Littrell, Romie F. (2012). Oversimplifications and Omissions in Discussions of the Roles of Business Relationships, Obligations, and Face in China and Relationship-Orientated Societies,
Centre for Cross Cultural Comparisons Working Paper Cccc_Wp_2012.1, http://crossculturalcentre.homestead.com/.
Oversimplifications and Omissions in Discussions of the Roles of Business Relationships, Obligations, and Face in China and Relationship-Orientated Societies
Romie F. Littrell, Ph.D.

AUT Business School
Auckland University of Technology

Private Bag 92006

Auckland 1142
New Zealand

Tel. (64) 9 / 917 – 9999 ext. 5805

Email: Romie.Littrell@aut.ac.nz

Oversimplifications and Omissions in Discussions of the Roles of Business Relationships, Obligations, and Face in China and Relationship-Orientated Societies
Abstract
In relationship-orientated societies, social interaction involves dynamic relationships amongst many opinions, attitudes, beliefs, values, and behaviours. For example in Chinese cultures  the concepts of several dimensions, lian face (lian), mian face (mianzi), reciprocation of favours (renqing), and relationships (guanxi). Guanxi and renqing must be understood in relation to one another, as the reciprocal favours define the value of the network. These issues are discussed across several countries to alert international businesspeople to the dangers of oversimplified enterpretations.
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Oversimplifications and Omissions in Discussions of the Roles of Business Relationships, Obligations, and Face in China and Relationship-Orientated Societies
From 1995 through 1999, about 4 years, I worked in China as an employee of two Chinese organisations, a private university, and as a training manager and human resource manager for a hotel group developed from state-owned guesthouses (binguan). Since 2000 I have taught at university in French-speaking Switzerland, Germany, and New Zealand. I have been conducting research on Chinese management and leadership behaviour since 1996. 
I have always avoided the label “expert on China”. First, I do not believe an expert on China exists, Chinese or otherwise, other than in very small niches, and second, too many academics who have taught a one-semester MBA seminar using a U.S. textbook while living in a 5-star Western chain hotel and reading the China Daily English language newspaper suddenly become  “experts on China”. Such a situation can lead to superficial and problematic advice about doing business there.
As an example, Buckley, Clegg and Tan (2006) state that “Guanxi (personal connections) and mianzi (face) are the most prominent cultural characteristics that have strong implications for interpersonal and inter-organizational Dynamics”, defining Guanxi as “an inseparable part of the Chinese business environment”. This is a rather oversimplified assertion, and can be misleading to those doing business in China, and other countries where face, relationships, and importance of fulfilling mutual obligations are of major importance. This, in fact, includes the entire business world of which I am aware.
These two dimensions and their explanations in the Buckley et al. (2006) article are incomplete overgeneralisations. The literature on Chinese face is voluminous; more detailed discussion is available below and in Bond (1981, 1986, 1987, 1991, 1993, 1996), Bond and Hwang (1986, 1993), Bond and Lee (1981), Hu (1944), Hu and Grove (1991), and Littrell (2002). 
In Mandarin Chinese, “mianzi” is often defined as “face”, and noted as an important concept in Chinese culture, and defined as “the recognition by others of an individual’s social standing and position”, with mianzi indicated as a key component in the dynamics of guanxi. 
Social interaction in Chinese cultures involves dynamic relationships among the concepts of several dimensions, lian face (lian), mian face (mianzi), reciprocation of favours (renqing), and relationships (guanxi). Guanxi and renqing must be understood in relation to one another, as the reciprocal favours define the value of the network. Failure to meet renqing obligations causes loss of lian face. From the present author’s four-year sojourn as a human resource manager in the interior of China, and from twelve additional years of anecdotal discussions with Chinese students in undergraduate and postgraduate classes (commonly about 50% of students in my business classes are Chinese or Overseas Chinese at Auckland University of Technology), many Chinese do not consciously separate lian and mian aspects of face until the two aspects are pointed out to them. Face in China is a synergistic combination of these two aspects. This ethnocentric tendency is documented by Watson (1988a: 6, and Lee 2003), who coined a term, “indigenous ignorance” noting that when asked the meaning of an act or a symbol, local informants in Chinese culture often replied, “I’m not clear about that. We do it this way because that’s how it has always been done.” Watson also found other indigenous observers and participants giving very varied interpretations of rituals (Watson, 1988a: 5; see also Barley, 1995: 221). It is difficult to completely comprehend one’s own culture without some knowledge of other cultures, as “culture is what goes without saying”
.
Face and social interaction in China

Face is a critical issue among Chinese and is important to self-esteem. Hu (1944) and Hu and Grove (1991) investigated “face” and identified the two basic categories of face in Chinese culture: lian and mianzi. 
Hu (1944) defined lian as representing the confidence of society in the integrity of one’s moral character, the loss of which makes it impossible for him or her to function properly within the community. A person’s lian face can be preserved by faithful compliance with ritual and social norms. One gains lian by demonstrating moral character. 
Mian corresponds to a more “Western” conception of face, that is, prestige and reputation achieved through success in life, and frequently through ostentatious display of wealth (automobile brands, conspicuous consumption, wanton waste), or perhaps some other desirable trait (education or position in an organisation). 
Redding and Ng (1982) investigated the degree to which Hong Kong Chinese managers believe in the importance of preservation of face in daily business transactions and negotiations. All of their 102 respondents strongly asserted the importance of reciprocity in the giving and receiving of face, and the instrumentality of face-concerns as a method of achieving business goals.

Guanxi and Renqing
While all cultures put some sort of a premium on networking, information, and institutions, the Chinese place a premium on individuals' social capital within their group of friends, relatives, and close associates. Guanxi (kuan hsi in Wade-Giles spelling) are increasingly complex relationships that expand, day by day, throughout the lives of ethnic Chinese. One is born into a social network of family members, and as one grows up, group memberships involving education, occupation, and residential neighbours provide additional opportunities for expanding the network (see Bond, 1996, where guanxi is discussed in most chapters). 
There are two philosophies which seem to define quanxi, the Confucian / socio-cultural, and the socio-political. 
King’s 1991 work portrayed guanxi as Confucian in its principle logic. Guanxi, as a socio-cultural concept, is “deeply embedded in Confucian social theory” (Kipnis 1996, Kipnis 1991: 79). Guanxi serves a purpose to reinforce societal bonds between individuals within an organization. The process in which these networks were established is time consuming and highly ceremonial. This area of the process would be defined by the Confucian term li, or ritualized social relationship formation (Stockman 2000: 73). These processes occur within certain stages and sequences, and result in a social networking of individuals who are mutually dependant upon each other to achieve personal needs.
Alternatively, guanxi is described in the works of scholars such as Yang (1994, 2002) as a socioeconomic and political adaptation to outside power structures implemented by restrictive forces upon the ordinary individual. These theorists insist that such practices as guanxi are the “practical adaptations to communist socioeconomic structures” (Kipnis 1997: 6). Regardless, both theoretical groups define guanxi as intensive social networks of mutually interdependent individuals. The excesses of the Cultural Revolution era rendered guanxi/renqing networks essential for life itself (Stockman, 2000: 85). 
Yang (2002: 459) believes that quanxi is evolving as Chinese culture evolves, 
“The fact that the Chinese social order was changing (and continues to change) so quickly has meant that guanxixue is best treated as a multifaceted ever-changing set of practices which make acts of interpretation and representation a very complex and difficult undertaking. Therefore, the final word on guanxi can never be concluded, caught as this social phenomenon is, in the fluctuating stream of history, and resilient as it is in adapting to new institutional arrangements with the introduction of capitalism.”
In contrast to the social patterns in “Western” societies, for example the USA, the guanxi relationships persist long after the groups are dissolved, even with significant reductions in face-to-face interaction on the part of members. 
Renqing (favours) has many implications in Chinese cultures (Hwang, 1987; Chu, 1991). The direct translation of the Chinese characters for renqing is “human feelings”. The dictates of renqing are that the human element should not be removed from human affairs, and a sympathetic give-and-take compromise should govern the relationships of men.

The Chinese form lifelong, rich, networks of mutual relations, usually involving reciprocal obligations similar to the Confucian rules, but with the obligations and reciprocity running much deeper. The relative permanence of such social networks contributes to the importance and enforceability of the Chinese conception of reciprocity in the form of renqing and bao, that is, morality (bao ying) based upon obligatory reciprocity of favours. See Yum (1988) for a comparison of reciprocity in Western and Chinese societies. The guanxi relationships are useful and used. Hwang (1987) thoroughly analyses the implications of this long-term reciprocity.

Ideally, renqing is an informal and unselfish give-and-take among people. In reality, accounts are kept carefully and strictly, and favours and obligations are weighed carefully, and the balances owed between people are known as well as if they were recorded in a ledger. The debts of renqing are not often written down or discharged rigidly and exactly, but they are remembered in minute detail and enforced by deeply rooted feelings of guilt and shame in those who fail in the fulfilment of their obligations. From the author’s experience living in China, almost always, when a friend or relation telephones, early in the conversation he or she will be asked, “What do you want?”, with the expectation that some sort of exchange of renqing debts and credits is in the offing.
Renqing is often the basis of manipulation of adversaries in business negotiations. An obligation is created through a gesture that might cost little, and the debt is called due when the adversary can only repay it with a more valuable concession. This aspect of renqing is worth remembering when engaged in business negotiations. Chu (1991), in The Asian Mind Game, presents an informative and entertaining treatment of renqing and Chinese, Korean and Japanese cultures in general.

Intermediaries and Guanxi

Chang and Holt (1991) interviewed Chinese adults in Taiwan to investigate the establishment of guanxi relationships through intermediaries. They found the expected methods to be using family connections, pointing out a previous association, using non-family-in-group connections, and a complex social interaction process using social skills such as the ability to play the renqing (favours) game (Hwang, 1987). Intermediaries are used in bringing out-group individuals into new relationships, and for asking for favours both large and small.
Intermediaries are important in the development of networks of guanxi. The zhongjian ren (intermediary) is a source of expansion of a network, and also as a messenger for conveying sensitive feedback that contains some relationship-maintenance risk. In working relationships China it is important that managers and supervisors preserve face for the subordinates in order to maintain harmony within the group, so an ideal performance appraisal in China where a manger needs to give negative criticism on the performance of a subordinate might be done informally in private by an intermediary. Positive recognition might be given more publicly to “give face” to the recipient.

Guanxi – An Ubiquitous Behaviour Paradigm

Societies sharing a heritage of Confucian practice also incorporate the process of guanxi; in Vietnam, “quan tri”; Korea, called Kwankye; and Japan, called “Kankei or Toyama no Kusuri”. Additionally, the guanxi behaviour paradigm is prevalent in societies that are or were based on failed centralized command economies, which in the absence of market systems both engendered a dynamic realm of informal social exchange and networking practices, albeit drawn from different cultural resources of their past. Ludeneva (1998) details how blat, or the Russian economy of favours, personal networks and reciprocity operated in both the Soviet and post-Soviet periods. Concerning blat in the post-Soviet era, where privatization of state enterprises proceeded much more radically and quickly than in China, she writes: “The forms blat now assumes extend beyond the areas to which the term was applied before. It is important to consider these changes, but also to see the continuity of blat – the ways in which non-monetary forms of exchange are adapting to new conditions.” What she found among her respondents was that, while blat was no longer used to obtain commodities for personal consumption, its sphere of influence had moved to the needs of business, where the business world had to deal with authorities in charge of “tax, customs, banking and regional administration.” This move has meant that “blat practices stretched beyond their Soviet limits tend to be destructive of the national economy,” with corruption a key social problem today. Where once blat was functional as a way to make the austere state command economy more reasonable for ordinary people, where it was based on personal ethics, and where blat’s damage to social equity was limited by its modest goals of personal consumption, today, the profit motive and monetary calculations in blat-corruption practices, and its linking of the business and official worlds and the criminal underworld magnifies the scale of its destruction to Russian society as a whole. King (1991) discusses a similar evolution of guanxi and renqing practices in China.

Conclusions
Making accurate judgements and conducting reliable and valid research across national cultures is difficult, if not impossible, without including team members who actually reside in and are members of the cultures studied, AND who are knowledgeable of other cultures outside their home. As is common in academic literature, our use of secondary and tertiary levels of sources without a thorough reading of the originals can lead to creation and perpetuation of significant errors in theory and practice.
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� “It goes without saying” is a Standard English idiom, deriving from a literal translation of the French “Cela va sans dire”; the phrase implies acceptance without any thought or analysis. 
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