ENTREPRENEURIAL PEER PROFILE

Canadian Managers Abroad – Working in China
Trevor Buss juggles his university studies in Toronto, with a full time career which frequently takes him to China. During his many trips he has learned how to successfully move forward in China while adhering to age-old customs and traditions. Demonstrating some knowledge of the local customs allows for enhanced business contacts, as local businesspeople appreciate the extra effort made to be sensitive to their culture. 

When travelling in China, Trevor makes certain that if he is going to a business lunch or dinner in rural areas, that he has left the remainder of his day wide open. There are many customs and rituals, particularly in rural areas, where a great deal of socializing is expected.  Trevor offers some good advice to doing business in China. The hierarchy of seniority, even in small companies, is paramount. Never make anyone lose face. Have a proper title on your business card, and ensure that you present yourself in a professional manner. A good translator is a must. 

As he is frequently invited for dinner, things as basic as seating arrangements can have a bearing on the outcome of business negotiations. The guest of honour is always seated on the right facing towards the door, for example. The host will try to establish the order of command, and seating may change based simply on the title on your business card or how the guest perceives your position in the company. 

As for smoking, Trevor has noticed that cigarettes are offered throughout meetings, even for non-smokers. He has found that by the end of some meetings, he has 20 or 30 cigarettes lined up in front of his plate. It is expected that the men smoke, unlike for women, where women who smoke are frowned upon. 

He has found that unlike in Canada, toasting (and drinking) in China is more customary. If not willing to imbibe, he finds it best to be up front with the host(s) by indicating to them your inability to drink due to medical reasons. 

Foreigners are normally expected to drink 2 shots of "bai jiu", a Chinese rice wine (between 35 and 65% alcohol), with each guest. Two drinks are the norm. The drinks go up in counts of 2, not 1, so if toasting, be certain to have 2 drinks per toast. Through rotating toasts, it is possible to become acquainted with everybody at the reception. 

When toasting or drinking, make sure the lip of your glass remains lower then the person toasting, as this is a sign of respect. Trevor has found this quite funny to watch, since the host will often try to get their glass lower than yours. He has even found himself tipping glasses on an angle to try and get the lip of the glass lower. When drinking across the table from somebody it is also customary to tap the table with the glass. “Gan bei” means “bottoms up” and if this is met with silence, then the glass must be completely emptied. It is customary to demonstrate this by tipping the emptied glass towards the centre of the table to show everyone that it is empty.

When eating, meals are served to the centre of the table. The guest is expected to try most dishes first, though a guest may be excused from this if the host knows that the guest is not too familiar with Chinese customs. 

In summary, here are a few guidelines: 

· Travel with some basic knowledge of the host’s business. Try learning some basic Mandarin, but be prepared for some potential embarrassments. For example, the word used for “colleague” in China is the same word in slang used by Malaysian Mandarin speaking people that means mistress or lover.

· Go with an open mind and don’t expect things to be done quickly. You will be expected to build a relationship prior to any business transactions occurring. 

· Get a good translator/business partner who can help with the translation, local customs, and colloquial terms. This will help avoid potentially embarrassing situations. 

· Have business cards with proper titles that translate to the proper position. A title like “Manager” does not carry the same weight in China as “Director” or “Vice-President”, even if the actual functions being performed are the same.

Source:  Interview with Trevor Buss – student at Ryerson University in Toronto.
