products and services. 

Leadership development is just one of these services. In China, Mercer, 

for instance, works with clients through a tailored approach that equips 

leadership to drive the organization to achieve strategic goals; adult 

learning methodologies for leadership and high-potential talent; relevant 

solutions immediately applicable; long-term benefits; and proven results. 

For more see: http://cn.mercer.com/home 

 

http://www.jachina.org/cn/index.html�
http://cn.mercer.com/home�
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Tommy Li has worked for both Hay Group and Mercer before joining 

Amway. He is a Chinese national and has +10 year experience as a 

consultant. Daniel Xu is a senior consultant at Mercer in Guangzhou, and 

has an extensive background in the field. Patrick Chen, has 4 years of 

experience as a consultant, and also works in Mercer’s Guangzhou 

branch. 

 

 

Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu is one of the Big Four consulting companies. 

Like Mercer it is also highly diversified in its product and service offerings, 

and provides auditing, consulting, financial advisory, risk management, 

and tax services. In China, Deloitte offer talent management and 

leadership development solutions including human resources strategy, 

learning and development, knowledge and ability transfer, project team 

training, work analysis, compensation transformation, change 

management, and communication.  

For more see: http://www.deloitte.com/  

 

Alan Mak is a Chinese (Hong Kong) national, who has 4 years of 

experience in the Global Financial Services Industry, as senior associate at 

Deloitte. He has since the interview changed his job, and now works as 

Manager for the Hong Kong Monetary Authority. 

 

 

Hay Group is a multinational consulting firm, which has specialized in the 

field of management consulting and leadership development. In China the 

clients are private, public and not-for-profit sectors across major 

industries. Hay Groups’ services span from; Leadership and talent 

development, to reward services, building effective organizations, and 

employee effectiveness surveys.  

For more see: http://www.haygroup.com/ww/ 

 

Garland Liang, Marc Yan, and Rita Huang are all Chinese nationals, and 

work for Hay Group in Shenzhen, as analyst, senior analyst, and 

consultant. 

http://www.deloitte.com/�
http://www.haygroup.com/ww/�
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As earlier explained, I shall base the analysis on the following five themes: 

 

Development and future trends 

Main actors 

‘Leadership gap’ 

Supply and demand 

Cultural and historical dynamics 

 

I shall analyze and discuss the five themes in detail based on the participant’s responses 

related to each particular theme. Furthermore, I shall draw on the content of the literature review, 

and the review of the ‘leadership gap’ discourse, as found in occupational and promotional texts. 

The intention is to yield a deeper understanding of the ‘leadership gap’ discourse, and the 

leadership industries in China from the perspective of the “producers of LD”, in order to point out 

the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership development 

in China, and how the different actors respond to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further 

explain (justify) and promote this perception as a means to sell leadership development products 

and services in the Chinese market. 
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4.2.2 Developments and future trends  

 

During the interviews the participants were asked about the growth of leadership development in 

China over the last 10 years, and what they saw as the future trends in their respective industries. 

From this question, I was able to gain insights into the leadership industries in China, its 

characteristics and get a common view on things. All participants recognized the immense speed of 

growth over the last 10 years, which follows the trend in Western based academia, but also 

highlights the gap in research in China. Many participants were enthusiastic about the growth, and 

the future prospects for the industry, as for instance: 

    

Daniel Xu Senior Manager Mercer Guangzhou 

 

“Over the last decade, especially in the last 5 years, more and more companies in China have paid 

attention to the development of leadership. This has meant that the competition has become more 

severe, and that leadership will continue to be a top priority and primary concern the next three to 

five years.” 

 

Marc Yan Senior Analyst Hay Group Shenzhen 

 

“We can see that local consulting firms are focusing more on leadership, or rather, talent 

management. This indicates that it is a ‘blue ocean’.” 

“This will be a hot topic as private owned enterprises like Lenovo and Huawei needs new CEOs in 

the years to come.” 

 

 These statements highlight that leadership development has become accepted, and has 

slowly turned into a business imperative in the Chinese market. Marc Yan asserts that what I term 

as leadership development, he would rather call talent management, which shows the plethora of 

definitions that exist of phenomenon under different names, as already asserted by Stogdill (1974). 

He refers to the market for talent management as a blue ocean, a statement that will be contested 

below, which highlights that ambiguity brings opportunity, as it enables the actors to claim the 

provisions of a variety of products and services under different names. Hereafter, he asserts that 

SOEs and POEs, in particular, have special needs, which Isa Luo, in the following, notes are 

important targets for the industry.  
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Isa Luo Vice President JAC (NPO) Shanghai 

 

“Developing young professionals is very important in China because of the booming economy. It is 

not a choice or anyone’s decision. We need a universal way of doing things, such as leadership, also 

in SOEs and POEs. This is unavoidable, and something that is related to the people of China, and 

there’s still a long way to go. But this is the trend.” 

 

However, some recognized the speed of growth, but were at the same time more sceptic 

about the actual benefits of leadership development, as for instance: 

 

Garland Liang Analyst Hay Group Shenzhen 

 

“The market for LD has been on the way for a few years. It is expanding as companies realize the 

importance of leadership. More than earlier.” 

“The trends show that LD has come to stay in China. Whether it will be successful or effective – only 

time can tell.” 

 

 Tommy Li, below, first explains how he has witnessed the growth in the industry:  

 

Tommy Li Associate Director Amway (MNC) Shanghai 

 

“There are more and more Western LDPs in China. Just look at the dramatic increase of MBA 

programs. For consulting firms leadership development is the best selling program, and the 

majority of them are foreign. 10 years ago it was very basic, but now it has become the main focus 

in consulting.” 

 

 And further explains how the concept has become increasingly accepted in China as a 

business imperative, making it easier to sell for the different actors:  

 

“The last 10 years consulting has become recognized as useful knowledge. There is no more; ‘why 

do I need that’. This is the same for leadership development. We also see an increase in participants 

from middle-management, but it is still primarily senior managers. The situation is changing, which 

means that we don’t have to teach everything anymore, we can focus on what’s interesting.” 
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Finally, he describes how the receiver in China cares more about the result than the actual 

methods used, and that switching costs are low if results are missing. This tendency can be 

regarded as counterproductive to Conger’s (1992) view on development as a life-long process, and 

thus ineffective.  

 

“Companies only value the result. Not so much how it’s done. If it doesn’t give results they’ll switch 

to something else. It’s easy. The question is if it works.” 

 

 This highlights the ambiguity at the heart of leadership development, and the difficulties 

associated with measuring the results in terms of ROI and “good science” (Dvir et al., 2002; Jones, 

2006). Yet, at the same time, the ambiguity enables the various actors to claim the provisions of a 

wide range of products and services, as for instance, leadership development under different 

names. 

 

Another group noted that the fast pace growth, which has created a very fragmented 

market for leadership development, is often met with a lack of acceptance among clients due to 

the cultural and historical dynamics in the Chinese market.  

 

Alan Mak Senior Associate Deloitte Shanghai 

 

“The market for leadership development is still in its start-up phase. Once it gets its breakthrough it 

will have a much bigger ocean. So far, it is very basic. It is only foreign companies that use it. SOEs 

are catching the trend, especially after the introduction of C-SOX, which will slowly break down the 

guanxi-system, yet it is still very limited. POEs tend not to see the benefits at all. The problem is 

that local companies don’t know where to look. But we see a rising trend of government leaders, 

and SOEs getting Western leadership training.” 

 

 This statement implies that receivers at all levels are responding to the need for better 

leadership, and that there are conflicting perceptions about the saturation of the market, and not 

least the definition of leadership development. John Van Fleet, below, points to the complexity of 

the Chinese market, and the mentality that prevails: 
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John Van Fleet Assistant Dean GEMBA Shanghai 

 

“The speed of the economic growth has been so immense that Chinese leaders tend to act in a 

brash manner, like; ‘look at what we have accomplished in 30 years’. […] It makes me think about 

the US, or Chicago 100 years ago, where there were no rules, no clear patterns. We go with what 

works.” 

 

Finally, he notes that MBA providers are disadvantaged compared to consulting firms due 

to regulatory differences. 

 

“China is heavily regulated when it comes to education and media. It is very difficult to get a license 

to open a school, or MBA program. Leadership development that involves training requires a 

license. It is much easier to open a consulting company. Everybody can do it.” 

 

To conclude, I can assert that leadership development in China has developed rapidly over 

the last 10 years, and that participants are generally enthusiastic about the future. The answers 

also highlight the ambiguity at the heart of leadership development, which on the one hand, 

serves as an obstacle for the leadership industries to project any substantial consistency or 

legitimacy for it as a business, especially, in regards to the POEs and SOEs that tend to value 

economic growth (entrepreneurial skills) higher than development (academic skills), and on the 

other, as an opportunity for the different actors to claim the provisions of a wide range of products 

and services under different names. Yet, an increasing number of enterprises see the value of 

development, not least due to the massive influx of multinationals and the implementation of 

Western standards, which have brought a demand for leadership development with them. The 

leadership industries are subject to a regulatory differentiation that tends to favour that of 

consulting, which explains the enormous amount of consulting firms in China. 

 

4.2.3 Main actors 

 

Secondly, I asked the participants to name the main actors in the leadership industries in order to 

understand the scale of it in China, and supplement the sparse information available in the 

literature. However, surprisingly few were able or willing to answer this question. The answers 

clearly highlight the enormous supply of leadership development products and services, and the 
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fast pace growth in the Chinese market. 

 

Alan Mak Senior Associate Deloitte Shanghai 

 

“The market is very fragmented so it is very difficult to clearly identify them. To give you an 

example; every time you open a newspaper you’ll find new firms advertising their program or 

services. It is not very systematic.” 

 

Tommy Li Associate Director Amway (MNC) Shanghai 

 

“All the American ones.” 

 

John Van Fleet Assistant Dean GEMBA Shanghai 

 

“In 2009 there were 110, in 2010 there were 170, in 2011 there were 220 schools offering MBA 

programs in China. There has been a huge increase in the numbers, maybe, probably the picture is 

the same for consulting. I have no idea, but there are 1000s. Too many to count.” 

 

 Only one participant was able or willing to put names on the primary actors, which 

correspond to the findings above, namely that the market is highly dominated by Western and in 

particular American firms. 

  

Garland Liang Analyst Hay Group Shenzhen 

 

“The foreign actors are Hewitt; Deloitte; Korn Ferry; TW; Mercer; PDI Ninth House; DDI, and local 

actors, I only know; Talebase. Our biggest competitors are DDI; Deloitte; and Hewitt” 

 

In sum, it is obvious that the different actors in the leadership industries in China are highly 

fragmented, and growing at a frenzy pace, as the participants were unable to give a clear picture of 

the main actors. I note that the actors in the management education industry is easier to 

distinguish than the actors in the management consulting industry, which highlights the immense 

number of primarily Western and in particular American actors in the latter, as well as, the 

different entry barriers that tend to ease the access for them. 
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4.2.4 ‘Leadership gap 

 

Thirdly, I asked all participants about the ‘leadership gap’ in China, and asked them to give 

examples, in order to understand how they respond to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and 

further explain (justify) and promote this perception as a means to sell leadership development 

products and services. Garland Liang, below, answered: 

 

Garland Liang Analyst Hay Group Shenzhen 

 

“Some giants in China like Lenovo and Huawei are facing problems with succession planning. Let 

alone the medium-sized enterprises do not have systematic talent systems in place.” 

  

 This clearly shows that leadership development is a recent phenomenon that has still not 

been fully accepted and implemented in Chinese enterprises. Garland Liang, explains the challenge 

in doing so, as follows: 

 

“I would like to highlight that sales, revenue, and profits come first in Chinese enterprises. They 

won’t consider leadership development until the enterprise is stable. So although most enterprises 

realize that they should build up their development systems, and do something, they lack clear 

guidance.” 

 

 He further explains how the industry is responding to this particular challenge: 

 

“Leadership development is [just] one solution. But before this, I suppose that we should raise the 

perception of CEOs, or top executives in enterprises, telling them the importance of leadership 

development. Now we meet some clients who doubt that our methodology, project, or training are 

effective. They are afraid of paying for something that will not give them a gain. In this way, we will 

try to consolidate the necessity of leadership and talent, and show them the successful cases.” 

 

Garland Liang highlights the lack of succession planning in two of China’s largest 

enterprises: Lenovo and Huawei. He notes that these are soon to replace their top-management. 

He emphasizes the importance of having such planning in place, and that the primary concern [for 

Hay Group] is to raise awareness about the effects of development, and its benefits, as they often 
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meet scepticism among their clients about its usefulness. Besides highlighting the difficulty of 

measuring the effects of leadership development, this exemplifies how the ‘leadership gap’ 

discourse is useful for the industry, and how the different actors can benefit from the discourse of 

a ‘leadership gap’ as a means to sell leadership development products and services in the Chinese 

market. 

 

Alan Mak, below, explains the ‘leadership gap’ as a complex phenomenon that presents a 

variety of implications for its constituents, as he asserts:  

 

Alan Mak Senior Associate Deloitte Shanghai 

 

“I really see a need for leadership development, both for corporations and for society. The Chinese 

government, and in particular the local level need to get training. They receive a lot of complaints 

due to mismanagement, so it’s a way of improving. On the other hand, I think there are too many 

universities; 6-7 million will finish college this year, and at the same time there’s a lack of blue 

collar workers. It depreciates the value of having a diploma, and many cannot find a job. In China 

you need to win in job-hunting or you’ll become a loser. But for corporations there’s a need for 

leadership development.” 

 

 Alan Mak, notes a special leadership need in the government, and in corporations. Yet, he 

asserts that there is an oversupply of university graduates in China, which he claims is depreciating 

the value of higher education for the individual. This means that many ‘well-educated’ Chinese end 

up in blue collar jobs, as demand for university graduates is inferior to supply. This statement is 

contrary to my earlier findings, and seems to highlight a more nuanced picture than the usually 

biased perception found among participants, as for instance:  

 

Daniel Xu Senior Manager Mercer Guangzhou 

 

“In terms of the talent competition, there’s a lack of experienced leaders with good quality.”  

 

John Van Fleet Assistant Dean GEMBA Shanghai 

 

“There’s a crying need for local leaders with international experience, and outlook.” 
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 Based on the lack of empirical research on the topic in China, and especially the lack of 

sound quantitative data, I am unable to tell who is right. However, these answers are useful, as 

they highlight how the participants respond to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further 

explain (justify) and promote this perception as a means to sell their leadership development 

products and services in the Chinese market.  

 

 Tommy Li, below, does not deviate from the latter group. Yet, he asserts that there is a 

distinction between the qualifications sought after by multinationals, and private and state owned 

enterprises, which highlights the cultural and historical differences between these constituents.  

 

Tommy Li Associate Director Amway (MNC) Shanghai 

 

“There is a special leadership need in China, but it’s getting better. We have more Western trained 

managers. There’s a big difference between SOEs and Western companies, as they focus differently 

on qualifications. For example; in SOEs they need to know what’s going on inside the company at 

all times, which requires a lot of relationship building, whereas Western companies are more 

focused on individual performance.” 

 

 This statement follows a similar line, as Jackson and Parry (2008), who asserted that 

leadership development activities are almost all aimed at those who occupy or are about to occupy 

formal leadership roles, which counteracts with the idea of leadership being co-produced. 

Furthermore, he points to the ‘gap’ between middle- and senior management by asserting that the 

need is more pressing in regards to the former: 

 

“The lack of leaders involves middle-management, not senior leaders. The biggest challenge is to 

find qualified employees. This reflects the situation. Many people have creative ideas but there’s a 

lack of qualified people to implement them.” 

 

 Isa Luo, however, points to the ‘leadership gap’ as an organization-wide phenomenon that 

is found more in private and state owned enterprises than in multinationals. She highlights that 

cultural differences are part of the reason: 
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Isa Luo Vice President JAC (NPO) Shanghai 

 

“The leadership problem does not only relate to middle-management. You can see it in the whole 

organization. SOEs and POEs are much worse than MNCs, because of tradition. They have not yet 

implemented a development system, and leaders are not appointed by the board, but by a 

government official, which you may call nepotism. In POEs, the focus is more short-sighted and 

result oriented, and leadership development is not directly related to performance.” 

  

This statement, in particular, highlights that the rush for economic growth in Chinese 

enterprises overshadow the need for development. 

 

In conclusion, participants note the difficulties of measuring the effects of leadership 

development, and how they often meet scepticism among their clients because of it. One 

participant clearly describes how Hay Group responds to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’, and 

further explain (justify) and promote this perception as a means to sell leadership development 

products and services. Another participant gives a more nuanced picture of the ‘leadership gap’ 

than usually presented, and how it fosters a variety of implications for the different constituents, 

especially at the detriment of the individual. Finally, it is emphasized that for cultural and historical 

reasons, multinationals tend to value leadership development higher than state and private owned 

enterprises, which tend to value the result more than the actual process. 

 

4.2.5 Supply and demand for LD 

 

In order to explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for 

leadership development in China, I asked the participants how they approach the business of 

leadership development strategically. Who are the typical buyers and sellers of leadership 

development? And where do the different actors see themselves fit in the Chinese market? This 

enabled me to see where the management education industry and management consulting 

industry overlap, and often complement each other. Prof. Per Jenster explained the motive of MBA 

providers to engage themselves in the Chinese market, as follows: 
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Per Jenster Professor CEIBS Shanghai 

 

“The reason why universities have now entered into the field of leadership training is that higher 

learning equals big business. Big business creates competition and therefore we see lots of different 

sized suppliers. Let me give you an example: CEIBS receives 4000 applications yearly, but we only 

have room for 1500 students; 750 each “semester”. We place 65 students in each class at a price of 

320.000 Danish Kroner per person. The economies of scale is immense, and that’s why were 

opening a new school right now in another province. There is unlimited demand at any price. 

However, the biggest challenge for suppliers is the lack of qualified teachers.” 

 

 This statement clearly shows that the enormous Chinese market holds an abundance of 

opportunities for the leadership industries, in terms of profitability, and highlights that this has 

been the primary motive for foreign actors to engage themselves in the market. 

 

 Garland Liang, describes how MBA providers are seen more as partners and not as 

competitors. This exemplifies how a network of reciprocal actors collaborates, and supplements 

each other, in fields where they have comparative advantages. 

 

Garland Liang Analyst Hay Group Shenzhen 

 

“We have partnered with MBA providers, so we don’t compete with them. For example, when we 

launch a training module of a project, we may not be able to supply all the courses, as our 

resources are limited. So we propose different kinds of portfolios and suggest to our clients to 

choose certain professors or courses from these colleges.” 

 

 Furthermore, he describes [Hay Group’s] clients as leading companies, which seems to 

imply that it is primarily the most resourceful and globally competitive firms that are in demand of 

leadership development in China. 

 

“Most of our clients are leading companies in different industries. 2/3 of our clients are top Fortune 

500 firms. In greater China, we mainly serve POEs like Huawei, and SOEs like China Resources. Due 

to different offices, we have different concentrations, both in terms of industry and type of client. 

Common for them are that they are leading companies.” 
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 This statement is supported by John Van Fleet, below, as the Tier-1 cities that he mentions 

are the primary hubs of multinationals in China. 

 

John Van Fleet Assistant Dean GEMBA Shanghai 

 

“Participants at GEMBA are managers of all stripes. Geographically focused on Beijing, Shanghai, 

and Guangzhou.” 

 

 Alan Mak, describes the market as divided in foreign and domestic suppliers, and that these 

have different approaches in style and content. Therefore, demand for leadership development is 

primarily found in Western companies. The trend is catching on in state owned enterprises, who in 

recent years have increasingly engaged themselves in global market expansions, as earlier stated. 

 

Alan Mak Senior Associate Deloitte Shanghai 

 

“At this stage we have two wings; the foreign based suppliers and the domestic suppliers. The 

foreign suppliers consist of external consultants, universities, and overseas training, which expose 

and stimulate the participant’s cultural awareness. The domestic programs such as Beida, 

Tsinghua, and Jiaotong are primarily focused on Chinese teaching style, content, and Guanxi.” 

 

“[so therefore] it is primarily Western companies that demand leadership development in China. 

SOEs are slowly catching the trend. Yet, it is only middle management upwards that receives 

training, due to the hierarchy of Chinese organizations. In Deloitte we definitely experience that 

companies see the value more and more.” 

 

Finally, he asserts that there is a quantity/quality problem due in part to the huge demand 

that cannot be met, and the inability to rank the suppliers in terms of quality. 

 

“I think there is a quantity/quality problem; the quantity of suppliers cannot meet the demand, and 

all of the 1000s of players cannot be equally good. How can you possibly know?” 

 

 Tommy Li, below, follow a similar line as he notes the quality problem, but also highlights 

the lack of specialized coaches to take on the task of individualized training for senior leaders, who 
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might otherwise not be targeted. This can also be seen as a market opportunity for the industry.  

 

Tommy Li Associate Director Amway (MNC) Shanghai 

 

“The demand can be divided into several levels. The senior leaders often think they don’t need 

leadership development, as they think they know better. They have become arrogant or 

overconfident. Development for them should be more individualized, as for instance one-on-one 

coaching, but there are not enough suppliers. Classroom sessions should be focused on middle or 

junior managers, as these have diversified needs. The problem is that there may be too many 

suppliers and the quality is so so.” 

 

Furthermore, he asserts that the market for leadership development has become a red 

ocean, where the prospect for profits and growth has been reduced. 

 

“The market has become a red ocean, which is one of the reasons Mercer do not sell LDPs [that 

much]. Just look at the amount of MBA programs. It is very difficult to measure results. All you can 

measure is price. So orders go to smaller companies that are much more specialized and cheaper.” 

 

 Isa Luo, who at the time of the interview was doing her EMBA at CEIBS, described her 

decision to choose a foreign-partnered program, as follows: 

 

Isa Luo Vice President JAC (NPO) Shanghai 

 

“I chose to go to CEIBS as I wanted a global approach, as the concept of management and 

leadership are Western. The requirements to enter CEIBS are also higher than at for instance 

Tsinghua, so I benefit more from it. Network is definitely part of it, I heard that from other students, 

but for me that comes second. Running an NPO requires a lot of leadership and management, both 

are equally important.” 

  

Furthermore she elaborated on her own organization’s role in pushing for more leadership 

development in the Chinese education system, which again highlights that the phenomenon is new 

and untested, and has entered the Chinese market through Western and in particular American 

influence: 



 68 

“JAC and other organizations have helped to push for an education reform that’s in the process 

right now. This includes more soft issues, like leadership. You will see that almost every province 

have MBA programs for improving people-skills for managers.” 

  

Finally, Daniel Xu, explains how leadership development primarily has been the role of the 

HR department, but that an increasing number of multinationals are outsourcing this function to 

external consultants, which highlights the growing acceptance of consulting as a legitimate 

business in the Chinese market. 

 

Daniel Xu Senior Manager Mercer Guangzhou 

 

“For most medium-sized and small enterprises in China, the human resources department will take 

on the function of talent management. But there are also more and more companies, especially 

MNCs, transferring the function of LDPs to the consulting companies.” 

 

In sum, I note that the primary motive for foreign actors, and especially MBA providers, to 

engage themselves in the Chinese market is the immense profitability in doing so. Furthermore, 

participants point to the collaborative initiatives between the management education and 

management consulting industries, which highlights the interconnectedness among the different 

actors in promoting and selling leadership development in China. It is also mentioned that 

multinational NPOs, and other organizations have pushed for an education reform, in order to 

implement more leadership training in the Chinese school system. The market for leadership 

development is furthermore described as highly fragmented, which highlights the difficulty for 

receivers to locate the “good ones”. Finally, due to the different qualifications sought after by 

multinationals on the one hand, and state owned and private owned enterprises on the other, 

receivers are predominantly found among multinationals. State owned enterprises are slowly 

catching the trend due, in part, to their increased global expansion activities. 

 

4.2.6 Cultural and historical dynamics 

 

The final theme relates directly to research question 1, and the following statements are collected 

from a variety of answers not necessarily related to a specific question. I deliberately chose not to 

ask this question directly, as I reckoned that the answers would appear by themselves throughout 



 69 

the interviews. 

 

 John Van Fleet, below, explains the difficulties of raising awareness of leadership 

development in Chinese enterprises due, in particular, to the special course of governance in the 

country, which has affected the way enterprises are managed: 

 

John Van Fleet Assistant Dean GEMBA Shanghai 

 

“In China there is less focus on the individual itself and more focus on the extended family. On top 

of that the state interfere in peoples personal lives. This form of totalitarianism trickles down on 

businesses, which means that less questions are asked.” 

  

Therefore, he asserts that GEMBA, which caters to an already global audience, have no 

intention of changing the program to suit the Chinese market.  

 

“We are a global program, so no, we do not try to localize our program. GEMBA only makes 

changes to become more global.” 

 

Prof. Per Jenster, below, disagrees with the premise of this thesis, as he argue that 

leadership development is not an American concept, and points to the natural centrality of 

leadership to the course of human history: 

 

Per Jenster Professor CEIBS Shanghai 

 

“Leadership development is not an American concept. Training of leaders in China goes back more 

than 2000 years. The Chinese developed the bureaucracy, and the Communist Party have 

implemented the old ideas of leadership training today, which is also one of the reasons why the 

public sector is able to attract the best and the brightest. The traditional pedagogic was different 

than we know today, and we definitely see a Westernization of leadership training in China, which 

means that the form of delivery has changed. Case studies, role play etc. are specifically American. 

But the idea of learning by participating is not new and not American. They have just been more 

aggressive.” 
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 Yet, he agrees that the format of leadership development in China today has been subject 

to Westernization. In the following, Alan Mak, shares a different perspective:  

 

Alan Mak Senior Associate Deloitte Shanghai 

 

“The whole concept and idea [of LD] comes from Western society. In China it is not understood in 

the same way. For example, to see leadership as a product is a problem for Chinese, as leadership is 

equal to power, and is therefore something hierarchical, or related to the government.” 

 

“[But] we definitely see that the concept is changing. It is becoming more westernized. There are 

pressures from external partners and we have internal needs. So I would say that it is cultural 

convergence since it’s about changing ones mindset to the West.” 

 

However, he is not particularly concerned about this development, and rather sees it as a 

way of improving, when implemented correctly: 

 

“The quality of programs is important, as it is a way to improve standards of learning, and force 

students to learn. Chinese students are just copycats [laughs], and it’s much more about building 

guanxi than actual content.” 

  

Garland Liang, follows a similar line, and highlights the lack of China-specific methodology, 

by asserting that it is difficult to create new methods, as the field is already dominated by Western 

ideas and concepts. 

 

Garland Liang Analyst Hay Group Shenzhen 

 

“Frankly speaking, the core leadership and training methods are mostly from Western countries. 

Local firms can borrow the methods and concepts, but it is hard to create them. For example, we 

are now following and researching based on the mature system, such as Motive and Competency, 

created by Professor David McClelland. So all in all, I don’t think there is any ‘competition’ in terms 

of methodology. Competition here means price of project and capabilities of consultants from 

distinctive consulting firms. If we have to talk about competition, I think there is space for 

newcomers; the market has not been saturated.”  
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Tommy Li, explains the lack of China specific methodology as the biggest challenge for 

Western programs, and points toward more localization in order to make leadership development 

programs more useful: 

 

Tommy Li Associate Director Amway (MNC) Shanghai 

 

“The biggest challenge for Western programs is how to localize, or how to integrate the program 

into the Chinese context. I don’t know if they consider this? There seem to be a gap between 

methodology and reality. An example is that the MBA takes two years. But in 2 years many things 

are changing. And I don’t feel the books are updated to fit the China market.” 

 

 Yet, he asserts that leadership development, which he agrees is a Western import, is 

becoming more localized, as opposed to Westernized. 

 

“Leadership development is not becoming more westernized, it’s the opposite. It’s becoming more 

localized, which is the correct trend. For example, today if people want to do business in China they 

go to CEIBS because it is more localized. Harvard is focused on Wall Street, and CEIBS is 

focused on China. There is a big rush in the trend of localization.” 

 

Marc Yan, below, also recognizes the trend of localization in leadership development, as he 

asserts:  

 

Marc Yan Senior Analyst Hay Group Shenzhen 

 

“I would say LD is more localized than Westernized.” 

 

 In the following, however, Daniel Xu views the concept of leadership in China as becoming 

more westernized due to the forces of globalization. 

 

Daniel Xu Senior Manager Mercer Guangzhou 

 

“In China, our programs will focus on the Chinese characteristics, but with the development of 

globalization, the concept of leadership will become more international.” 
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Finally, Isa Luo, asserts that it is the differences in the Oriental and Western philosophies 

that have determined the way leadership is perceived, and that change in this perception will take 

form, as Western influences in China are increasing. 

 

Isa Luo Vice President JAC (NPO) Shanghai 

 

“Oriental philosophy is circulated on power, whereas Western philosophy is more related to inner 

issues. I think the concept of leadership is becoming more westernized, and I think it should be.  

 

In sum, the unique form of governance in China is explained as a constraint to the 

foundation of the leadership industries in China, as it on the one hand counteracts with the 

Western democratic concept of leadership. Therefore, Western suppliers do not “localize” or 

modify their programs to fit the Chinese context, which seems to suggest their strong ideological 

bond to Western democratic ideals. On the other hand, they do not feel any pressure to do so 

either, as demand for leadership development in the Chinese market clearly outstrips supply. One 

participant points toward the natural centrality of leadership to the course of human history, which 

counters the premise of this paper. Yet, among the Chinese participants, all acknowledge that 

leadership development is a Western and in particular American export that for cultural and 

historical reasons is still met with scepticism among some receivers in China. A participant 

highlights that leadership in China is changing due to external pressures and internal needs, both 

for society and organizations. Whether it is becoming more Westernized or localized is not clear, 

and the participants tend to be either strongly opposed, or strongly in favour of the Westernization 

of leadership in China.  
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PART 5: CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES                            

5.1 Conclusions 

 

My empirical findings, and especially my interview findings make clear that the different actors 

respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ in a variety of ways, and further explain (justify) and 

promote this perception as a means to sell leadership development products and services in the 

Chinese market. This relates in particular to the fact that participants find it difficult to measure the 

effects of leadership development, and therefore are often met with scepticism among clients. This 

circumstance clearly highlights the ambiguity and vagueness that lie at the heart of leadership 

development. The rapid development of the leadership industries in China adds to this ambiguity, 

which makes it difficult for the various actors to project any substantial consistency or legitimacy 

for leadership development as a business. At the same time, however, the participants assert that 

leadership development in China is a big business, and that demand is booming. This is clear just 

by skimming through the empirical findings part, which highlights the presence of a multitude of 

Western and in particular American actors, who are able to claim the provisions of a wide variety 

of products and services, as for instance leadership development in the name of management 

education and consulting.  

 

Leadership development is commonly viewed as the intermediary to bridge the ‘leadership 

gap’ in China, and therefore has become increasingly accepted as a business imperative in the 

Chinese market. Thus, my aim has been to explore the cultural and historical dynamics that shape 

the supply and demand for leadership development in China, as well as, yield a deeper 

understanding of how the different actors respond to a perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further 

help mobilize a discourse of a ‘leadership gap’ as a means to sell leadership development products 

and services in the Chinese market. With this in mind, I now turn to answering my research 

questions. 

 

What are the cultural and historical dynamics that shape the supply and demand for leadership 

development in China? 

 

I examined the emergence of leadership development from a production of leadership 

perspective, which does not simply view leadership development as a set of best practices suited 
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to meet a pressing need. It is also a historical artefact produced by a set of historical, cultural and 

economical forces and pressures. This enabled me to view leadership development products and 

services as inherently Western and in particular American constructs, which have been imported 

and adopted wholesale in China after Western and in particular American model. I have elaborated 

on the significant political and economic changes in China’s recent history, and how these have 

been crucial to the rise of the leadership industries in China. On the one hand, the apparent split 

between the political and economical course of governance in China constitutes a constraint 

towards the foundation of the leadership industries in China, as leadership development is 

inherently built on Western democratic ideals, and thus fundamentally counteracts with the 

autocracy of a Communist regime. Yet, on the other hand, the market reforms have meant that the 

massive influx of multinationals in the Chinese market have brought demand for leadership 

development with them. 

 

I reviewed studies on leadership development, which emphasize a bias towards studies 

conducted in Western and in particular American contexts. Furthermore, multiple scholars point to 

that very little evidence is found to back its benefits in terms of ROI and “good science”. This 

circumstance clearly adds to the ambiguity and vagueness of the concept, and especially in regards 

to the rise of the leadership industries in China, which has received no prior attention in academia. 

Hereafter, I presented the conventional cross-cultural perspective on leadership, which is the 

closest attempt to account for any Western and in particular American biases. However, this view is 

contested for overlooking the role of leadership in enabling, constraining and changing national 

culture, which suggests that the different actors in the leadership industries not only are 

constrained by the Chinese culture, as the conventional cross-cultural perspective claims, but at 

the same time, have a considerable role in shaping what leadership should be and how it should 

function in China. In order to support this view, I reviewed the academic realm of leadership in 

China, which has primarily focused on the incompatibility between Western style leadership versus 

Chinese style leadership based on the differences in their cultural and historical backgrounds. 

However, a growing field of scholarly attention has focused on the increase in Western and 

particular American influences on Chinese leadership, as for instance the emergence of leadership 

development in the Chinese market. This field of academia, and my empirical findings, highlight 

that the concept and contemporary practices of leadership development in China are imported 

and adopted wholesale from Western and in particular American model. In this regard, it is clear 

that the market reforms, as earlier asserted, have been crucial to the foundation and rise of the 
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leadership industries, as it has enabled the different actors to enter the Chinese market, and cater 

to the growing demand for leadership development. 

 

 The leadership industries are identified as primarily clustered around the major political, 

financial and economical centres, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen, as demand 

is primarily found among multinationals operating in and from China. This is explained by the fact 

that multinationals are based more closely to the Western business model, than their Chinese 

counterparts. A growing demand is found among state owned enterprises, and to a lesser extent, 

from private owned enterprises, which have traditionally viewed leadership and leadership 

development differently due to their cultural and historical backgrounds. The market for leadership 

development is, however, becoming increasingly fragmented, as the leadership industries are 

growing into more remote regions of China, as the country develops. My findings, and especially 

my interview findings suggest that leadership in China is changing, as both society and 

organizations are subject to external pressures, in the form of growing Western and in particular 

American influences, as well as internal needs that are commonly explained as a ‘leadership gap’. 

This leads me to answering research question 2. 

 

What are the different perceptions in the discourse of a ‘leadership gap’, and how are these 

perceptions further explained and promoted to serve the burgeoning leadership industries in 

China? 

 

I reviewed the production of culture and its offshoot the production of leadership 

perspectives, which create a frame of reference for how leadership is produced by the different 

actors in the leadership industries. This perspective enabled me to identify and analyze the 

exogenous and indigenous influencers to the discourse of a ‘leadership gap’, which are found 

presented in various occupational and promotional texts on phenomenon. This showed that the 

‘leadership gap’ is commonly referred to as: a ‘talent gap’, an ‘age gap’, a ‘skill gap’, a ‘knowledge 

gap’, a ‘quantity and quality gap’, a ‘cultural gap’, a ‘generation gap’, a ‘mindset gap’, a 

‘management gap’, plus a ‘power gap’. Thus, the ‘leadership gap’ in China is characterized by a 

variation of ‘gaps’ in the discourse, which, however, all relate to the same gap between supply and 

demand for talent in the Chinese market. For instance, the ‘talent gap’ is exemplified by the 

significant number of Chinese general managers of sizeable companies, who are merely in their 

mid-30s, due to the lack of qualified people in their 40s and 50s. Therefore many younger Chinese 
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professionals aspire, and often feel pressured to do the same. This argument is used to justify fast-

track development initiatives as a means to counter the country’s ‘talent gap’. In a similar way, the 

‘age gap’ is explained as a scarcity of professionals with 10-plus years of experience working for 

multinationals in China, and the ‘skill gap’ is described as particularly pressing for mid-level 

managers, who lack the initiative and ability to execute on a given strategy, and too often wait to 

be told what to do. The ‘quantity and quality gap’ is explained as the combination of the dramatic 

increase in outlets selling leadership development products and services in the Chinese market, 

and the lack of transparency and ability to point out the “good ones”, which again highlights the 

ambiguity and vagueness that lie at the heart of leadership development. The ‘cultural gap’ and 

the ‘generation gap’ are closely linked, as the former relates to the way competencies are 

perceived differently in Chinese and Western organizations, and the latter, to the way that younger 

Chinese employees tend to pay less attention to traditional Chinese values than their elders. The 

‘mindset gap’ relates particularly to the lack of a global mindset among Chinese professionals due 

to their limited international experiences, language skills, and a tendency to focus too narrowly on 

domestic markets. This is especially cogent for Chinese enterprises that are increasingly expanding 

into emerging markets. The ‘management gap’ relates to the lack of basic management training 

and skills among Chinese professionals, and the ‘power gap’ is felt more broadly, as it relates in 

particular to the exogenous perception of China as a country in lack of “good” leadership. Overall, 

the Maoist ideologies and the Cultural Revolution in particular, which brought the national college 

exam to a grinding halt, are described as the primary explanations for the ‘leadership gap’ in China. 

Also the apparent split between the political and economical course of governance stands out as 

an incubator for the ‘leadership gap’ discourse to flourish, as it highlights and expands the 

perception that China is in lack of “good” leadership. Furthermore, this seems to explain the high 

concentration of Western and in particular American actors in the Chinese market, who have 

responded and accommodated to the explosive demand for leadership development. The 

‘leadership gap’ can thus be expected to level-off over the course of time, as younger generations 

enter the job market.  

 

In this thesis, I have not intended to explain the ‘leadership gap’, nor have I aimed at 

examining if or why such gap(s) exists. So whether there exist a ‘leadership gap’ in China, may or 

may not be true. However, one thing is clear, my empirical findings show that the different actors 

respond to the perception of a ‘leadership gap’ and further explain (justify) and promote this 

perception as a means to sell leadership development products and services in the Chinese 
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market. This is illustrated by the fact that an urgent matter among actors is to raise awareness 

about the effects and benefits of leadership development in the Chinese market, as they often 

encounter scepticism among “receivers of LD” about its usefulness. The difficulty of measuring 

results, due to the ambiguity and vagueness that lie at the heart of leadership development, 

highlights that the different actors can benefit from mobilizing a ‘leadership gap’ discourse in 

conjunction with other actors, to create consistency around this vague and ambiguous concept, 

and thus, as a means to promote demand for leadership development products and services in the 

Chinese market.  

 

5.2 Future perspectives 

 

Finally, I identify particularly intriguing directions for future research, apparent in this thesis, in 

which there is either a great gap in the current contributions or there would be a great potential 

benefit in additional work. 

 

China is a vast country, and the most populous country in the world, which of course, 

highlights the limitations of this single study. However, it is clear from reading this thesis that a 

multitude of different actors in the leadership industries in China promote and sell leadership 

development products and services in the Chinese market, and that demand is booming, although 

very few have directly examined leadership development in China in an empirical sense.  

 

This highlights that there is a great need for further studies on leadership development in 

the Chinese context. This thesis has opened the topic by studying the leadership industries in 

China, and although it has merely scratched the surface, it introduces multiple directions for future 

research. One way to begin this endeavour, and at the same time to improve this particular work, 

is to build on this study and include actors located in Beijing, as well as, the “receivers of LD” in 

order to gain a deeper understanding of the demand-side. Other possible directions, which I have 

briefly touched upon in this thesis, could include answering the following questions: How 

significant are the different actors in terms of volume and profits? What opportunities and 

constraints shape the market for leadership development products and services in China? Who are 

the main actors? What kind of results are they expected to produce? And how can we measure 

their effectiveness in doing so?  

 



 78 

 This and future contributions can help one to understand leadership, and the increasingly 

widespread demand for leadership development in China, as products of the burgeoning 

leadership industries in China. Nonetheless, the plethora of definitions of leadership development 

and the ‘leadership gap’ discourse in particular seem to have served the leadership industries in 

China well, which indicate that the ambiguous nature of the concept may actually be what makes it 

prosper. 
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