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At the World Economic Forum 2018 in Davos  

Jack Ma (Ma Yun 马云), founder of the Chinese online 
trading giant Alibaba, with his statements on the de-
mands on people and ethical standards in business re-
ceived some attention:1 
 

Business people should have a philanthropic 
heart and entrepreneurial mind --instead of an entre-

preneurial heart and a philanthropic mind. 
 
 
What does Ma mean by this statement? There are two main reasons for entrepreneurs to address 
ethical considerations: intrinsic motivation and external incentives. An entrepreneur with a"philan-
thropic head" and"entrepreneurial heart" is more likely to think of corporate sustainability2  in order 
to avoid a loss of image damaging to profits, whereby an external appearance is created without, 
however, substantially changing the corporate culture (as through the introduction of stakeholder 
dialogues or the adjustment of performance appraisals). Entrepreneurs with a"philanthropic heart", 
on the other hand, focus on the benefits their business can bring to society, and not just on the re-
sults in the next quarterly report. This kind of entrepreneur, Ma says, is what the world needs. 
 
For this reason Ma also emphasized the importance of mixed teams for the success of a company. At 
Alibaba, 37 percent of management positions are filled by women, since, according to Ma, they often 
have a higher"love quotient" (LQ): 
 

 

Love for one's own task, for team members and for customers is a central driving force that must be 
found among successful entrepreneurs and managers. 
 
 

Pioneer of New Chinese Management 

Ma's views are certainly not new, but he manages to put them very succinctly. He names a number of 
values, such as convictions, independent thinking, teamwork, and consideration for others, which have 
become particularly important for Chinese entrepreneurs in recent years.  

                                                      
1 The quotes can be found here: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/01/jack-ma-davos-top-quotes/  
the whole interview from 24.1.2018 here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4zzVjonyHcQ. 
2 Jack Ma uses Western concepts of "Heart" and "Mind", which take both separately. The Chinese term xin 心 "heart-and-mind" has no strong 

separation here. 
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Jack Ma, like his rival Pony Ma (Ma Huateng 马化腾), is the founder of Tencent, an alumnus of the Cheung 
Kung Graduate School of Business (CKGSB). It was founded in 2002 by Hong Kong Tycoon Lee Ka Shing 
李嘉诚   and is considered China's most successful private business school.3  For several years she has 

been working together with Confucianism expert Tu Weiming 杜维明 (Harvard/Peking University) on 

a "humanistic curriculum" for managers.  
 
With this background, it is no coincidence that Jack Ma belongs to the new generation of entrepre-
neurs who have made private companies in China an engine for innovation and in doing so have made 
targeted use of Chinese"humane values". These entrepreneurs no longer want to be guided not only 
by Western management ideas, as they are taught in business schools, but also see the special cultural, 
social and political conditions of their home country reflected in management. They try to develop a 
New Chinese Management, which should enrich the global discussion about exemplary management 
with a decidedly Chinese contribution.  
 
As the holder of a professorship dedicated to ethical economics in China4, I have been dealing for some 
time with the phenomenon of "Confucian Entrepreneurship" arising from this discussion. It is particu-
larly important to me to inform those companies and business people who are active in China or who 
work with Chinese partners about this encouraging trend, which has not yet been noticed by the West-
ern public.  
 
In the following I will first briefly outline the origin and the Chinese context of this phenomenon for a 
better understanding, then give a few of the entrepreneurs whose work I have investigated a chance 
to speak for themselves and present examples of their innovative management practices. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Model Entrepre-
neurs" at a Confu-
cian Entrepreneur 
Conference / M. 
Niedenführ 

 
 

What is the "Confucian Entrepreneur"? 

The Chinese term "Confucian Entrepreneur" (rushang 儒商) is composed of the characters ru 儒 (for 

rujiao儒教 "Confucianism")5  and shang商 (for shangren 商人 "traders, businessmen, entrepreneurs"). 
In China, Rushang refers to those entrepreneurs who are successful in their business, but who also pay 
particular attention to acting ethically. They refer to traditional values from China's cultural heritage. 
These values include honesty, trust, diligence, fairness, reliability and other Confucian virtues. The 

                                                      
3 The approximately 10,000 graduates of the CKGSB manage companies that can account for about one-sixth of China's GDP. See http://eng-
lish.ckgsb.edu.cn/content/europe. 
4 The professorship was initiated by the Karl Schlecht Foundation, which also supports the neighbouring Global Ethic Institute in Tübingen. 
The dialogue on global ethics and common insights into fair economies in China and the West is seen by the founder as an important question 
for the future. 

5 Also called ruxue 儒学. In the West, the term "ruism" has recently been increasingly used by scientists. 
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Rushang of the People's Republic are also committed to reviving traditional culture and the Chinese 
nation (fuxing 复兴). This is closely related to the promotion of Chinese values and China's new self-
confidence in the Xi Jinping era. 
 
In a narrower sense, "Confucian Entrepreneurs" refer to the values of Confucian thinkers, such as Con-
fucius (Kongzi孔子), Mencius (Mengzi 孟子), the song-temporal "Neo-Confucian" Zhu Xi 朱熹, or the Ming-
temporal scholar Wang Yangming 王阳明, among others. The schools of thought that are summarized 
under "Confucianism" have - with interruptions - been passed on and further developed over genera-
tions until today. In the broadest sense, all currents of thought in Chinese history are used as refer-
ences for the Rushang, including Daoism, Buddhism, the Yin-Yang doctrine, Mohism, the Five-Elements 
doctrine, and so on. In fact, there is also the "Daoist Entrepreneur" (daoshang 道商) and the "Buddhist 
Entrepreneur" (foshang 佛商).6   
 
It should be noted that the ethical systems mentioned in China only partially correspond to the West-
ern idea of religion and that there is no clear distinction between them. Some see themselves as Con-
fucians when it comes to the ideals of state order and social relations, and in other areas of life, such 
as respect for the environment and ideas of the hereafter, they refer to Buddhist, Daoist and other 
thoughts.7  The flexibility and certain stability-promoting elements of Confucianism were certainly rea-
sons why the emperor and the elite of civil servants already favored this school of thought and why 
the current leadership in China is also returning to this tradition. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Confucian Entrepreneur Seminar 
2017 / M. Niedenführ 

 
 

 
 
Historical predecessors and role models 
The idea of"Confucian merchants" is by no means new. Centuries ago, merchants and entrepreneurs 
tried to reconcile the pursuit of profit with responsibility for the community and avoid exploitation by 
making fair prices and pursuing local promotion projects. These included irrigation projects, road and 
bridge construction, dam maintenance and charity projects - all activities that would be mentioned in 
corporate social responsibility reports today. 
 

                                                      
6 This self-identification can be found mainly in Taiwan and the Chinese diaspora. 
7 Confucianism can be thought so flexibly that one can be"Confucian Christian" or"Confucian Muslim". 
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Profit-seeking has traditionally been viewed with displeasure by Confucian thinkers. Accordingly, the 
merchants in the division of society into the"four ethnic groups" were also placed among the other 
social groups, i.e. among"scholars","peasant people" and"craftsmen". Especially in the Ming and Qing 
period, however, it came to the phenomenon that failed aspirants of civil servant examinations, who 
did not succeed in the hard selection, embarked on a commercial career in order to stay afloat. Among 
the merchants, who were denied access to the examinations anyway, there were those who8"flanked 
the social advancement through Confucian education. Thus, a hybrid group emerged between these 
vertically separated layers which, as a mixture of highly educated Confucians and successful mer-
chants, chose the self-attribution of "Confucian traders" (rugu 儒贾) even then.9 
 
In fact, there were regional dealer groups (shangbang商帮) widely known for their success and virtues. 
These included the merchants from Anhui, Shanxi Zhejiang, Jiangsu and Guangdong provinces.10  It is 
no coincidence that it is precisely these regions that continue this tradition today and are once again 
at the forefront of economic activity and entrepreneurship in China.11 
 

The Renaissance of the Confucian Entrepreneur 
After private entrepreneurship had almost completely disappeared in the People's Republic in the first 
three decades of Communist China in the course of the planned economy, it has again experienced a 
clear revaluation in the time of Deng Xiaoping's"reform and opening" policy. Rushang's ideas and prac-
tices continued to live in the Chinese diaspora (Hong Kong, Taiwan, Southeast Asia), as well as in Japan, 
Korea and Vietnam, and were brought back to mainland China by investors. Inamori Kazuo 稲盛和夫 

(Japan), Chou Chun-chi 周俊吉 (Taiwan),12  Run Run Shaw 邵逸夫 and Li Ka Shing (both Hong Kong) 
are among the often mentioned role models. 
 
However, the period of intensive growth that has continued since the period of"reform and opening" 
has had a number of negative consequences for the environment and social imbalances. These include 
widespread corruption and disregard for fairness in business relationships. The discussions about busi-
ness ethics, CSR and sustainability, which were already established in the West at the time, have there-
fore been increasingly taken up in China since accession to the WTO. At the same time, many - like Jack 
Ma - are looking for similar ideas in the Chinese cultural heritage.  
 
While the discussions in the 2000s were mainly driven by academics like Tu Weiming, Zhou Shengchun 

周生春 (Zhejiang), Li Honglei 黎红雷 (Guangdong) and Fan Heping 樊和平 (Nanjing), in recent years 

more and more entrepreneurs have discovered the revaluation of traditional culture and its values in 
business. One of them explains his motivation as follows: 

Using the term Confucian businessman is a trend and it’s good for business, […] 

It sets me apart from crass merchants who don't care about regulations or social 

responsibilities.13  

 

                                                      
8 Women were not allowed to hold offices. The education through moral books like the Han-zeitliche Nüjie 女戒 (admonitions for women) 
should prepare for the role as daughter, wife and mother. 
9 A detailed insight into the Qing Age forms of Confucian Entrepreneurs can be found at Lufrano (1997). The work of Ming Xu traces the 
example of traders from Anhui Province in the Ming period, see Ming (2016). 
10 Eine Übersicht findet man beim Centre for the Culture of Confucian Entrepreneurs (CCCE) at Peking University 北京大学儒商文化中心 

(2008): “Rushang renwu pian” “儒商人物篇” [Overview Sheet of Confucian Entrepreneurs Personae]. http://www.pku-rswh.com/perso-
nae.asp. 
11 The highest concentrations of German investment activity are largely congruent with these regions, see German Business in China - Business 
Confidence Survey 2017/18, p. 6. 
12 Chou has built up the real estate company Sinyi, which has received many awards for its work, see Tsai et. al. (2011). 
13 Siehe China.org.cn (13.12.2011): Businessmen seek Confucian chic. 
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The "Confucian Entrepreneur" was taken up from 2006 on conferences, like the Confucian Entrepre-
neur Seminars,14  the Bo'ao Confucian Entrepreneur Forum or the New Business Civilization Forum15 . 
Specialized research institutes16  as well as numerous Confucian Entrepreneur Associations are dedi-
cated to this topic.  
 
The seriousness of the commitment of many entrepreneurs is sometimes questioned in the public 
debate in China: 

 [… He] is one of many Chinese businessmen who want to add some Confucian 

(meaning Chinese culture) cachet to their image and become known as a scholar-

businessman.”  

 

Even if for some entrepreneurs the label "Confucian Entrepreneur" is probably little more than a fash-
ionable term - philanthropy is only in their heads, to speak to Jack Ma - it is remarkable that thousands 
of entrepreneurs take part in the discussions and well-known entrepreneurs give them legitimacy. 
 
In December 2017, nearly 2,000 entre-
preneurs met in Hainan17  to discuss 
what"New Chinese Management" 
could be based on traditional Chinese 
values. The topic "Speak to the World" 

对世界说 discussed how sustainable 

forms of Chinese entrepreneurship 
can be developed and implemented 
and how Chinese entrepreneurs can 
act constructively in the world.  
 
Panel on Confucian Entrepreneurship 
and the "Belt-and Road Initiative" / M. 
Niedenführ 
 
 

The entrepreneurs named as role models include Liu Chuanzhi 柳传志 (Lenovo), Chen Feng 陈峰 (Hai-

nan Airlines), Ji Keliang 季克良 (former head of Maotai), Mao Zhongqun 茅忠群 (CEO of FOTILE), and 
many others. 
 

We will need the resources of traditional Chinese culture to build a new business 

civilization (Liu Chuanzhi, Lenovo)  

 
The Chinese government, which faces major challenges such as environmental degradation and de-
clining social cohesion, relies on private entrepreneurs to support its policies. However, although the 
emerging trend of the Confucian Entrepreneur is in line with the party's goals, this is not a top-down 

                                                      
14 This series has been organised since 2013 by the Global Ethic Institute Beijing (WEIB), a joint project of the Universities of Beijing and 
Tübingen, the Karl Schlecht Foundation and the Global Ethic Foundation. 
15 This forum is a format of the CKGSB and Harvard Kennedy School (HKS). 
16 Beispiele sind das Center for Confucian Entrepreneur and East Asian Civilization (Zhejiang Universität), das Center for the Culture of Con-
fucian Entrepreneurs (Peking Universität), das Weltethos Institut Beijing (PKU), und das Global Confucian Entrepreneur Research Institute 
(Shanghai Finance University). 
17 The 1st Bo'ao Confucian Entrepreneur Forum 博鳌儒商论坛 In 2016, 600 entrepreneurs, scientists and politicians attended. The following 

year, the number of participants tripled. The driving force behind this is LI Honglei (Zhongshan University, Guangzhou), author of Confucian 

Business Wisdom 儒家商道智慧, People's Press 2017.  
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process, but a bottom-up process initiated by business people and scientists. They are benevolently 
tolerated by the party. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chinese entrepreneurs 
are honoured at the 
Bo'ao Confucian Entre-
preneur Forum / M. 
Niedenführ 

 
 
Research on case studies 

Now it is not uncommon for ideals to find little application in reality despite all the discussions. An 
important task is therefore to identify companies that implement Confucian values in business prac-
tice. The aim is to compare the propagated values with the implemented values. The aim is to examine 
in a scientifically verifiable manner the transformation of corporate culture into a sustainable model 
anchored in traditional values. Especially the reaction of company employees (from compliance to re-
sistance) is of importance here.  
 
In the Chinese context, access to relevant companies and thus valuable information is difficult for for-
eigners to obtain. In years of patient networking, however, I have developed the necessary trust among 
key actors, some of whom I have already mentioned. Among the more than one hundred entrepre-
neurs with whom I have contact in the meantime, those have been selected who stand out for their 
special efforts towards a "Confucian" way of working.  
 
The empirical part of my research includes interviews - in Chinese - with about 15 actors per company 
studied: first with the entrepreneur himself, then with the top management, the middle and lower 
management and the level of the company employees. The interviews are semi-structured so that the 
interviewees can also address topics that they consider relevant. They are made anonymous so that 
company employees can express themselves freely and voice criticism. The questions include: What is 
the company's claim and what values does it stand for? How do managers communicate these values? 
What concrete measures are being implemented? 
 
The companies surveyed so far vary greatly in size, industry and approach. The aim is to develop a 
theory of "Confucian Entrepreneur" which will be examined in quantitative follow-up studies. In the 
following I will take two cases as examples: 
 

Mao Zhongqun and FOTILE: "Excellent through love"  
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FOTILE (Fangtai 方太) is the market leader in China in the 
high-end segment of electric kitchen appliances and 
fitted kitchens. It is located in Cixi 慈溪 near Ningbo 
(Zhejiang) in the high-tech zone Hangzhou-Bay oppo-
site Shanghai. FOTILE was founded in 1996, when to-
day's CEO Mao Zhongqun 茅忠群 was hired by his fa-
ther Mao Lixiang 茅理翔 into the former Feixiang 
Group (飞翔), for which he had to give up his successful 
scientific career. After intensive market research, the 
son shifted the lighters business to the segment of European type extractor hoods and renamed the 
company FOTILE.18  In return, he demanded full control over the company and the right to take over 
only suitable company employees from the old company. The Feixiang-FOTILE case is regarded as a 
model for a successful handover of the founding generation to the second generation.19 
 
In preparation for his new career, Mao first completed an EMBA at the China Europe International 
Business School (CEIBS) in Shanghai before enrolling in courses at Beijing University and Tsinghua Uni-
versity in Beijing in Guoxue 国学 ("National Studies")20. He felt the need to add Chinese elements to 
Western management ideas: 

 

That made me think about China having five thousand years of civiliza-

tion, about our future. In twenty, thirty years, will our Business Schools 

still only teach American management?  

I don’t think that is likely. It must be like in Japan, somehow combining 

modern management with China’s five thousand years of culture. 

 

The restructuring was carried out under the motto"Integration of Chinese and Western" (zhongxi hebi 
中西合璧). In the spirit of Confucian childlike reverence (xiao 孝), Mao complied with his father's wishes to 
join the company. His Western education also prompted him to break with the usual distribution of 
management positions to family members in Chinese family businesses and to bring professional man-
agers into the company instead. 
 
The transformation of corporate culture begins with leadership methods. In Confucian virtue ethics, 
"self-civilization" (zixiu 自修) is a central motif. Zixiu describes the daily self-examination whether one's 
own thinking and actions actually correspond to the Confucian ideals. This value orientation should 
also be used to improve the environment. These two concepts - self-critical leadership and responsi-
bility for company employees and the community - are now trying to transfer the Rushang to the man-
agers in the company. This is reminiscent of the stakeholder concept in Western management. The 
claim is that when problems arise, the management staff first searches for the faults in themselves. 
Confucian leadership should inspire company employees with exemplary action. 
 
Mao Zhongqun hoped to operationalize these values in his company with his program for Confucian 
education, which he gradually introduced in 2008. A Confucius study room was set up and employees 
were encouraged to devote 15 minutes of their working day to reading classics.21  Today, the work 
teams on WeChat exchange best practices in smaller WeChat groups. This involves both horizontal 

                                                      
18 By the way, the name Fangtai comes from a popular TV chef on Hong Kong television. 

19 Details see Lee et al 2015, Liu/Heeler 2012). Mao Lixiang is committed to promoting family entrepreneurship. In 2007, he donated the Mao Lixiang Academic Prize for Family Business, which awards research scholarships. 

In 2009, he and his family founded the FOTILE Research Fund for Family Business Research at Zhejiang University. In 2014, the Mao Lixiang Education Fund for Succession and Entrepreneurship was added, which promotes 

entrepreneurial talent. See http://philanthropy.coutts.com/en/reports/2015/china/case-studies/mao-lixiang.html 
20 Guoxue refers to the Japanese Kokugaku in the 19th century. Under the onslaught of Western science and ideas, intellectuals focused on the strengths of their own heritage. For two decades, such a trend towards re-

traditionalization has come back into fashion in China.  

21 The texts are initially simple moral books, such as the"Anleitung für Gute Schüler" (Dizigui 弟子规), which until the beginning of the 20th 

century were the basis of basic education. Parts of more demanding philosophical texts such as Confucius' "Gespräche" (Lunyu 论语) are also 
used. 
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communication between work teams and vertical communication between the hierarchy levels. Mao 
was able to counter the initial resistance of the educated management, in particular, to this "value 
education", some of which was perceived as invasive, through cautious adjustments and by taking into 
account the feedback of those affected.  
 
Of the other"humane" measures in the Confucian sense, here are just a few: By awarding"Identity 
Shares" (shengu身股), all company employees who have been with the company for at least two years 
try to share in the company's success. Social backgrounds of employees should be taken into account 
- both in the performance evaluation and in the granting of, for example, paid special leave so that 
company employees can visit their parents.22 
 
FOTILE has successfully established a nationwide image as a responsible company. This includes relia-
bly paying taxes and rejecting bribery. In order to guarantee the safety of the customers, the company 
waived a contract worth millions in a major project, as the contractor did not want to implement pro-
posals for improved fire protection. This"best practice" was mentioned several times in the interviews 
by company employees as a reason why they were proud to work for FOTILE.  
 
The restructuring of the corporate culture is bearing fruit: the costs arising from internal communica-
tion conflicts have been significantly reduced. Employees confirmed noticeable changes for them com-
pared to the situation before the changeover. Many interviewees were extremely proud of their em-
ployer and identify with the company. The measures also led to a reduction in the high number of 
company employees, which is common in China, from 25-30 percent per year to 7 percent. This makes 
training investments in company employees more profitable. FOTILE has been growing at double-digit 
rates for some time against the industry trend and has increased its annual turnover to over 100 million 
RMB. The order books are full and lead to a half year supply backlog. In 2018 FOTILE will continue to 
grow, invest above average in R&D and employ over 20,000 people for the first time. 
 

Wu Nianbo and GOOD-ARK: The "Happy Company" approach 

The company GOOD-ARK (Suzhou Gude苏州固锝) was established in 1991 by Wu Nianbo 吴念博 In the 
course of market liberalization, Suzhou became a magnet for semiconductor manufacturers from Tai-
wan, Hong Kong and Japan in the 1990s. Wu, actually a teacher, became a partner of a Taiwanese 
investor and collected money from his family and relatives to take on the first orders and carry them 
out in a small factory. His strategy of guaranteeing high delivery volumes at full risk right from the start 
brought him great success after initial losses. The company grew with the semiconductor boom and 
Suzhou's rise to become China's high-tech center and is now the world market leader in diode produc-
tion. 
 
Over the past decade, Wu has gradually transformed his company from a Western to a"Confucian" 
business model, which he calls "Happy Enterprise" (xingfu qiye 幸福企业). The company is seen as a "big 
family" in the Confucian sense, in which the entrepreneur in the benevolent father role directs the fate 
of the company. The focus is not only on profits, but also on the well-being of the company members 
- the "family members" who call each other "GOOD-ARK people". The idea is that happy company 
employees are more efficient and more willing to perform and thus ultimately contribute to the suc-
cess of the company as a whole.  
 
For Wu, "humanistic education measures" initially play a central role in value orientation. This includes 
daily time slots for reading classical texts, educational weekends and course modules, which are re-
garded as paid working hours. Wu wants to show"compassion for the workers and their families", 
which is expressed in concessions to company employees, which are far above average in China. These 
include, for example, three weeks of paid leave for parents to visit their children, who had to be left 
                                                      
22 The emphasis on childlike reverence fits in with Xi Jinping's current"Take Your Mother by the Hand" campaign, which, as the"country's 
supreme model son" for the 2018 Spring Festival, called on people to think of their parents, visit them and show concern for their well-being. 
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with their grandparents in the province, or a two-year parental leave for half paid mothers with the 
prospect of reintegration into the same job. These concessions are intended to provide employees 
with incentives to accept the value education they initially perceive as arduous before accepting it for 
themselves. Upon request, I was assured that some members of the company left the company in the 
course of the changeover, but that many of them are now coming to GOOD-ARK precisely because of 
its value orientation.23 
 
Furthermore, GOOD-ARK organizes volunteer assignments of workers in social outreach projects in the 
neighbourhood, for which volunteer committees have been established at all levels of the company. 
Environmental awareness is to be practiced with battery collection campaigns, water and energy-sav-
ing models in the company, and the introduction of a purely vegetarian canteen. These actions are 
compatible with the Western CSR concept and it became clear in the interviews that these elements 
of the new corporate culture have special support among managers. 
 
Chairman Wu wants to show his confidence in company employees by abolishing all time recording 
systems and body searches in the precious metal warehouse. He's proud he's never resigned before. 
24 Everyone should have the opportunity to correct their mistakes. This fits in with Mencius' image of 
man, for which the individual's ability to learn and develop is of great importance. 
 
In 2016, GOOD-ARK acquired a company in Malaysia whose previous Chinese owners had major prob-
lems with the Malaysian workforce. Work rooms, kitchens, sanitary rooms and outdoor facilities were 
initially renovated so that the company employees feel comfortable. Working time recording systems 
were also dismantled here. A prayer room was set up for the needs of Muslim workers. With these and 
other measures of the "Happy Enterprise" approach, the company was brought back on track and into 
the black in 14 months. 
 
The global perspective of GOOD-ARK is to make a"Confucian contribution" to business practices in the 
world, as Wu demonstrated in his commitment to UNESCO: 
 

Nowadays the most important thing for us is to share with the world Chinas culture 

and the wisdom of its ancient sages. This is the core and real function of the BRI 

Initiative […]  

That is why my model is not to make money first but to first suffer losses.  

 

GOOD-ARK manages to grow against the trend despite the market slowdown. The interviewed com-
pany employees identify with the company, wear the work uniform during voluntary assignments in 
the neighborhood and emphasize the special features of their employer in comparison to"normal" 
companies. Staff turnover at GOOD-ARK is less than 5 percent. ISO standards are also implemented, 
particularly in the areas of occupational safety and environmental protection. In the meantime, four 

other companies, Sun Hong 盛宏 (Hangzhou), Zhongxing Jingmi 中兴精密 (Ningbo), Naide 耐德 (Chong-

qing) and Liangzi Gaoke 量子高科 (Guangzhou) have joined forces to form the "Happy Enterprise" 
Alliance. 
 

A role model for other companies? 
The entrepreneurs described are in the middle of a trial and error process of optimizing their ap-
proaches and will continue to develop. These companies are (so far) an exception in China. Neverthe-
less, it is striking that they are visited every day by busloads of interested pilgrims from entrepreneurs 

                                                      
23 Most of these employees are recruited through family and private contacts. 

 
24 Anyone wishing to move from "family members" to other companies can return at any time, which has happened several times.  
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and administrators.25  In my opinion, these approaches of "Confucian Enterpreneurship" represent an 
"Avant Guard" for a Chinese form of CSR. Their models are studied and adopted by numerous compa-
nies. Many Chinese entrepreneurs are already unconsciously operating on the basis - at least in part - 
of these values. So they are"more Confucian" than they themselves may realize. 
 
As far as the transferability of these approaches to other cultures is concerned, which is also one of 
the objectives of the Rushang, a number of questions remain unanswered. On the one hand, a whole 
range of approaches and methods already work well in other companies in China and can be trans-
ferred to East Asian cultural contexts (e.g. in Southeast Asia) with adaptations. However, if we look at 
Western countries, it would be difficult to transfer some methods. Although value education through 
banners and memorization has an unbroken tradition in China, this form of learning and teaching is 
not very popular in this country. Some measures would be perceived as paternalism or interference in 
the private sphere.  
 
Secondly, a large proportion of these methods were developed by the companies described in a period 
of very good or at least stable growth in China. It therefore remains to be seen whether and how these 
approaches will prove their worth in economically difficult phases. Therefore, it is still relatively early 
overall for concrete recommendations for action to German entrepreneurs in China. The Rushang 
achieve a sustainable reduction in the number of company employees, an increased number of com-
pany employees and can minimize the costs of internal communication conflicts. This is not only due 
to monetary incentives: a visit to the mother of an employee will possibly have a more lasting positive 
effect on the image of a caring superior. 
It is to be expected that the concepts of Rushang will soon also be applied in other areas of society. In 
Davos, Jack Ma called for a transformation of educational content, as advances in machine learning 
(ML) and artificial intelligence (AI) inevitably made a significant part of today's widespread activities 
obsolete. Ma advocates that children should acquire unique skills for the human species that cannot 
be copied by machines:  
 

Believing, independent thinking, teamwork, care for others – these 

are the soft parts that knowledge might not teach you. 

 

In this sense it makes sense to follow the example of the Rushang with an open eye and to find devel-
opments and aspects that are beneficial for German companies in China as well as for cooperation 
between German and Chinese companies - and perhaps there are aspects from which we can learn.  
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25 FOTILE has set up its own Welcome Centre for this purpose. At GOOD-ARK, regular meetings are organised for delegations from various 
parts of the country.  
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the CCT mainly organizes the dialogue with well-managed companies in China as well as on topics rel-
evant to traditional culture. Researchers, students, practitioners and the general public are actively 
involved. In the field of activity "Ethics in the economy"  the engagement with the Chinese business 
world is promoted. The aim is to get to know each other, to get to know current events and to cultur-
ally strengthen mutual appreciation. In the field of action "China in school lessons" - through the Erich 
Paulun Institute, which is part of the CCT - the long-term anchoring of Chinese as a school subject in 
teacher training... 
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