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Preface 

Leadership development theories started in the West but do not have 
to end in the West. We are truly grateful to our publisher, Palgrave 
Macmillan, for taking interest in women’s leadership development in Asia 
and entrusting us to work on women leaders in China as the beginning 
of developing international leadership theories and future research plans. 

The population of China is expected to reach 1.4 billion by the end of 
2022, and women account for roughly half. However, in the 3,500 years 
of witnessed history of China, the official promotion of gender equity 
has been short. The national policies on developing women and granting 
women equal rights and opportunities with men did not emerge until 
after the founding of New China in 1949. 

Over the past 70 years, although much progress has been made in 
developing women’s leadership in China, there are still very few women 
leaders in different sectors, especially in the political sector. Mainland 
China has never had a women president, nor have any women served on 
the Standing Committee, where major decisions of running the country 
are made, and only one woman has served for a four-year term as the 
head of state during the past 50 years (WEF, 2021). As the second-largest 
global economy, China has a much larger gender gap to fill than any other 
country of similar economic power: the gender inequality index of China 
in 2021 was 0.68, ranking 107th of 144 countries (WEF, 2021); despite 
a high women’s labor participation rate of 63.9%, only 17.5% of the key 
management positions were occupied by women (UNDP, 2020; WBDB,
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2015). The status of gender inequality and the lack of women leaders 
at the top echelons of power in China invited us to take a deeper look 
into its contributing contextual factors in society, economy, culture, and 
politics. Fortunately, we are not alone in this journey. We are joined by 
sixteen competent scholars and colleagues who share the same dream with 
us: helping China move toward women’s equality and leadership. 

Jackson, USA 
Bangkok, Thailand 

Jie Ke 
Gary N. McLean 
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About This Book 

This is the fifth in a 7-book series on Current Perspectives on Asian 
Women in Leadership. Based on current literature, empirical studies, 
and personal reflections, the authors covered critical components of 
the current environment for women’s leadership development in China; 
showcase women leaders in the education, business, government and 
NOG sectors; and make comparisons in Asian and non-Asian contexts.
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Praise for Chinese Women 

in Leadership 

“In Chinese culture, women are often compared to flowers and water. 
Flowers are beautiful, but fragile. Water nourishes all lives but is consid-
ered weak and soft. These metaphors, while expressing appreciation for 
women, also indicate that Chinese traditional social structure and culture 
do not give women an equal and prominent position, and women’s 
leadership often needs to be achieved in a subtle and feminine way. 
Modernization and globalization have brought a great impact to Chinese 
culture and society. Women’s roles in the family, organization, and society 
have also undergone tremendous changes. Chinese women’s leadership 
is rising. However, the influence of traditional culture is still strong. To 
understand women’s leadership in today’s China, we still need to pay 
attention to the impact of its dependency context. Just as we want to 
understand flowers, we need to investigate the garden first; to see the 
water clearly, we need to study the river. To get a deep understanding of 
Chinese Women in leadership, we need to understand Chinese women 
in their unique environment. The book, Chinese Women in Leadership, is  
like an elaborate museum showing the development of Chinese women’s 
leadership in various contexts and sectors. Through diverse perspec-
tives and international comparisons, the authors reveal rich contents and 
the current dynamics of Chinese women’s leadership. We can see not 
only flowers and water, but also gardens and rivers. Even better, this 
book lets us see the graceful butterflies emerging: Based on a profound 
humanistic spirit, the authors provide a beautiful outlook and valuable

ix



x PRAISE FOR CHINESE WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP

suggestions for the future development of Chinese women’s leadership 
with compassionate understanding and kind wishes.” 

—Siqing Pengi, Professor, Guanghua School of Management, Peking 
University; Vice president of Chinese Society of Social Psychology 

“This is a delightful scholarly book that informs and inspires. The book 
debunks the general impression that China has achieved gender equality 
since Mao Zedong pridefully declared that “women hold up half the 
sky.” The 12 chapters in this easy-to-read book show that women leaders 
in China do not yet have the same opportunities to be recognized and 
respected in the same degree as men. Their leadership has been hampered 
on many levels. The book provides both historic and contemporary data 
along with qualitative evidence on the experiences of woman leaders in 
different sectors. It is a must-read for both scholars and practitioners 
interested in gender equality in leadership opportunities and development 
in China. This book offers ideas for scholars to study further the chal-
lenges of woman’s leadership in China and to identify systems that will 
unlock Chinese women’s potential to become powerful decision-makers 
and influencers. This book inspires both men and women to embrace the 
opportunities to lead together in creating a world when gender inequality 
is a thing of the past.” 

—Anne S. Tsui, Motorola Professor of International Management 
Emerita at the Arizona State University, United States 

“Chinese Women in Leadership is a must-read for anyone curious about 
women’s leadership and the social, cultural, and political forces chal-
lenging and shaping the journeys of Chinese women leaders. Professors 
Jie Ke and Gary McLean have assembled a stellar collection of human 
resource development scholarship and practical strategies to help us 
understand the intersectional forces faced by Chinese women as they 
bump up against family structures, educational pressures, politics, and 
more in their quest to lead and change Chinese and global society.” 
—Laura L. Bierema, Professor, University of Georgia and Immediate Past 

President, Academy of Human Resource Development, United States



Contents 

1 Overview: Why Are We Focusing on Developing 
Women Leaders in China? 1 
Jie Ke and Judy Yi Sun 

2 Family Role and Social Status 17 
Judy Yi Sun and Jane Yuting Zhuang 

3 Cultural Constraints and Opportunities 35 
Jackie Jinfang Liu 

4 Policies and Legislation 71 
Jia Wang 

5 Educational Opportunities 111 
Xiaoping Tong and Anne Namatsi Lutomia 

6 Women Leaders in the Education Sector 139 
Ying Feng and Bo Fang 

7 Women Entrepreneurs in the Business Sector 165 
Kai-wen Hsieh and Lianjuan Wang 

8 Women’s Participation in the Government Sector 177 
Taylor Jing Tian and Jessica Li

xi



xii CONTENTS

9 Women Leaders in the Non-Governmental 
Organization (NGO) Sector 203 
Yuanlu Niu and Cynthia Sims 

10 China in an Asian Context 227 
Xue Yang Coleman and Jessica Li 

11 China in a Non-Asian Context 247 
Jie Ke and Millard J. Bingham 

12 Butterflies Emerging: Women’s Leadership in China 285 
Gary N. McLean 

Index 299



Editors and Contributors 

About the Editors 

Jie Ke, B.A. Hon, M.B.A., Ph.D. I am an associate professor of HRD at 
Jackson State University and serve as a board member as well as a co-chair 
for the International Committee and China Special Interest Group (SIG) 
with the Academy of Human Resource Development (AHRD). I also 
have been serving as a track chair/co-chair of different tracks (Organi-
zational Development and Assessment and Evaluation) of AHRD annual 
international research conferences since 2016. 

Born and raised in China, I should be able to represent a typical 
Chinese woman of my generation, but I am often told that I am not 
like a Chinese woman. I often wonder why and what in me makes me 
different—appearance or temperament or something else. I think that 
whatever in me that contributes to my “difference” has everything to 
do with my family background as well as my life and work experience. In 
Chapter One, I further reflect on the impact of my parents and family. 
Therefore, I will not repeat it here. 

Instead, I would like to talk about my education and working expe-
riences that have transformed me. I studied English literature, a very 
popular major for girls then, at a top state university in central China. 
Going to college in China was extremely competitive in the 1990s. I cher-
ished the opportunity and devoted most of my college time to studying, 
hoping to get a well-paying job after graduation. We had 80 students in
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the cohort, of which only one-quarter were men. By the time of grad-
uation, I was among the top ten of the cohort, but that did not make 
my job search easier. Without a good network, my best option was to 
be a junior employee at a foreign trade company, and I did not even get 
an offer from any good ones! So, I started to explore other options out 
of the state and went to another city in the home state of my parents 
where my aunt’s family was. With the help of my aunt and her daughter, 
I went to a city-sponsored job fair where an international department of 
a state-owned bank was recruiting college graduates. I handed them my 
resume and got an interview with the head of the department. The inter-
view went well and I could tell they liked me, but I was told that they 
might not be able to give me an offer because they were only allowed 
to recruit men college graduates. Yes, all seven lines that they had were 
all for men, not women! Luckily, the department head overrode the rule 
and decided to offer me a job by the end of the day. I became the only 
woman hired in the department for that year. For a long time, a rumor 
went around the bank, saying that I was only hired because I was a close 
relative of a key/responsible person in the HR unit of the department. 

Regardless, I got a job that paid really well: my monthly salary with 
bonus in the International Business Department of the bank was 30 times 
that of my college peers (incredible, right?), not to say that I was given 
a free dorm and subsidized meals. Again, I cherished this great opportu-
nity and decided to do a great job with my knowledge and abilities. But 
I also realized that I had a lot to learn because I knew nothing about 
banking and finance then. To catch up, I spent at least two evenings per 
week taking accounting and finance classes in evening schools and regis-
tered for the Financial English Certificate program organized by Hong 
Kong Standard Charter Bank. I soon found out that book knowledge 
was not enough to develop a career in the bank. I needed more practice 
and hands-on experience in units where I could interact with customers 
and process international banking business documents. In the assigned 
unit, I dealt with only English translations and administrative tasks, from 
which I saw the end of my career without further development. I applied 
for a change of unit many times and many years but never got approved 
because I was seen as fit and irreplaceable in the unit where I was assigned 
initially. In the meantime, all the other six men college hires the same year 
as I got multiple job rotations and different professional development 
trainings. After seven years, all of the six men colleagues got promotions, 
but I did not. The fact that I was the first in the city of 8 million people
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to pass the Financial English Certificate program and was the only one 
who was awarded the Belgian Management Prize of the year in mainland 
China did not help me advance my career as I had expected. 

That working experience in general, however, was a positive one. In my 
position, I was able to interact with high-level officials inside and outside 
of the bank, and the business trips to banks in the USA and Australia 
opened my eyes. I saw alternatives. At the end of the seventh year in 
the bank, I decided to quit my job and pursue graduate studies over-
seas. I thought I was not promoted because I was not good enough at 
finance and banking. So, I took an MBA with a concentration in finance at 
EDHEC in France, and then I transferred to the business school at Texas 
A&M University as an exchange student. By the time I graduated with 
my MBA, companies in the US had a hiring freeze due to the recession. 
So, I continued with my doctoral study, not in management or business, 
but in education because I felt more and more connected with teaching 
and learning, which was one of my passions when I was in elementary 
school. The original major of my doctoral program was higher education 
administration, but I happened to take many human resource develop-
ment (HRD) courses in the same department. I fell in love with the field 
of HRD and switched majors. 

In the doctoral study, I was exposed to many new concepts such as 
gender inequality, women’s leadership, and leadership development. The 
learning made me reflect on the work experience, and understand gender 
bias, discrimination, and the glass ceiling of which women were not aware 
when it happened. One of my good friends in the doctoral program told 
me that I could become a really good leader if I wanted to. It had never 
occurred to me that could be true someday. 

I often consider myself lucky in many ways. My parents gave me a 
good education with a safe and loving home and taught me to work hard 
and be independent, the values that helped me tremendously throughout 
my life and career. The education I got and earned further enlightened 
me to be the leader of myself, the leader of my classes, and the leader 
of my research. The freedom of being a leader is so powerful that I feel 
empowered to help other women become leaders as well through my 
scholarship. 

At the end of this introduction, I would like to give a special thanks to 
an incredible Chinese woman leader, Dr. Judy Sun, an associate professor 
at the University of Texas, Tyler, and my co-author of Chapter One. Dr. 
Sun co-drafted the proposal and outline for this book, and inspired, and
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mentored me with no reserve after she transferred the co-editorship to 
me. Dr. Sun also shared with me her passion for developing women 
leaders in China which I believe you will see from her reflections in 
Chapter One. 

Gary N. McLean, B.A. Hon., M.A., M.Div., Ed.D., Ph.D.-honorary 
As a man and as a non-Asian, I am often asked why I am involved in a 
book on women’s leadership in Asia. Compared with women who have 
a history of interest in gender research and practice, I bring different, 
yet passionate, perspectives to this series and, specifically, to this book on 
China. 

I spent the first 21 years of my life in Canada (with the exception of 
one year in the U.S. during college) as the older of two children, my sister 
is almost four years my junior. My father was initially a laborer in a ware-
house but, over the years, was promoted to end his career as Canadian 
national director of warehousing. My mother was a nurse who worked 
outside of the home for as long as I can remember. My grandmother (on 
my father’s side) became my primary caregiver. She was a strong, inde-
pendent woman who did not work outside of the home. As my mother 
often worked the 3-11 p.m. shift, dad usually made dinner. Because both 
parents worked, my sister and I did much of the housework, including 
vacuuming, dusting, doing the dishes, yard work, shoveling snow, doing 
the laundry, and hanging clothes out to dry—even in the cold Canadian 
winters. As there were no boys in the neighborhood, but many girls my 
age, I grew up with girls as my best friends. We would play girls’ games 
(dolls, house, skipping rope, tossing balls up against the side of the house 
to accompanying songs and actions), and, in turn, they would play boys’ 
games (football, cars, and trucks). 

My dad had graduated from high school in Commerce, which, at 
the time, included shorthand and typing. So, I watched him use these 
skills and was fascinated. I decided that I wanted to teach those subjects. 
When I went to university, I did a double major in secretarial studies and 
business administration. But no one had told me that secretarial work 
was for women, not men. So, the first secretarial class I took consisted 
of 35 women and me. Spending three years in this environment was a 
wonderful education in gender discrimination, and, thus, gender studies, 
as well as secretarial studies. There was one other student doing the same 
double major, and she had the same type of experience when she entered 
the business administration classes as the only woman.
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I worked full time while attending university full time. I started as a 
secretary and bookkeeper, but I was quickly promoted over more expe-
rienced women to office managers. I soon figured out that this was not 
because of my qualifications, but, rather, it was because of my gender. I 
knew this was not right. 

I taught in a community college for two years, and all of my students 
were women. I decided to return to do a doctorate in business teacher 
education, which led, again, when I took a job at the University of 
Minnesota, to having almost all women students. As I transitioned into 
human resource development (HRD), initially, most of my students were 
men. But, as the workplace changed, it was not long before I found 
myself, again, teaching classes consisting primarily of women. As I began 
to do my scholarly work, my first book was Humanity as a Career: A 
Holistic Approach to Sex Equity (McLean & Crawford, 1979), and I 
researched gender depictions in secretarial textbooks and sexual harass-
ment (of both men and women). I have always believed that gender 
equity is good for both women and men! 

My international interests began when I was eight. I was a wolf cub in 
the Boy Scouts program. To earn my hobby badge, I needed a hobby. My 
Cubmaster, a philatelist, offered me a stamp album full of stamps, and I 
began a lifelong love of philately. I was fascinated by the pictures, maps, 
and stories they told, and I traveled the world through these little pieces 
of paper. I vowed that I would one day visit all of the countries on my 
stamps (an impossible task, of course). 

Further, my mother was very outgoing, and she would often bring 
international sojourners home with her from work to share a meal. She 
recognized that they were lonely, and I had wonderful conversations with 
them, fueling my international interests. I was active in international clubs 
throughout my higher education, serving as vice-president at Teachers 
College, Columbia University, during my master’s degree (the president 
was from Taiwan/China), and serving as president during my doctoral 
work. 

My first professional experience internationally occurred during the 
mid to late 1980s when I worked on a World Bank project in Bangladesh. 
Since then, I have worked in over 56 countries, focusing mainly in Asia. 
I have taught, consulted, and delivered keynotes in many parts of China. 
My interest in Asia was cemented when my wife, Lynn, and I added 
four Korean adoptees to our two biological children, to form a family 
of six kids, with only five years from oldest to youngest. Because of the
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flexibility I had as a professor at the University of Minnesota, my wife 
and I consciously committed to sharing housework and childcare, while 
she worked as an entrepreneur, pastor, and executive director for two 
community-based organizations. 

My career journey has taken me from the community college (Quin-
sigamond Community College, Worcester, Massachusetts); the Office of 
Research and Evaluation at the City University of New York; acting 
department chair at Teachers College, Columbia University, New York; 
Professor at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities; Texas A&M 
University, College Station; International Islamic University of Malaysia, 
Kuala Lumpur; and Assumption University, Bangkok, Thailand. I have 
been a visiting professor across the globe, with the longest stretch at the 
National Institute for Development Administration (NIDA), Bangkok, 
Thailand, where I currently teach in the doctoral program in HROD. 

I have served in many professional organizations as President 
(Academy of HRD, International Management Development Association, 
Minnesota Business Education Inc.) and many other roles. I served as a 
consultant for 50 years in organization development. I served as editor for 
five peer-reviewed journals. And I have published over 500 peer-reviewed 
journal articles and book chapters. I wrote a book on organization devel-
opment and co-edited a book on HRD in Vietnam that has received the 
AHRD book of the year award. I have been inducted into AHRD’s Hall 
of Fame and the Hall of Fame for Adult and Continuing Education. 

Lynn died of oral cancer in 2018, after a nine-year fight against 
the disease. In October of 2021, I married Merrilee Fryer, a retired 
lawyer whose law firm focused on family law, often dealing with domestic 
violence. When she retired from her law firm, she spent much of her time 
working with developmentally delayed adults. We share our values in how 
we have chosen to commit our time. 

I love doing research, writing, and editing, relying heavily on my 
English minor from my undergraduate work. My passions for gender 
equity and Asia have combined to provide me with this opportunity to 
work with so many scholars from across Asia, especially, those committed 
to women’s leadership in China.
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CHAPTER 1  

Overview: Why Are We Focusing 
on Developing Women Leaders in China? 

Jie Ke and Judy Yi Sun 

Why Are We Focusing on Developing 
Women Leaders in China? 

Women in leadership in China had not been a frequently visited topic 
until the 1990s. Despite increasing participation in the nation’s economic 
development, the representation of women in society at decision-making 
levels has been consistently low and did not really catch people’s attention 
(Zhu et al., 2022). Since China affirmed the gender equality principle 
and admitted that the gender gap remained a significant problem that 
needed to be addressed to improve the situation in 1995 (Attane, 2013),
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more and more research on women’s leadership, identity change, leader-
ship traits, and the change social status emerged in the past three decades 
(Li et al., 2020; Sun  & Li,  2017). 

Reflecting on the increasing demand for research in this area in 
China, the China special interest group (SIG) of the Academy of Human 
Resource Development (AHRD) is sponsoring this book on Chinese 
Women in Leadership as part of the series on Current Perspectives on Asian 
Women in Leadership. 

While China has been one of the most influential countries in the 
globalization process and has been increasingly studied from an HRD 
perspective, the role of women leaders in Chinese society has not been 
examined much in past decades. Compared with its counterparts in Asia, 
gender discrimination in China is often not considered as such, but rather 
as a true difference based on a belief in the men’s basic superiority 
(Schein, 2001). The overall participation of women in the current polit-
ical body and high-level government entities remains a disappointment to 
many Chinese feminists (Sun & Li, 2017). Less than one-quarter (24.9%) 
of all positions in China’s parliament are held by women, and only 3.2% 
of all ministerial positions are held by women. In the past 50 years, 
there were only four years with a woman head of a state, (Chen 
Yiqin) (WEF, 2021). No woman has been among the nine members of 
China’s top level of decision-making, the Political Standing Committee of 
the Communist Party (Catalyst, 2021). Considering the significant role 
of women in national production and education, and the strikingly low 
status of women in leadership in China, it is necessary to improve global 
awareness of Chinese women’s contemporary status in leadership that so 
far has not obtained enough scholarly attention. It is our goal in this 
book to aid in a better understanding of the challenges, opportunities, 
obstacles, and biases faced by women leaders in China and how aware-
ness of supportive initiatives and policies might help in addressing those 
challenges. 

The research context in China is unique and significantly different from 
all other countries. First, as the only market-oriented socialist economy, 
the People’s Republic of China contrasts greatly with western free-market 
economies where a majority of studies on women in leadership have been 
conducted. Second, it also contrasts with pure central-controlled socialist 
economies, like North Korea. From social and cultural perspectives, China 
has been under the influence of Confucian philosophy for thousands of 
years. Per Confucian beliefs, society was to be controlled and managed
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mainly by men, and women were highly discouraged from having any 
meaningful roles other than as domestic workers. Such cultural traditions 
remain largely unchanged in people’s minds, especially in those genera-
tions born before the 1970s. Women’s roles as mothers and wives are still 
strongly upheld as the fundamental duty for women, especially in rural 
areas. On the other hand, since the establishment of the People’s Republic 
of China in 1949, the Chinese government has effectively promoted the 
equality of the sexes, and every woman is expected to take part in produc-
tion and is assigned a job by the government. Women and girls have 
many more opportunities in education and in the job market, even in 
higher management positions in government departments and organi-
zations. Later, with China’s economic reform and open-door policy in 
the late 1970s, western values, including feminism, impacted people’s 
thinking and behaviors, such as career choices and life-work balance. 
Overall, China’s unique cultural, economic, and political context provides 
researchers with rich indigenous knowledge about women in leadership in 
China. 

Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, The 
Chinese government has actively promoted gender equality, and every 
woman is expected to take part in production and be assigned a job 
by the government (Haile et al., 2016). However, by 2021, China 
ranked only 107th among 149 countries (WEF, 2021). Despite efforts 
made to ensure that women’s representation is achieved at all levels of 
governance, women are still underrepresented in many government and 
nongovernment organizations, particularly in positions of power and lead-
ership (Haile et al., 2016; Sun  & Li,  2017). That means that Chinese 
women are still facing myriad challenges, constraints, and obstacles in 
pursuing leadership and management positions. A woman who becomes 
a manager/leader is often called iron woman or female superman. As  
the Chinese economy is playing an increasingly important role in the 
global economy, Chinese management is going global. That brings to the 
forefront the need to improve the global awareness of Chinese women’s 
contemporary status in leadership that so far has not obtained enough 
scholarly attention (Sun & Li, 2017; Zhang, 2019). 

Based on the above rationale, this opening chapter first defines major 
terms used in this book and our motivation to write this book, which is 
followed by the conceptual framework/structure of the book. Then, the 
chapter presents our study approach, concluding with how the chapters 
are organized and why.
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Defining Leadership and Women’s Leadership 
Leadership is always a popular topic in the literature of many disciplines, 
such as human resource development, human resource management, 
industrial psychology, and more. Yet, it is hard to define. Kellerman 
(2014) said that there are 1400 definitions or words for leaders and lead-
ership. Whether the number is true or not, it shows how difficult it is to 
define leadership to everyone’s satisfaction. It is difficult to define because 
it depends on the researcher’s interest, the nature of the problem and the 
circumstance (McCleskey, 2014). 

In Chinese tradition, a leader ( , Lingdao) is the person who 
is assigned to the position of power and its synonym is boss, execu-
tive, manager, supervisor, and someone’s superior, which emphasizes the 
assigned power over his or her subordinates. Leader also gives status or 
honor to the person in power. Therefore, it is more commonly used in 
the daily language of Chinese and has more to do with personal power 
when compared to the usage of the word in the west. It is because “rulers 
and other powerful men and women in China over the centuries have 
never really had to deal with limits on their power or the sort of checks 
and balances found in many Western democracies” (Sean, 2014, para. 4). 
However, under the influence of the west, the connotation of Lingdao has 
shifted to include more responsibilities of leading and managing, such as 
doing the right thing, creating mission and vision, drafting strategies, and 
caring about people. 

In this circumstance, we would like to borrow from some widely 
accepted leadership definitions in western literature to define leadership 
and women’s leadership for this book. Leadership can be defined as “a 
process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve 
a common goal” (Northouse, 2010, p. 3); it has also been defined as “the 
process of influencing others to understand and agree about what needs 
to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and 
collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives” (Yukl, 2006, p. 8).  On  
another note, Kotter (1998) defined leadership as. 

most fundamentally, about changes. What leaders do is create the systems 
and organizations that managers need, and, eventually, elevate them up to 
a whole new level or . . . change in some basic ways to take advantage of 
new opportunities. (p. 1)
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For this book, leadership is defined as a process of an individual influ-
encing a group of others, creating systems and facilitating changes, in 
order to create new opportunities and achieve shared group goals in a 
position of power. And, women’s leadership is defined as a process of a 
woman influencing a group of others, creating systems and facilitating 
changes in order to create new opportunities and achieve shared group 
goals in the position of power. 

Defining Context 

As we discussed above, the complexity of defining leadership shows the 
importance of knowing the context in which leadership takes place. 
Context is also called situational factors that represent different aspects of 
the environment. In this book, we mainly address three aspects of context: 
social, cultural, and  political. 

“Leadership is socially constructed—it is not a physical phenomenon— 
but rather one that is experienced through social interactions” (DeFrank-
Cole & Tan, 2020, p. 6). Therefore, it is critical to examine the social 
aspect of a leadership context. Ke and Bingham (2022) summarized and 
presented the indicators from the literature in social aspect as well as 
cultural and political aspects. 

Indicators in the social aspect mainly include women’s roles and status 
in the family and how women leaders are perceived in society, commu-
nity, family, and among friends; education systems (literacy, mean years 
of schooling); human capital (the total combined education of boys/men 
from primary through tertiary schools); the age of the population; and 
human health. 

Leung et al. (2005) defined culture as “values, beliefs, norms, and 
behavioral patterns of a national group” (p. 357). We use this definition in 
the book as it focuses culture at the national level. In this aspect, we look 
mainly at cultural values and practices; major religions/ideologies/beliefs 
(collectivism vs. individualism; uncertainty avoidance, gender stereo-
types, gender egalitarianism, fate control, women’s self-efficacy); and how 
women are perceived based on these characteristics. 

In political context, we primarily examine basic political systems, such 
as policies and legislation; women’s political voice; political freedom; and 
policies of gender equality and workforce gender diversity, such as in the 
education system.
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Defining Success in Developing 
Women’s Leadership 

The ultimate goal of our book is to help women succeed as leaders 
in the China context. Our first step to achieve this successfully is 
to define success in women’s leadership development. Based on the 
definition of women’s leadership earlier, success is first reflected in 
their influence over others in their group, which then empowers more 
women (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). Empowerment can be achieved 
“through expanding their economic opportunity, enhancing their polit-
ical involvement, improving their educational attainment, or advancing 
their health and well-being” (Hartman, n.d., p. 2). 

Who We Are 

Both authors of the chapter were born in 1970s in China, considered to 
be the transformed generation in China. The transformed generation is 
the witness of the great economic transformation in China with the influ-
ence of western values that were becoming popular since the 1980s. These 
women have had the courage to challenge tradition and authority (Sun & 
Zhuang, 2022). Both of us were born in Mainland China and completed 
college-level education and accumulated several years of working experi-
ence in China before relocating to the United States for Ph.D. education 
after 2000. Therefore, we have observed Chinese society transforming 
from a centrally controlled economy to a free-market economy. We 
observed Chinese women’s status, opportunities and challenges while we 
were struggling to pursue our career development. We share our personal 
experiences below. 

Judy Yi Sun 

Judy Yi Sun (associate professor at the University of Texas at Tyler). I was 
born in Beijing, China, in a small family amidst a giant city of 20 million 
residents. My father retired as a vice president of a state-owned manufac-
turing company after working for the same company for thirty years, and 
my mother was a journalist. Growing up as the only child in my family, 
I was fortunate to receive undivided love and attention. As with most 
Chinese families, my grandparents were also part of the household and
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influenced me as much as my parents. My grandmother, currently ninety-
nine years old and still maintaining decent health, deeply believes in the 
importance of education. Her belief was firmly instilled in the younger 
generations and led to the high expectations of my academic achieve-
ments. Both of my parents went to college, which guaranteed them better 
job opportunities and a better living standard while the country was still 
inundated with poverty. 

As a teenager, I traveled a lot with my mother, both domestically 
and internationally during summer vacations, which expanded my expo-
sure and knowledge about the world. My mother, an elegant woman 
who always has charming smiles and a friendly demeanor, always says, 
“life is fair to everyone; it takes some from you, there must be a given 
elsewhere.” That heals me whenever life is getting tough. 

For as long as I can remember, my parents were always busy at their 
work and seldom at home. As a result, I went to a boarding school at age 
12, which sharpened my skills at being independent. I had always been the 
top student and president of the student council from elementary school 
through college. As my family always said, “The most important thing to 
a girl’s life is: you have to be self-reliant; be capable to support yourself.” 
As I had been independent and academically capable through my school 
years, I did not realize any gender differences in treatment until I entered 
the job market. Even though I was the highest-ranked graduate in my 
class, I lost my first job opportunity to a young man because they did 
not want to hire a woman. To be more competitive in the job market 
and to find a job I liked more easily, I took an MBA study. I got married 
during my years working full time as a Human Resource Consultant with 
an American company and studying part-time. Fortunately, my husband 
was very supportive, and we decided not to have a baby until I graduated. 

Five years later, I started my journey in academia in the United States 
at age 35, as a single mom with a 5-year-old daughter. I quit my job as the 
director in a career development center at a top business school in China 
and left my hometown to pursue my interest and my passion overseas. 
Thanks to my family education and my previous professional experience, 
I learned to be independent, productive, and goal-oriented which is so 
helpful during my four years Ph.D. journey. I defended my dissertation 
in the fourth month after my 40th birthday and received the dissertation 
of the year award from the AHRD association. In the meanwhile, my 
daughter took education from the US but traveled with me back to China 
every summer to catch up on Chinese while I was collecting data for my



8 J. KE AND J. Y. SUN

dissertation study. As a result, she grew up as a fluent bilingual. Now, as 
a tenured university professor in the United States, my research interest 
is focused on career and leadership development, and it is my dream to 
help people understand how Chinese women struggle in their career and 
family lives to achieve their leadership ambitions. 

Jie Ke 

Jie Ke (associate professor of Human Resource Development at Jackson 
State University). I was born to a middle-class family and grew up in a 
small city in the central East of China. My parents worked very hard, 
but they were not able to go to college due to their family’s political 
background during the cultural revolution and, therefore, barely made 
enough money to support a family of five. I remember that, for a long 
time when I was little, we could not make ends meet and always had to 
borrow money from relatives and friends at the end of each month. 

I had two wishes then. One was to buy my mom an electric blanket 
because the winter in my hometown was very cold and we did not have 
a heater or any heating systems at home. My mom could not sleep well 
without holding at least two rubber hot water pouches every night. An 
electric blanket in bed would be a big help. The other wish was to save 
money to repay the family debts. Interestingly, the first wish became true 
not long after as our family financial situation got better after my dad got 
promoted to a manager of a local tobacco company. And, for the second 
wish, I studied very hard to stay on top of the class because my parents 
told me that maintaining good grades, going to college, and getting a 
good paying job after college were the only ways to make my wish come 
true. I did manage to get good grades, go to college, and have a decent 
paying job in a bank, but I was not the one who paid off the family 
debts. Our family’s financial situation was greatly improved when China’s 
economy grew drastically with the open-door policy and the economic 
reform. Although I did not help our family as soon as I wished, the belief 
in hard work, a good education, and financial independence stayed with 
me. 

We always had delicious food on the table and decent clothes although 
we did not have much money. My parents are good cooks, and my mom 
is an excellent amateur tailor who could make everything, ranging from 
shoes to school bags to stylish dresses. Having one brother and sister and 
being the youngest in the family, I was quite spoiled. Although I did
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what I could to help, I did not have to cook and clean or do many family 
chores as most girls in China are expected to do. I did not know what 
gender discrimination meant for a long time because my family loved me 
so deeply and protected me so well that I believed that girls were equal 
to boys, if not more privileged. I was shocked to find out later in my life 
that it was far from being true for many girls/women in China. I was also 
not aware of gender limitations. I thought I could do anything as well as 
boys could. 

With the love and support of my parents, I became one of the few 
first-generation college graduates and one of the two Ph.D.’s in the fami-
lies of both parents for three generations. What’s more important is that 
the education that I have got throughout years opened my eyes and 
mind, empowered me in many different ways, and prepared me to fulfill 
more than just my two wishes/dreams. I travelled to many places in the 
world on business trips, got my MBA in France, and a Ph.D. in Human 
Resource Development at Texas A&M University in the USA with schol-
arships and graduate assistantships. The global journey enabled me to 
observe different cultures and traditions and make friends with diverse 
people. Those experiences have made me smile, laugh, cry, be angry, and 
ponder. 

I did not experience discrimination or bias in my own family, and my 
parents lifted me to be who I am and where I am with their love and trust 
in me. Even when I moved to a new city and started my first job after 
graduating from university, I did not experience much gender discrimi-
nation in the workplace, though I did notice that top leaders in the bank 
were almost all men. 

I was fortunate as I look back. My education allowed me to pursue 
my life and career dreams. However, many girls and women in China 
are not that lucky. From what I have seen, read, and experienced during 
my academic journey from China to Europe then to the USA, I realize 
the existence of gender inequality and its damage in developing human 
resources and talents in China. I hope this book will become the voice of 
those women who have been marginalized by such a reality. 

Conceptual Framework and Chapter Outline 

As we consider the research on women’s leadership in the China context, 
the following conceptual framework (see Fig. 1.1) was used to orga-
nize the body of scholarship and showcase the essentials in the book. 
The three-layer framework examines Chinese women’s leadership from
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three different perspectives: domestic context, sector view, and  interna-
tional comparison. Our chapters are organized accordingly based on this 
framework. 

Chapters 2–5 lay the foundation for the book by revealing the domestic 
context in which women leaders and potential women leaders grow up. 
Chapter 2 examines the social status of Chinese women, particularly 
through their family roles. The specific issues under discussion include 
expectations of family roles of Chinese women with the changing family 
structure, the conflict between career development and family obligations, 
the contradictory philosophies in childrearing, and the changing identi-
ties of younger generations (Sun & Zhuang, 2022). Chapter 3 utilizes a 
transdisciplinary approach to examine both the cultural constraints and 
opportunities for Chinese women from both traditional and modern 
cultures through historical and global lenses (Liu, 2022). Chapter 4 
examines the legal and political environments for women’s development 
in China. It begins with identifying laws and regulations focusing on 
protecting women’s rights and interests. It then moves to exploring 
how China’s current legislative and political structures have promoted or

Social - Family Roles and Social Status 

Cultural - Constraints and Opportunities 

Political - Policies, Legislation and Educational Opportunities 

Education Business Government NGO 

Domestic 
Context 

Sector 
Views 

International 
Comparison 

Fig. 1.1 Chinese women’s leadership development conceptual framework and 
chapter outline 
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hindered women’s advancement (Wang, 2022). Chapter 5 studies specif-
ically the policies of the education system and their impact on developing 
women leaders through tracing the history of women’s leadership from 
ancient dynasties to present China and explores opportunity disparities 
along gender, class, and geographic lines (Tong & Lutomia, 2022). 

The second layer of the framework analyzes Chinese women leaders 
across different sectors to build a better understanding of the chal-
lenges experienced by women leaders in China and how awareness of 
supportive initiatives and policies might help in addressing those chal-
lenges. Chapters 6–9 focus on women leaders in China in education, 
business, government, and non-government organization sectors. 

Chinese women have been underrepresented in leadership positions 
in the educational sector and have faced many challenges and problems. 
Chapter 6 identifies context influences (e.g., political, socioeconomic, 
and regional conditions) and synthesizes research on women’s leader-
ship development in K-12 and higher education in China. The chapter 
also discusses some important lenses (e.g., androcentric bias) and special 
issues of women’s leadership development, followed by cases that are 
representative and informative about women’s educational leadership 
development in China (Feng & Fang, 2022). 

Chapter 7 reviews the development of private business in China, 
discusses how the one-child policy changed the society status of women, 
and explores how this policy affected the women’s entrepreneurship in 
China, while providing official statistics and referring to existing research. 
The chapter also identifies the strengths and challenges faced by women 
entrepreneurs in China, features of women entrepreneurship, and its 
relationship to Chinese family businesses (Hsieh & Wang, 2022). 

In Chapter 8, Tian and  Li  (2022) presented the picture of underrepre-
sentation of women leaders in the government sector. To further advance 
gender equality in government sectors, China needs to overcome several 
challenges to improve women’s descriptive and substantive representation 
in government positions: equip women with advanced leadership knowl-
edge and skills, raise awareness of gender equality, build and support 
women’s self-confidence, and facilitate women-friendly organizational 
changes. 

There is limited research focused on the Chinese NGO sector, and 
knowledge of women’s roles in NGOs is scarce in China. It is important 
to understand the factors that influence women leaders’ success in Chinese 
NGOs and highlight their roles. Chapter 9 provides a comprehensive
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understanding of NGO women leaders’ experiences in China through 
conducting a qualitative study (Niu & Sims, 2022). 

The book then moves to a comparisons and contrast of the state of 
women leaders in China with women leaders in other countries in and 
outside of Asia (Coleman & Li, 2022; Ke & Bingham, 2022). The final 
chapter synthesizes the content of the book while capturing recommenda-
tions for practice changes across all of the chapters of the book (McLean, 
2022). 

Our Approach of Study 

Throughout the book, our chapter authors based their studies on compre-
hensive literature reviews. Some authors moved further and supplied 
their research with empirical data from cases and qualitative interviews to 
understand more of women leaders’ backgrounds and experiences, as well 
as obstacles and challenges facing them (Hsieh & Wang, 2022; Niu  &  
Sims, 2022; Tian & Li,  2022). The non-Asian comparison study used 
secondary data sources, including the World Bank World Development 
Indicators (WBWDI), the World Bank Enterprise Survey (WBES), the 
United Nation Human Development Indicators (UNHDI), the Organi-
zation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the WEF, 
the World Bank Doing Business Project (WBDB), Global Leadership and 
Organizational Behavior Effectiveness Research Project (GLOBE), and 
Social Axioms Survey (SAS) (Ke & Bingham, 2022). As appropriate, 
authors also reflected on their own experiences. 

Summary 

Why focusing on developing women leaders? Why China? How can we 
successfully develop women leaders in the China context? To answer these 
questions, we present the status of women’s leadership development in 
China, as well as the context in which they grow. In each chapter, our 
authors elaborated on women leaders’ current state of working condi-
tions and balancing of personal and professional lives in diverse contexts 
in China. Additionally, we discussed convergence (commonalities) and 
divergence (differences) across sectors in China and their comparison 
with Asian and non-Asian contexts. Many theoretical and practical impli-
cations are drawn as well to help women leaders in China reach their
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globally transformative potential after many historic changes, especially in 
the post-pandemic world. 

The book focuses on contexts in a way that highlights the unique 
social, cultural, political, and historic elements of China and the strong 
influence of these elements on women leaders in the nation. It is our 
hope that the book can provide intriguing insights into developing the 
potential of highly qualified women leaders in diverse Chinese contexts 
in which traditional cultural expectations and modernized values coexist 
through which critical implications for the development of women leaders 
in China are generated. It is also our hope to initiate scholarly discussions 
on what has not been exposed from a dominant western perspective on 
woman’s leadership theories and lessons learned from a uniquely Chinese 
perspective. 
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CHAPTER 2  

Family Role and Social Status 

Judy Yi Sun and Jane Yuting Zhuang 

“Women hold up half the sky!” Proclaimed by Chairman Mao, this phrase 
has been familiar to every Chinese person since the establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. In fact, China has gone 
through a long journey in seeking gender equality in the past seven 
decades. With an above-average world record of labor force participa-
tion, Chinese women have been held up as a model for women in Asia. 
Through the persistent efforts of women leaders in China to participate in 
socioeconomic activities, they now hold 32% of senior management posi-
tions in Chinese organizations (Haile et al., 2016). China was also ranked 
ninth worldwide by the percentage of senior roles held by women, which 
outweighs the world average percentage of 24%. The top nine countries 
include five countries from the former Soviet Union, including Russia
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(45%), Lithuania (37%), Estonia (37%), Latvia (35%), and Poland (34%). 
The other three ranked above China are developing countries from South 
Asia: the Philippines (39%), Thailand (37%), and Indonesia (36%) (Greet-
hofstede, 2017). However, women in China still have a long way to go 
in achieving gender equality. By 2021, China ranked 107 in the rankings 
of 149 countries according to the World Economic Forum’s gender-gap 
report. Despite efforts made to ensure that women’s representation is 
at all levels of governance, women are still underrepresented in many 
government and non-government organizations, particularly in positions 
of power and leadership (Haile et al., 2016; Sun  & Li,  2017). 

The aforementioned data only indicates a misalignment between the 
social perception of Chinese women studied by cultural researchers and 
the reality of women in leadership. So, what is the reality? What is the 
current social status of Chinese women? 

Through a comprehensive review of both English and Chinese litera-
ture while integrating our personal observations as both Chinese women 
and HRD scholars, in this chapter we examined the social status of 
Chinese women specifically through the transition of Chinese cultural, 
economic, social, and political contexts, particularly through their family 
roles. It is our hope that the examination and analysis of Chinese women’s 
social and family status will facilitate a better understanding of women in 
current Chinese society. Feasible recommendations and discussions are 
compiled for the government, organizations, and researchers to improve 
the gender equality and the social status of Chinese women as a whole. 

Social status used to be defined as “the level of social value a person 
is considered to hold.” More specifically, it refers to the relative level of 
respect, honor, assumed competence, and deference accorded to people, 
groups, and organizations in a society (Truyts, 2010). In order to under-
stand how women were valued, respected, and honored by the Chinese 
society, we first need to understand what norms and social expectations 
Chinese women are facing, which comes in two folds: traditional cultural 
norms and values and the rise of feminism within Communism.
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Traditional Cultural Constraints 

and Women’s Social Status 
In traditional Chinese culture, it has been a social norm that women 
were inferior to men. It is evidenced in ancient Chinese Epistemology. 
According to the famous Chinese theory of yin and yang, people believe 
the world is made up of yin and yang. Yin and yang and their inter-
action formed the basis of an ancient Chinese cosmology (Sun & Li, 
2017). Yin means dark, earth, cold, negative, death, and the north side 
of the mountain while yang means the complete opposite: light, heaven, 
warmth, positive, life, and the south side of the mountain. Unfortunately, 
the ancient Chinese cosmology assigned yin to women and yang (阴阳) 
to man, which then froze them in a rigid hierarchy of submission and 
dominance. Therefore, women were dominated by men for nearly two 
thousand years, and this gender hierarchy has been evident everywhere in 
Chinese society historically, and still keeps unchanged even in the current 
Chinese society. 

Since Confucianism was widely adopted in the Qin dynasty, the three 
cardinal guides become a core value of Chinese society: Emperor rules 
over Subject, father rules over son, and husband rules over wife (Sun & 
Li, 2017), indicating the comparatively lower social status of women in 
China, especially a role within a family as wife. Compared to the Qin 
dynasty, the latter Qing dynasty was under the influence of Western 
concepts of feminism, which led to a significant transformation in the 
social status of women in China. The establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China led to a more equal gender representation in the work-
force, thus leading to a higher social status for women. However, both 
the value attributed to the three Confucian cardinal guides and women’s 
traditional family role still had influence over those who were born before 
1970 with children or grandchildren that were around marrying age. This 
population plays a significant role not only in the national economy but 
also in families, creating a significant social obstacle that pressures the 
younger generations to fulfill the traditional family roles of women in 
households. 

Bounded by these conservative social norms, the women in China 
throughout history had no right to pursue their personal interests, and 
couldn’t make important decisions in their lives independently. They 
could not own property under their own names, not to mention the 
economic and political power. The most degrading era in history for
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the social status of Chinese women was in the Song Dynasty (960– 
1279 CE) when the foot binding of women became a common cultural 
phenomenon. Women’s foot binding lasted almost a thousand years until 
the late Qing Dynasty (1622–1912 CE), totally limiting the range of 
activities and mobilities of women, thus enhancing men’s paternalistic 
control and authority over women (Sun & Li, 2017). 

Women’s rights were also limited in educational opportunities in tradi-
tional Chinese culture. Girls were taught to be subservient to men in the 
house and to learn the virtues of being docile and obedient since they 
were little. Skills and knowledge they could learn was limited to cooking, 
sewing, and housekeeping. They were not entitled to education until the 
end of the nineteenth century (Wolf, 1985). 

The traditional family roles women were expected to fit in were illus-
trated well in Lu (2016). Lu commented that in the Chinese traditional 
value, the success of women is judged in terms of their capability in 
assisting husbands and nurturing children (“相夫教子”). Because of this 
social stereotype, the career development of married women is perceived 
by Chinese society as second to their fulfillment of family roles. The rise 
of Chinese women leaders in modern times was shaped by a cultural 
paradox. On the one hand, the traditional culture of Confucianism with 
a strong masculine tendency hindered the potential career developments 
of women; on the other hand, the social and political system built upon 
Communism left opportunities for feminism, along with an international 
culture of post-modernism and individualism that was brought into China 
through globalization. Being a women leader without fulfillment of family 
roles was “culturally unacceptable” in Chinese tradition, but “politically 
right” under the Communist system, the desire for self-actualization 
through leadership does not seem wrong in the international culture. 
Some researchers argue that the Communist culture in China, in many 
ways, has reinforced aspects of traditional culture, such as Collectivism 
and harmony (Bush & Haiyan, 2000). The concept of “family harmony” 
promoted by the government influences an individual’s career, especially 
for women. A lot of consideration is given to the family status such as 
“marriage stability” and “family harmony” in important career decisions 
like promotion and work assignments.
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The Influence of Feminism on Communism 

Since the birth of the People’s Republic of China, the Chinese Commu-
nist Party (CCP) paid close attention to protecting women’s employ-
ment rights and interests as an essential measure to improve gender 
equality. The government intervened through legislative, administrative, 
economic, media, and educational mechanisms to promote women’s 
participation in the workforce (Sun & Li, 2017). Significant investment 
was made in childcare facilities to relieve this burden on working mothers. 
This intervention has provided considerable adjustment in pay and social 
equality for women workers (Cooke, 2010). The real improvement in the 
social status of women was evident in the following passage from the basic 
law implemented in 1950: 

The People’s Republic of China shall abolish the feudal system that holds 
women in bondage. Women shall enjoy equal rights with men in political, 
economic, cultural, educational, and social life. Freedom of marriage for 
men and women shall be put into effect (Article 6). (Li, 2000, p. 353) 

Despite the party’s continuous effort to guarantee the social status of 
women, the actual progress of the rise of feminism in China in the past 
seven decades is inconspicuous. The policies implemented by the CCP 
have made certain that Chinese women could no longer be forced to 
stay at home. Instead, they have the right to enjoy the same educational 
opportunities and almost the same job opportunities in many industries 
as men. While the traditional value of the authority of father and husband 
within the family remained mostly intact in rural areas, women in urban 
areas are now having as much authority and freedom as their husbands in 
and out of their families. 

We must admit that for several decades promoting women’s participa-
tion in the labor force was mostly to serve the interests of the CCP. From 
mobilizing women to allowing women to join in agricultural produc-
tion since the 1950s, the emancipation of women was largely measured 
by numbers, such as how many were in the workforce, and by how 
many were enrolled in political organizations, rather than incorporating 
women’s viewpoints into decision-making processes (Zhu et al., 2022). 
Despite increasing participation in various sectors, the representation of 
women in Chinese society at decision-making levels actually has been 
consistently low, indicating that the political and social strength of women
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did not fundamentally change until the rapid economic development of 
the 1990s (Sun & Li, 2017). 

The Fourth World Conference on Women was held in Beijing in 1995, 
and it was the first time that women’s rights in China became glob-
alized. The Chinese government affirmed the gender equality principle 
and admitted that the gender gap remained as a significant problem 
that needed to be addressed in order to improve the situation (Attane, 
2013). To correct this situation, the CCP has initiated a series of 
programs for the development of Chinese women (Attane, 2013). The 
first period of the program (1995–2000) focused on promoting equality 
between spouses and deterred domestic violence and women trafficking 
while encouraging political participation and representation in govern-
ment bodies. The second period of the program (2001–2010) aimed at 
protecting women’s rights and interests, including education, equal access 
to employment, economic resources, and health care. The newest and 
third phase of the program started in 2011, targeting persistent discrim-
ination against women in the development of a market economy and 
international competition (Attane, 2013). 

In a centrally controlled nation, the emancipation of women was always 
led by governmental and CCP policies, not by grassroots activists. For 
instance, the All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF, 2011), a patron 
group that champions women’s causes, led by the CCP government, 
has mainly played welfare and supportive role in helping women regain 
employment. In contrast, the ACWF has not campaigned against layoffs 
and gender inequality in employment, such as gender pay gaps and 
discrimination in recruitment and promotion. Among the few cases when 
Chinese feminists made efforts to voice themselves, a group of Chinese 
feminist protesters was detained for staging a protest before International 
Women’s Day in 2015 but was subsequently released due to public outcry. 

Marriage Work and Identities 

The pattern of traditional Confucian patriarchalism is also manifested 
in the pattern of marriage, in which most people subscribe to a tradi-
tional view of a woman’s role as supportive of male endeavors. Chinese 
patriarchalism is demonstrated by younger Chinese women marrying 
much older Chinese men. It is also prevalent in the “marrying down” 
phenomenon, wherein well-educated men marry less well-educated 
women (Ji & Yeung, 2014). Due to the age differences and education
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level differences, usually, it is expected that the husband provides more 
guidance and financial support to the family while the wife is expected 
to play a heavier role in housework and chores. These social and family 
expectations created a lot of role conflicts for women who are pursuing a 
professional career. 

Family–Work Role Conflicts 

A successful woman leader is often referred to as a “strong woman” (女 
强人), which indicates a derogatory attitude toward women who decide 
to go against the traditional roles of women in Asian culture and lead 
a successful career. When there is a conflict between work and family, 
many women tend to give up their careers for family reasons due to social 
pressure. When Jie Zhang (张洁), CEO of Huadan Angel Investment 
found in 2011, began her entrepreneurship journey in 2005, she encoun-
tered severe objections from both her family and her university, because 
entrepreneurship went against the social perception of women (Uraceo, 
2015). She consistently struggled to balance family and work over the 
years, while her husband never came across the same question in the same 
managerial role (a CEO of another start-up company) (Lu, 2016). In 
other words, married women who have the multitasking skills to balance 
work and family might be more likely to have a successful career. 

Identity Conflicts 

As discussed above, China is still a patriarchal society for the most part, 
in which most people subscribe to a traditional view of women’s roles as 
supporters of male endeavors. Women are valued for being humanistic, 
people-oriented, and empathetic to the feelings and needs of others—and 
they have been deliberately educated that way by society. By contrast, 
women leaders are considered “ambitious” and “aggressive”—an identity 
that is not congruent with the “virtuous wife and caring mom” (贤妻良 
母) that was discoursed at great length in history and highly valued in 
Chinese culture (Zhao, 2008, p. 78). 

Zhao and Jones (2017), drawing on a qualitative study, interviewed 
nine academics in Chinese universities that drew attention to identity and 
discourse as an aspect of the problem of women’s underrepresentation 
in higher education leadership. They then analyzed how these women in 
academia construct multiple identities. According to this study, only 4.5%
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of mainland China’s higher educational institution leaders are women 
(Zhao & Jones, 2017). The findings illustrate how women’s identities 
are shaped and constrained by dominant historical and cultural discourses 
in Chinese society. A key finding from the research is that the women 
academics tend to reject the “leader” identity, which is true for those in 
middle management positions, as well as women in early career stages, 
who might otherwise aspire to leadership. 

Although the employment rate of women in China is currently among 
the highest in the world, with almost three out of four women in 
the labor force (World Economic Forum, 2021), the historical and 
cultural constraints still strongly influence women, which leads to many 
predicaments in pursing career and leadership. 

One of the participants in Zhao and Jones (2017) said, “I take care 
of the daily chores all by myself. Because my husband is an intellectual 
who needs much quiet time, it means that his thoughts cannot be easily 
interrupted. Hence, I have to do more housework. I think men should 
do great things, and women should get small things done. This is my 
principle of doing things. At noon I go back home to cook, and then 
in the morning, I get up at 6:00 a.m. to prepare breakfast. For example, 
there are seven kinds of soup and a variety of dishes for breakfast in one 
week because I think breakfast is the most important. Then lunch and 
dinner (Zhao & Jones, 2017).” 

This short paragraph portrays a Chinese Women’s routine as well as her 
thinking. They believe “men should do great things, and women should 
get small things done” even if she has a full-time job and/or hold an 
administrative position in academia. 

Another participant also shared her experience: “I was among the top 
candidates for promotion at that time. My performance was outstanding 
and I have good qualifications. My husband was sick so I wanted to take 
care of him more. And my father-in-law asked me to think more about 
my family, not only about myself. So I decided to give up that promotion 
and even changed my job to this university that is closer to my home.” 

Traditionally, universities are viewed as centers of intellectual liberty, 
change, and human development, but literature on leadership in higher 
education generally reveals that women are less likely than men to partic-
ipate in upper levels of administration. Leadership in higher education 
is still a patriarchal world, and universities are still male-dominated insti-
tutions. This is just an example from higher education, not to mention 
other traditional industries.
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It was reported in March 2021 that 77.7% of female survey participants 
believe women are capable of taking leadership roles in organizations and 
enterprises. According to, one of the largest online recruiting company 
databases, while the salary level of women, in general, is still 12% lower 
than their male counterparts, the pay difference has decreased continu-
ously since 2019. The difference has gotten narrower in the past two 
years which indicates a minor equality issue in China in terms of pay. 

“Glass Ceiling” 

“Glass ceiling” has been a popular topic that has frequently appeared 
in scholarly journals of China in the past decade (Liu et al., 2018; 
Qu, 2019). Researchers analyzed the “Triple glass ceiling” (Qu, 2019) 
phenomenon among women managers. The glass ceiling has nothing 
to do with their capability but has everything to do with the social 
expectations of women. Psychologically, most women were influenced 
by traditional culture and believed that women’s values are largely deter-
mined by the role they played in the family instead of in the workplace. 
The above-mentioned negative stereotype term of “iron woman/strong 
woman" is used to describe women who focus on their career instead of 
their family roles. Therefore, some women were influenced by this kind 
of thinking and decided to choose a more stable job with fewer devel-
opment possibilities. This focus on family roles that blocks them from 
career opportunities is thought of as a glass ceiling. The second category 
is “role glass ceiling,” which refers to the role conflict Chinese women 
experienced after having a child. After leaving their job and taking on the 
role of mother and wife for a while, they come back to a job, but may 
not be able to adjust to their work-related roles. They may also undertake 
the pressure from their family, urging them to take family responsibili-
ties in addition to their job responsibilities. The difficult adjustment and 
a lack of support from family might affect their courage to advance their 
career. The third category is the “organizational glass ceiling” that is from 
the employer. Influenced by the serotype thinking of women, employers 
always prefer male candidates to women when they promote managers 
that push women away from senior positions. 

The last category captured the obstacles experienced by most women 
managers from the human capital perspective. Employers have a percep-
tion that women managers who have more family responsibilities might 
lead to less commitment and less investment in their job. Second, these
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employers believe it is not worth investing in women managers, because it 
is believed that women will terminate their careers at some point in time 
due to marriage, birth-giving, or nursing (Qu, 2019). 

Different Generations of Chinese Women 

If we want to discuss the family roles of Chinese women, it is no help if we 
only look at the general population. Since China has experienced signif-
icant social and economic transitions, the transformation of the society 
is evident in the changing mindsets and behavior patterns demonstrated 
by different generations of Chinese women. Li coined terms for the five 
generations of Chinese women: The Communist generation (born before 
1940), the Lost generation (born between1940 and 1960), the Lucky 
generation (born between 1960 and 1970), the Transformed genera-
tion (born between 1970 and 1980), and the E generation (born after 
the 1980s). The Communist generation experienced great tribulation of 
wars and famine with the greatest impact by Chinese traditional values. 
The Lost generation experienced many significant political movements 
including the Culture Revolution that destroyed the social system to a 
great extent and shifted both people’s values and social norms. They 
are the testimonies of the market economy. These two generations have 
retired but still have a strong influence on younger generations through 
family roles like wife, mother, and grandmother. 

The Lucky generation is so-called because they took full advantage 
of the market economy, and obtained more career opportunities and 
freedom. Compared to their counterparts, many of these adventurers 
became the most successful women in China with accumulated wealth 
and leadership. The Transformed generation is the witness of the great 
economic transformation in China. With the influence of Western values 
that was becoming popular since the 1980s, these women dare to chal-
lenge tradition and authority. Lastly, the E generation is the generation 
under the Chinese Government’s “single child policy.” They enjoyed 
political and economic stability more than any older generations. These 
five generations cover the full age range of Chinese women, and each 
generation experienced unique social changes that had a great impact on 
their lives and helped shape their identities in different ways. Particularly, 
the E generation grew up with a growing impact from Western values 
and culture but was educated in families with traditional culture. It is 
interesting to know their experienced expectations and life roles.
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Contemporary Culture Fusion and Younger Generations 

The contrast between the images of young Chinese women and those of 
the Maoist years is sharp and heightens the significance of drastic societal 
change (Riley, 2019). For instance, role conflicts are frequently reported 
in the literature, especially in studies examining Chinese women (Li et al., 
2020; Zhao & Jones, 2017). The female interviewees in Li et al. (2020) 
expressed frequent concerns about achieving work–life balance, particu-
larly about their prospects of marriage and having children while pursuing 
a professional or entrepreneurial career. This was less of an issue for the 
E generation, as these young women were born with the internet and 
more influenced by Western culture and international trends. They grew 
up watching the same movies, sharing the same news, playing the same 
games, and listening to the same music as other kids in the rest of the 
world. 

With the widespread and rapid development of the e-economy, more 
job opportunities are presented to these young women that involve 
less gender consideration, some even favorable to women. E-commerce 
anchor (电商主播), also called e-commerce live streaming, is a great 
example. The e-commerce industry developed rapidly in the last decade 
in China, providing bespoke customer experiences through Video-
Powered Retail. These online businesses allow one to connect with 
customers and provide full Livestream solutions to build brand aware-
ness, which increases engagement and conversation without the upfront 
cost. Growing up with it, the E generation is familiar with the e-economy 
to the extent that it is easier for them to start a business as an e-commerce 
anchor. The independence, freedom, and fun nature of this type of job is 
more consistent with their value system. In addition to the small initial 
investment and low sales cost, more women have participated in this 
type of business to make money and can reach a work–life balance at 
the same time. Many women e-commerce anchors became millionaires 
in recent years, such as the famous Li Ziran whose videos on YouTube 
have attracted 4.5 million fans internationally. It is not uncommon that a 
wife makes more money in the e-industry than their husband who is in a 
traditional industry. The changing economic situation of women with a 
family also influenced the women’s family status in general. These women 
are no longer stuck in a supportive position from a finance and economic 
perspective.
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More younger generation women go to entrepreneurship as well. In 
a study examining second-generation women entrepreneurs (Li et al., 
2020), the young women participants demonstrated confidence in 
obtaining future business opportunities and new technologies that would 
help with their entrepreneurship. Most of them had a bachelor’s and 
some even master’s degrees, with all of them being strongly encouraged 
by their parents to advance their education at home or abroad. Fortu-
nately, the structure of contemporary Chinese society and family provides 
these ambitious women with valuable opportunities and different expecta-
tions. However, the evidence collected from this study also indicated that 
a significant degree of social support is needed to support these young 
women in order to advance their entrepreneurship careers. 

It is worth noticing that the motivations of women entrepreneurs 
and their desire to take leadership roles in businesses are influenced 
by geographical environment as well. It is reported that women 
entrepreneurs in Beijing emphasized achievement, independence, and 
opportunities as the top three motivations in their career pursuit, which 
is in contrast with their older counterparts who are more family-oriented 
and used to consider their family more than their own careers (Li et al., 
2020). 

Likewise, educated women tend to marry later due to their career 
endeavors, with the average age of first marriage for women in 2011 
being 23.6 years increasing to 26.3 years in 2017. The average age of first 
marriage for women in Anhui Province is even increased to 30.73 years 
in 2021 (World Economic Forum, 2021). This is coupled with another 
interesting phenomenon: many highly educated and high-income women 
tend to remain single. Almost 50% of highly educated women (post-
secondary education) are unmarried, who showed less willingness to go 
to marriage than their male counterparts at the same age group and same 
education level (World Economic Forum, 2021). The increasing number 
of highly talented women is causing serious work–life balance issues with 
little time for personal life and much social pressure to get married. They 
are called Sheng nu (剩女), or “leftover women,” conveying disapproval 
and dissonance with social expectations (Gaetano, 2014; Sargeson, 2014). 
This group of women has long been a topic of concern in Chinese society 
that prioritizes marriage and motherhood for women (Sun & Li, 2017). 

Another example, Kim et al. (2018) examined how a cohort of 
urban youth born under China’s one-child policy have developed flexible 
gender identities through their childrearing aspirations and educational
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and occupational narratives, choices, and trajectories between 1999 and 
2014. Drawing on surveys of 406 respondents conducted in 1999, 
2012–2013, and 2013–2014, and interviews of 48 of those respon-
dents, they found that the young female research participants were more 
capable of producing flexible gender identities than their male counter-
parts. It also reflected that China’s new market economy increasingly 
rewards the youth who are flexible enough to adjust to rapidly changing 
circumstances. This is an approach more compatible with the flexible 
gender identities produced by young women than the more rigid gender 
identities produced by young men. 

Neo-Familism 

Most recently, Yan (2021) coined a new term to describe the young 
Chinese families as Neo-familism. His research, titled Chinese Families 
Upside Down, offers the first systematic account of how intergenera-
tional dependence is redefining the Chinese family and goes beyond 
the conventional model of filial piety to explore the rich, nuanced, and 
often unexpected new intergenerational dynamics in China. Under the 
influence of Neo-familism, the young generation of women may have 
more power to voice themselves since they are dominating the parenting 
responsibility. It is beneficial for women to improve their family status 
according to the improved importance in the major function of the 
family. However, it may also mean much more pressure on women of 
childbearing age. The importance of having a child is no longer only a 
family need, but also strongly encouraged by national policies. In China 
educating a child has been viewed as a critical criterion to measure a 
women’s value to the family. It ultimately gives women more social pres-
sure from an ethical perspective that further limits women’s effort in 
personal development, because a failure to have children or in educating 
a child is ethically unacceptable to both Chinese families and the society. 

It is not surprising to see that an increasing number of women of child-
bearing age decide not to get married and not get children. It is not 
only a change in lifestyle but more importantly a rebellion against social 
pressure. Both the workplace discrimination of women of childbearing 
age and the lack of benefits support contribute to these women’s deci-
sions to be in a “DINK” (dual income and no kids) family. With the E 
generation playing increasingly important roles in both families and the
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Chinese society, it is important to understand them better and to address 
the unique challenges they are facing. 

Summary and Discussions 

This chapter describes the role and position of Chinese women in contem-
porary social, political, economic, and family life. It is obvious that the 
lives of Chinese women have long been constrained by ideas, ideology, 
and practices that resulted in gender inequality and women’s subordina-
tion (Riley, 2019). This is reflected in how many Chinese women are 
struggling to balance family and work and to have flexible identities that 
permit them to be accepted in social activities and work environments. 
While the family is still absolutely a key to the shape and direction of life 
for most Chinese women, younger generations of women have started to 
explore a changed lifestyle and new value orientation that led them to 
more independence, freedom, and gender inequality. 

No matter in which generation, Chinese women are definitely facing 
social and cultural barriers in pursuing leadership in their personal and 
social life. Examples of these barriers are traditional social norms, cultural 
expectations, the choice and/or balance between work and family, and 
fear of success (Zhu et al., 2022). There is no doubt that there are success 
stories of women in political, educational, and organizational settings, but 
the efforts women have made to rise above their circumstances and fight 
for recognition are hardships one can only imagine. The reality is that 
while women gain certain freedoms by facing social and cultural chal-
lenges, other freedom may be lost. There is a scarcity of research found 
that investigates these situations. 

Considering both the current transitioning nature of the Chinese 
society, and the changing political policies that will influence the future 
generations, the social status of Chinese women is improving, but still 
faces challenges, especially in leadership positions in most traditional 
industries and entrepreneurship. Examples abound of efforts that have 
been made to include and involve women, but for the most part, these 
are superficial changes. Examples of these changes are: minimum quotas 
of 30% women are introduced by certain parties, and the constitution 
was changed to allow for representation by women. However, on careful 
examination of the situation, one finds that implementation is lacking 
(Zhu et al., 2022). Even though Chinese women in younger genera-
tions have achieved better education compared to their male counterparts,
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they are still subject to pay differences, fewer promotion opportunities, 
and other career obstacles due to the traditional cultural constraints that 
influence people’s mindset (Zhu et al., 2022). 

Because China enacted a one-child policy for the last thirty years, 
women in younger generations, as the single child in the family, have been 
able to reduce the effect of the traditional customs of Zhong Nan Qing 
Nu (重男轻女-daughters are inferior to sons). Therefore, they have been 
motivated to participate in higher education and receive better working 
opportunities, including the possibility of inheriting family businesses as 
successors. However, with the end of the government’s “one-child” policy 
in October, 2015 and the new policy of encouraging three kids for each 
family, these changes may not be able to continue (BBC, 2021). Will 
Chinese patrilineal culture reassert itself so that sisters lose out to brothers 
again in the fight for resources and education opportunities? China has 
witnessed a resurgence of the patriarchal Confucian tradition in recent 
years (Sargeson, 2014), and that might potentially diminish the social 
status of women and their positions in the family again (Sun & Li, 2017). 

With the improvement in social status, Chinese women managers 
have more opportunities to use their own “voice.” Nevertheless, due 
to the shackles of the traditional mindset and the imbalanced develop-
ment of the society, gender inequality and gender discrimination still 
exist that impede the leadership development of women. Gender equality 
awareness and related strategies should be integrated into various socio-
cultural, political, and economical guidelines, policies, and procedures. 
The government and organizations should establish and disseminate a 
knowledge system with gender equality as the core, abandon the outdated 
gender stereotypes, and eliminate the attitude of opposing women in 
work settings. A discourse mechanism should be constructed that encour-
ages free expression, different opinions, and appreciation of diversity with 
the recognition of women’s values and unique leadership (Hao, 2018). 

Actions to improve the status of women have so far mainly come from 
government policies in which a minimum ratio is set for women politi-
cians and women leaders in government organizations and in political 
congresses. More effective approaches to help promote women’s status 
in other areas are needed. Furthermore, fair legislation from the State 
level and effective human resource management policies from the orga-
nizational level are needed to create a level playing field for women to 
compete with men. Changes are also needed from the public and from
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the grassroots of society. Chinese society needs to be educated to look at 
women leaders in the same way as their men counterparts. 

Women in younger generations are more ambitious and are having 
more flexible identities that will benefit both themselves and the society. 
They are fighting harder against the traditional cultural constraints and 
social pressure in order to obtain independence and autonomy in dealing 
with life-work balance and trying to pursue careers as independent 
women. It is our hope that Chinese society is providing more tolerance to 
these brave young women and providing better support. This can allow 
them to demonstrate their unique leadership and contribute not only to 
their families but also to the Chinese society. It is also our hope that the 
implications from this chapter will inform women in other Asian countries 
that share similar cultural roots and socioeconomic contexts. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Cultural Constraints and Opportunities 

Jackie Jinfang Liu 

During the twentieth century, China experienced dramatic changes in 
all aspects of Chinese society, whose scales and depth were not seen in 
any other country (Morrison, 2019). Some examples include the over-
throw of the last imperial kingdom of China–Qing (1644–1912), the 
establishment of the Republic of China (Taiwan) in 1912, the Chinese 
Enlightenment movement—May Fourth New Culture Movement in 1919, 
the foundation of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1921 and 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, and China’s economic 
reforms in 1978 (Yan, 2017). In the past four decades, the Chinese 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has grown almost 100 times, from $149 
billion in 1978 to about $14 trillion U.S. dollars in 2019, challenging the 
U.S. economy for the number one spot by 2028 (Burden, 2020; World  
Bank, 2019). And China already “ranks first in terms of economic size 
on a purchasing power parity (PPP) basis, value-added manufacturing, 
merchandise trade, and holder of foreign exchange reserves” in the world
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(Morrison, 2019, p. 1). In 2020, more Chinese companies than U.S. 
companies are shown on the list of Fortune 500 companies with 124 
Chinese and 121 U.S. companies (Murray & Meyer, 2020). 

During the last four decades, China has completed the first three indus-
trial revolutions and has been engaging in the fourth one, which totally 
transformed China from an agricultural country, to a labor-intensive 
manufacturing one, to a talent-rich and innovation-driven nation now, 
from made in China to created in China (Fukuyama & Zhang, 2011; 
Moon, 2018). In 2012, Chinese President Xi highlighted China’s devel-
opment timeline of the Two Centenaries: by 2021, when CCP has been 
established for 100 years, China will become a well-off nation in all 
aspects; by 2049, when PRC will be founded for 100 years, China 
will realize the Chinese dream—the great rejuvenation of the Chinese 
nation. By then, China will become a prosperous, democratic, civi-
lized, and harmonious socialist modern nation (Tiezzi, 2015). To ensure 
China’s rapid development to be sustainable and the competitive advan-
tage to be strong enough to survive in severe global competitions, China 
has made medium and long-term technological development goals with 
detailed phased goals to make China’s development innovation-driven in 
all aspects by 2050; in 2018, China ranked number two worldwide in 
terms of the investment on Research and Development behind the U.S. 
(Deloitte, 2019). Currently, China is leading the 5G technology of the 
world and will become “the world centre of AI [artificial intelligence] 
innovation by 2030” (Roberts et al., 2021, p. 59). Chinese companies 
Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent have been tasked with the development of 
autonomous driving, smart cities, and computer-based medical diagnoses. 

However, “economy and gender equality are not necessarily the two 
sides of one coin” (Alter, 2015, para. 10). The rapidly changing Chinese 
society and the globalized world demand Chinese women to change 
rapidly as well. With both family and professional obligations, Chinese 
women leaders must navigate their own route to pass through cultural 
constraints from everywhere in their lives (Lee, 2017). In a globalized 
world, the cross-cultural approach, which often uses a Western lens to 
examine non-Western culture, can represent neither the non-Western nor 
the Western cultures (Kitch, 2007). Thus, in this paper, I use a transdis-
ciplinary approach to review both modern English literature and Chinese 
classical discourse to critically examine both the modern and traditional 
cultural constraints and opportunities for Chinese women’s leadership 
development.
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Cultural Constraints for Chinese 
Women’s Leadership Development 

The Challenges in Chinese Women’s Real Lives 

Misaligned with China’s rapid economic development, China’s gender 
equality ranking worldwide has dropped rapidly from number 63 in 2006 
to number 106 in 2020 out of 153 countries based on the World Gender 
Gap Report (WEF, 2021). From 2006 to 2020, the ranking of Chinese 
women’s economic participation and opportunity dropped from 53rd to 
91st; and the ranking of Chinese women’s political empowerment fell 
from 52nd to 95th worldwide. The measures of gender equality in terms 
of women’s Health and Survival has been remaining the worst worldwide 
since 2015 (WEF, 2015, 2021). It is mainly due to China’s lowest female-
over-male ratio at birth in the world. Combined with China’s one-child 
policy since 1978, the traditional gender bias that men are superior to 
women (nan zun nü bei) and a daughter is worth only half of a son 
(yi nan ban nü) make the excess female infant mortality rate increase 
from 10% in 1970 to 60% in 1995 (Li, 2015). Although China started to 
allow a couple to have a second child from 2016, the Chinese sex ratio 
at birth was still only 88.5%, and much below the world average ratio of 
94% (WEF, 2021). With only 88 girls compared to 100 boys at birth in 
China, Chinese men outnumber women by 34 million, and the “missing 
women” underscore China’s biggest gender gap on women’s Health and 
Survival in the world (Denyer & Gowen, 2018; WEF, 2021, p. 15). 

With the focus on the economic development after the death of 
Chairman Mao, many affirmative feminist initiatives (e.g., supporting 
urban women to work) to emancipate women during socialist era have 
been withdrawn by the government in post-socialist time (Fincher, 2014). 
Although no country has achieved gender equality, some Chinese women 
start to backlash and claim that “Chinese women have achieved equal 
rights with men except for very rural areas” (Wang, 2014, p. 50). In  
the 1990s, the Chinese translation of the term, feminism, was changed 
from nüquan zhuyi (female-right ism) to nüxing zhu yi (female-gender-
ism) (Zhu, 2015). In 2007, All-China Women’s Federation officially 
announced that single women, who are older than 27, are considered left-
over women (shengnü) indicating that no men want to marry them due to 
the concern of pregnancy (Wei, 2016). As Confucius established his life 
at the age of 30 (san shi er li), many Chinese believe that young people
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should have their careers, families, and children by age 30, and men 
normally marry down with younger women (The Analects: Weizheng, 
Chinese Text Project). In 2016, Chinese men and women’s average ages 
at the first marriage were 27 and 25 (Kopf, 2020). Despite many different 
views about how old women should be regarded as being left over based 
on the education level and urban or rural China, the term shengnü is 
included in the official lexicon of China’s Ministry of Education (Fincher, 
2014). Since then, single educated women are discouraged from pursuing 
ambitious academic and career goals but pressured to get married before 
age 27 to avoid being left over. Unable to get married before age 27, 
single women Ph.D. holders are often mocked as a sexless “third gender” 
(Kuo, 2014, para. 1). From 1978 to 1995, Chinese government broke 
the “iron rice bowl” with an equal allocation of national resources to 
everyone, and the rich classes and various wealth gaps are shown in post-
socialist China (Fung, 2001, p. 258). Instead of pursuing “iron rice bowl” 
in China, many women now pursue the “rice bowl of youth” to use 
youth and beauty to find jobs and marriage (Hua, 2013, p. 99). Wu  
and Dong (2019) pointed out an entrepreneurial Chinese feminism from 
Chinese grassroots, which encourages women to work hard to improve 
their marriage market values by appearing beautiful, young, virtuous, 
loyal, and chaste. Although most Chinese words about all women regard-
less of ages, titles, and education already have negative meanings, such as 
hong yan huo shui (Beautiful women are disastrous flood) and mu yecha 
(female monster at night), the derogatory words against women in the 
twenty-first century does not become less but the neologism is even more 
disrespectful to women, such as xinji biao (calculating bitch), lücha biao 
(green tea bitch), and nüquanbiao (feminist whores) (Wu & Dong, 2019; 
Yang, 2001). 

In the twenty-first century, Chinese women face direct and some-
times intolerable discrimination in almost every aspect of their lives (e.g., 
age, gender, personal life, income, political power, employment condi-
tions) (Wei, 2016). Women are discriminated against during the whole 
process of their work from recruiting, job interviews, income, promo-
tion, training, and leadership opportunities, until retirement. Due to the 
pregnancy, maternity, and nursing leave that women have to take, which 
bring less profit but more cost for employers, many Chinese employers 
directly reject women job applicants (Wei, 2016). “[One] out of 25 
female employees have been forced to sign a contract with clauses like
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prohibition from marriage and pregnancy in a certain period” (Wei, 2016, 
p. 18). Some Chinese universities only hire women faculty with chil-
dren to guarantee their academic productivity not to be influenced by 
marriage, pregnancy, and maternity leaves (Gu, 2016). Many job ads have 
requirements for women’s physical attributes (e.g., heights, shape, appear-
ance) that are not related to job duties (Wei, 2016). Many young women 
college students feel they have to do cosmetic surgeries to increase their 
employability, as most young job applicants’ capabilities do not vary much 
and employers tend to hire good-looking ones (Hua, 2013). Compared 
to 13% in 2017, 19% of Chinese job lists in both 2018 and 2019 specified 
preference for men job applicants (Human Rights Watch, 2020). During 
the transition of the Chinese economy from a planned economy to market 
economy, the gender income inequality has been increasing remarkably 
(Iwasaki & Ma, 2020). Compared to the U.S.’s gender pay gap of 18.5% 
in 2019, the Chinese gender pay gap in 2019 is 21.8%, which means the 
average income of Chinese women is only 78.2% of their men’s coun-
terparts (IWPR, n.d.; Zheng, 2019). In addition, the small gender pay 
gap in lower positions masks the big gap in higher positions. Zweig and 
Han’s (2010) research found that on each educational level, the income 
of Chinese women with overseas education is lower than men. However, 
women doctoral degree holders only earn 59% of their men counterparts, 
compared to 82% at master’s degree level and 95% at bachelor’s degree 
level. Although 45% of Chinese labor force is women in 2020, only 17.5% 
of top managers are women (WEF, 2021). And the gender income gap of 
China is much greater in the rural areas and private-owned sectors than 
in the urban areas and state-owned enterprises (SOE) (Iwasaki & Ma, 
2020). 

In addition, women’s legal protection in China is shockingly scarce 
(Fincher, 2014). Although the constitutions of the PRC always state that 
women and men enjoy equal rights in all areas of a socialist Chinese 
society and there are many anti-gender discrimination laws in China (e.g., 
the Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests), the enforce-
ment mechanisms to protect women’s rights are few and ineffective to 
deter gender discrimination (Sun & Li, 2017). Therefore, when several 
women sued the gender discrimination in job ads in 2013, the employers 
who violated the laws just got some fines of the low hundreds of U.S. 
dollars (Human Right Watch, 2020). Led by the CCP, the All-China 
Women’s Federation plays “a welfare and supportive role,” instead of an 
advocating role for women (Sun & Li, 2017, p. 24). Therefore, All-China
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Women’s Federation can help women participate at work, but cannot help 
them combat workplace gender discrimination. In addition to the gender 
discrimination at work, the Chinese Marriage Law can leave women 
homeless after a marriage ends; and it was not until 2016 that China 
passed the first domestic violence law (Leggett, 2017). Chinese stereo-
types against women as naggers or sexy clothes wearers, who invite men’s 
impulses to behave violently toward women, legitimize men’s violent 
behaviors and excuse men from being fully responsible for their sexual 
violence (Tang et al., 2002). Unfortunately, All-China Women’s Federa-
tion women officials, who are supposed to support women, tend to do 
victim-blaming to blame women domestic violence victims for not toler-
ating but challenging husbands at home by having a “deficient mouth” 
(zui qian) (Yang,  2007, p. 107). 

Although women’s emancipation in China has always been done in 
a top-down manner from the government, ineffective top-down policies 
resulted in more and more grassroot Chinese feminist protests from the 
bottom to voice women’s rights (Wu & Dong, 2019). After seeing Holly-
wood film producer Harvey Weinstein’s arrestment in 2018 due to his 
sexual offenses, a Chinese woman, Xianzi, posted her sexual harassment 
experience by one of China’s most high-profile CCTV (China Central 
Television) hosts, Zhu Jun on social media (Ni, 2020). Since then, the 
terms, sexual harassment and #MeToo have started to appear in Chinese 
mass media, and several university women students in China alleged their 
professors and university authorities’ sexual offenses against them. Unfor-
tunately, several years after Xianzi fought for Chinese women’s rights in 
sexual violence, in December 2020, the landmark legal case of Xianzi’s 
sexual harassment in a Chinese court was ended with the loss of Xianzi 
(Gan & George, 2021). 

Chinese traditional cultural norms still greatly challenge working 
women now. The statistics of the All-China Women’s Federation shows 
that 61.6% of men and 54.8% of women still held the traditional opin-
ions that men take charge of matters outside home and women take 
charge of matters inside home (nan zhu nei, nü zhu wai) in 2011 (Wei, 
2016). Women are still regarded as primary caregivers, who are expected 
to stop their career and leadership development to take care of families. 
Although Chinese women contribute to almost 45% of the labor force 
and 41% GDP in China, and the percentages are higher than most coun-
tries in the world, at home, the time Chinese women spend on household 
work is three times that of men, and one-sixth of Chinese women’s lives
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are spent on unpaid family work (Bloomberg News, 2019; WEF, 2021; 
Vanham, 2018). 85% of Chinese said work–life balance is hard for working 
mothers and having children would negatively impact women’s career 
advancement toward the upper echelon (Catalyst, 2020). Different from 
most countries in the world, where much more men commit suicide than 
women, in China, due to Chinese women’s lower status in love, marriage, 
and family issues, the male–female suicidal rate is 0.95 in 2016, indicating 
Chinese women commit a little more suicides than Chinese men (WHO, 
2016). Zhang et al.’s (2002) research found that married Chinese women 
and people in rural China have a higher risk of suicide than unmarried 
women and people in urban China, and 24% and 38.7% women’s suicides 
were caused by family disputes and marriage issues. 

Given the lack of protection for women in China, China’s newly passed 
divorce regulation in 2021, which requires a couple to have a month-long 
cooling-off period with both parties’ agreements to file a divorce, makes it 
hard for women to even seek divorce freely after suffering from domestic 
violence (Kuo, 2020). Many Chinese couples rushed to use scalpers to 
jump ahead in the long line to file a divorce at the end of 2020 (Gerstein, 
2021). 

Chinese Traditional Cultural Constraints 

The patriarchal history of China with men’s domination of power and 
society started 3000 years ago (Hao & Zhou, 2007). The original writing 
of the character of a woman in oracle is a woman getting down on 
her knees and obediently putting her hands in front. As the core of 
Chinese culture, Confucianism outlined and legitimized Chinese patri-
archal society and the dominance of men in Chinese society through 
systematic education and social institutions (Birdwhistell, 2012). Confu-
cian propositions, Wu Lun and Three Cardinal Guides emphasized five 
traditional cardinal human relations including the husband–wife relation-
ship and the husband’s guiding of the wife (Sun & Li, 2017). The 
founder of Confucianism, Confucius (551 BCE–479 BCE), once said 
that “only women and small-minded men are hard to deal with,” which 
established the negative tone of Confucianism against women in China 
(Lee, 1994, p. 1). Although excluded from the official education system 
before 1911, Chinese women could still receive education at home. 
However, unlike men’s education for career success, the aim of traditional 
Chinese women’s education was to educate women on how to be a filial
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daughter, virtuous wife, and sacrificing mother. Women and men had 
totally different textbooks in Confucianism. Admonishment for Women, 
Analects for Women, Admonishment for Imperial Concubine, and Records 
of Model and Virtuous Women were called the Four Self-Accomplishment 
Classics for Women and used as textbooks for women in traditional China 
(Lee, 1995). As the first known woman historian in China, Ban Zhao 
(45–116), the author of Admonishment for Women, claimed that the first 
goal for a woman’s development was to be humble and weak, which was 
the foundation to maintain harmonious relationships with the husband 
and in-laws to avoid being abused or divorced (Lee, 1994). In her book, 
she emphasized the importance of women’s education to support the 
husband and family, which was summarized as Three Obediences (a woman 
should obey her father as a daughter, her husband as a wife, and her 
sons in widowhood), and Four Virtues (morality, proper speech, modest 
manner and appearance, and diligent work). 

Around China’s Song Dynasty (960–1279), Confucianism developed 
into an extremely strict form, Neo-Confucianism (Blake, 1994). Girls 
were encouraged to bind their feet until they were only three inches in 
length so they could not walk or even stand firmly. Women were also 
educated by societal culture to never go out of the main entrance and 
stay inside the second gate of the home (da men bu chu, er men bu mai), 
so women could only work at home. Two kinds of domestic work occu-
pied a traditional Chinese woman’s whole life: raising children and serving 
the husband (xiang fu jiao zi), and weaving at home while men work in 
the field (nan geng nü zhi), and women’s weaved products were often 
sold by the husband in the market. Song Dynasty’s Neo-Confucianism 
also promoted widow chastity, which discouraged widows’ remarriage 
but encouraged widows’ suicides (Rosenlee, 2006). Since then, Chinese 
women were put at the lowest level of society until the development of 
Chinese feminism in the twentieth century. 

Gender is not born but created by society. Fairclough (2013) claimed 
that gender identity and bias are constructed and reinforced through 
discourse. As living fossils of traditional Chinese culture, Chinese char-
acters recorded a traditional Chinese woman’s whole life (Yang, 2001). 
Chinese characters have a pictograph-based system with a phonogram and 
ideogram (Cook, 2001). People can often read the meaning of a Chinese 
character directly from visual signs. Chinese characters consist of single 
characters and compound characters. A single character is one insepa-
rable part representing pictographs. The compound Chinese characters
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mix several single characters as components. The radicals are the shared 
components of characters, which can represent the meaning or pronunci-
ation of compound characters. Shuowen Jiezi is one of the oldest Chinese 
dictionaries of the second century, including about 238 characters with 
woman radical 女, many of which are still commonly used now (Yang, 
2001). If we put the characters about women’s lives in Chinese patri-
archal society together, a traditional Chinese woman’s whole life (e.g., 
appearance, virtues, marriage) is visually presented: 

The first important thing for a woman was to be weak 嫋 (woman + 
weak). She must be beautiful 妼 (woman + must). Beauty 妤 (woman + 
give) was what she should give to men. The standard of a Chinese beauty 
媄 (woman + beauty) was a delicate 娟 (woman + silk) woman with red 
lips and white teeth 姝 (woman + red), beautiful eyes and eyebrows 媚 
(woman + eyebrow). Her skin should be as white as jade 娃 (woman + 
jade), and her dark skin was ugly 嫼 (woman + black). When standing, 
she should cross her legs 姣 (woman + cross) and have a elegant posture 
(姿). An elegant 姽 (woman + dangerous) woman was dangerous. It 
was safe 安 (woman under a household) to let women work at home. 
A woman, who knew nothing, was charming 妩 (woman + nothing) as 
women impaired 妨 (woman + square) men. 

After a marriage plan 媒 of her parents, a man took her to his home 娶 
(take + woman) to marry. The wedding 婚 (woman + dusk) should be 
at dusk due to the inferiority of women. To marry a man 嫁 (woman + 
home) gave the woman a home. A wife 妻 (qi) (weaving + woman) was 
a woman who matched (qi) the husband and did housework at home. 
A man  男 (field + power) was the power who worked in the field. A 
married woman (fu) 妇 (woman + broom) should obey and serve (fu) 
her husband, holding a broom to clean the house. Pregnancy (ren) 妊 
(woman + task) was the task (ren) of a woman. After delivering a baby 
(mian) 娩 (woman + remove), the woman could be removed (mian). A 
good 好 (woman + son) woman delivered a son; otherwise, she was not a 
good 孬 (no + woman + son) woman. As a mother 母, she fed the baby 
by putting her nipples into the mouth. Busy with housework day after day, 
year after year, she became an old hunchback woman 妪. Her husband got 
妠 (woman + inside) concubines (qie) 妾 (woman + stand) to continue 
(jie) to have babies. Therefore, it was a good idea to have young girls 
妙 (woman + young). The concubines 姘 (woman + together) worked 
with the wife together at home during the daytime, but entertained 娱 
(woman + sing/dance) the husband at night. The wife and concubines
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must be happy 嬉 (woman + happy) to entertain the husband. Otherwise, 
it was women’s fault to tempt men to go whoring 嫖 (woman + money). 
Although the wife had a higher position than the concubines, she could 
not envy and hate the husband 妒 (woman + household). Jealousy 嫉 
(woman + disease) was a woman’s disease. A wife should be always loyal 
to her husband even when she became a widow 奺 (woman + perma-
nent). As a virtuous woman, she should always do the correct thing 姃 
(woman + correct): shutting up her mouth 如 (woman + mouth) and 
following the husband 娓 (woman + tail) as his tail. A woman with benev-
olent talking was hypocritical 佞 (woman + benevolence). Two women 
together were quarrelsome 奻 (2 women). Three women together were 
treacherous 姦 (3 women). As the husband 夫 is the heaven 天 of women, 
it was appropriate 妥 (hand + woman) for the husband to use his hand to 
hold a woman’s hair to beat her. A woman’s disobedience 妄 (woman + 
death) invites men’s scary power 威 (weapon + woman) to kill her. After 
her children grew up, the old wife could die 妣 (woman + peers) as one 
of many old women. 

The Chinese characters clearly recorded the traditional gender roles 
and bias in Chinese society and families, which not only legitimize the 
gender inequality in China but also construct an obedient personality 
of Chinese women (Yang, 2001). Qu Cong (hear and obey the wrong 
judgments from the mother-in-law without arguing) was what Ban Zhao 
taught wives to do in Admonishment for Women when women had the 
husband’s love and the mother-in-law’s hatred. The obedient charac-
teristics of Chinese women may still show when many Chinese women 
tend to accept life adversities as something unavoidable (ni lai shun shou) 
(Martin-Matthews et al., 2013). 

Unfortunately, a modern Chinese woman’s life is not necessarily better 
than its predecessors. In addition to traditional cultural constraints from 
Confucianism, modern Chinese women also have the modern cultural 
constraints from globalization, which is also known as Westernization or 
Americanization (Green & Griffith, 2002). 

Modern Cultural Constraints from Globalization 

The Opium Wars in the mid-nineteenth century forced the last imperial 
Chinese government-Qing (1644–1912) to reopen the Chinese market 
to the West, and China entered into a modern history (FMPRC, n.d.). 
Many Western and Chinese scholars in the twentieth century attributed



3 CULTURAL CONSTRAINTS AND OPPORTUNITIES 45

China’s loss to the West to traditional Confucian culture (Tang, 2015; 
Weber, 1964). In 1905, the 2000-year-long Confucian education and 
examination systems were abolished by the Chinese Qing government 
(Gan, 2002). In addition, Liang Qichao (1873–1929), the founder 
of Modern Chinese Nationalism, attributed the underdevelopment of 
China to the underdevelopment of Chinese women with their bounded 
feet, who made up half Chinese population (Zhang, 2012). In 1919, 
China’s Enlightenment movement—New Cultural Movement tried to 
use Western democratic culture to replace Confucianism and brought 
Western feminism and a generation of Chinese “liberal-leaning femi-
nists” to China (Wu & Dong, 2019, p. 474). During 1966 to 1976, 
Chairman Mao organized the socialist Culture Revolution with an attempt 
to use socialism to eradicate Confucianism and capitalism. The socialist 
feminism through the All-China Women’s Federation has led women’s 
development in the PRC. 

In 1995, the United Nations (UN)’ fourth world conference on 
women in Beijing not only initiated the largest scale of women’s empow-
erment movement on the global stage with 189 countries but also marked 
a groundbreaking step in Chinese women’s empowerment (Moser, 2005; 
Sun & Li, 2017). However, 25 years later, the reviews of the largest scale 
of the women’s empowerment movement are “almost universally nega-
tive” (Milward et al., 2015, p. 75). Without clear definitions and deliver-
ables, the gender equality work just became a performance or an on–off 
exercise to tick the gender box in diversity reports for men decision-
makers without real transformation of the men-dominated world. Many 
post-feminists and women have a backlash against feminism, and criti-
cized feminist movements as anti-family, anger, and causing conflicts and 
tensions with other people, which are against women’s benefits (Cai & 
Clement, 2016). In practice, women’s empowerment not only failed 
to address its original feminist goals, but also could become neocolo-
nial projects to use Western ideology to control developing economies 
(Clisby & Enderstein, 2017). Excluded from a hegemonic discourse 
of educated white middle-class heterosexual women, women of color, 
working-class, disabled, or lesbian and bisexual women are marginalized 
in a Western-centric feminist agenda. 

Unfortunately, if the formula to make a traditional Chinese woman was 
Three Obediences + Four Virtues = a traditional Chinese woman, based on 
Crenshaw and Bonis’ (2005) intersectionality concept, a modern Chinese 
woman’s identity intersects the discriminations from both Chinese and
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global patriarchal cultures including the discrimination from gender, sexu-
ality, race, religion, height, physical appearance, and so on. For example, 
in ancient China, women were worried about losing men’s love as their 
beauty waned (se shuai er ai chi) (Hanfeizi: Shuonan, Chinese Text 
Project). However, in modern China, not only are most traditional 
Chinese beauty standards still used to evaluate women instead of women’s 
capabilities, but Western aesthetics are also included in China (Hua, 
2013). The Chinese word, mo deng is from English word, modern, which 
describes modern Chinese women with both Chinese and Western beauty. 
In 2017, the Chinese plastic surgery market was worth $14.9 billion, 
which made China the second-largest plastic surgery market in the world 
right behind the U.S. (Daxue Consulting, 2020). 

The intersection of capitalist and patriarchal interests has twisted femi-
nist gender-equal credo and women’s knowledge of independence to “be 
responsible for maintaining ultra-slender body” (Hesse-Biber et al., 2006, 
p. 221). To lose weight and gain physical attractiveness may seem like 
women’s personal choice for self-improvement and self-control. However, 
it is socio-cultural pressure that patriarchal culture and capitalist market 
economy have created for women through mass media (e.g., fashion 
magazines, advertising, social media, fitness centers, movies, etc.). Even 
women with successful careers are also concerned about becoming fat 
after delivering babies (Hesse-Biber et al., 2006). Women’s pursuit of 
thinness and physical beauty booms the market economy by bringing 
lucrative business for beauty industries, but subordinates women by using 
their own money from their hard work to buy beauty products to allow 
patriarchal values to control their body, appearance, money, energy, and 
self-esteem (Faludi, 1991). In the end, they just buy a downstream 
women’s identity to meet various men’s needs. Kim (2007) warned femi-
nist scholars to be alert to “the contemporary force of global capitalism 
and (neo)imperial impulses shaping realigning communities (p. 109).” 

Almost 100 years ago, one of the earliest Chinese feminists, Lu Xun, 
criticized that women’s expenses on making their body and face more 
attractive were so expensive psychologically, rather than materially, as the 
pursuit of physical beauty cannot bring women the love and happiness 
they desire, but low self-confidence to compete men’s love with prosti-
tutes (Lu, 1934). Lu Xun radically pointed out that the patriarchal society 
was the cause of women’s tragic fates (Lu et al., 2003). Without changing 
patriarchal culture, even if a modern woman accepted Western feminist 
theories, and strived to lead her own life as a “new woman,” she would
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eventually return to a traditional woman’s life as a sacrificing and submis-
sive daughter, wife, and mother, or be rejected by everyone in a society 
(Chien, 1994, p. 33). Another early Chinese feminist, Ding Ling also 
pointed out the problems of Western feminism, which has broken the 
traditional woman’s identity, but failed to tell the “new woman” how 
to survive in a patriarchal world (Chien, 1994, p. 33). Leaving a tradi-
tional social world with traditional relationships does not guarantee the 
entrance of “a network of agape” with all loving people around, but a 
new “disciplined society” with other established relations, social norms, 
and problems (Taylor, 2004, p. 66). Without a way to survive in a patri-
archal world, a “new woman” would eventually return to a traditional 
woman’s life for survival, and her dream of gender equality would just 
become everyone’s “regret for the past” (Chien, 1994, p. 33).  

Lu Xun and Ding Ling’s prophecy seemed to become true 100 years 
later. In 2017, more than a third of Fortune 500 women CEOs resigned, 
which made the small percentage of women CEOs’ representation in the 
business field fall down from 6.4% in 2017 to 4.8% in 2018 (Mejia, 2018). 
Before stepping down, a senior woman executive, Anne-Marie Slaughter 
posed her controversial question in the Atlantic–Why Women Still Can’t 
Have It All? (Slaughter, 2012). Her question immediately raised more 
questions from many women: What does having it all mean? Have it all 
that men have? Can women just have without giving? The more time a 
woman spends on work, the less time she can spend with her family. Will 
having-it-all remain the same when the woman is 20 and 40 years old? 
Before stepping down, the former Pepsico CEO Indra Nooyi, directly 
claimed that “the idea of having it all  is an illusion that comes with 
painful sacrifices and tradeoffs” with the damages of health and family 
(Forbes, 2014, para. 1). 

With pragmatism and instrumentalism as the assumption of most 
women’s empowerment approaches, women are often treated as the 
means to develop human capital for families, organizations, and societies, 
rather than the end to achieve women’s own well-being (Unterhalter, 
2007). Whether being a superwoman to solve all crises for men and satisfy 
all their needs including being a maid to obey, a toy to entertain, an angry 
warrior to fight, a victim to be blamed and abused, a scapegoat for the 
failure of the organization as a woman CEO, or being a sacrificing and 
submissive wife, mother, and daughter, an iron woman who can hold up 
half the sky, or a  left-over woman to be mocked, could be all “pseudo” and 
just the products of different forms of patriarchal culture from feudalistic,
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capitalist, or socialist patriarchy (Dickerson, 2016; Downing & Roush, 
1985, p. 700; Stacey, 1983). 110 years after the first Woman’s Day was 
started by the socialist party in the U.S. in 1909, China had a debate 
about the Chinese translation of the Women’s Day on the March 8 among 
the Day for girls (nü sheng jie), queens (nüwang jie), and goddesses (nüshen 
jie) from commercial marketing discourse, or traditional women with a 
broom (funü jie) from patriarchal culture (IWD, n.d.; Zhang, 2019a). 
All different women’s identities that have been created with the assump-
tion of pragmatism and instrumentalism could have one real use: a woman 
tool to serve a patriarchal society. The biological woman tool is likely to 
be replaced soon by non-biological AI tools. Haraway (2006) proposed  
using a new monster-like woman identity of “cyborg” with the hybrid 
of human and machine to transcend traditional binary gender identi-
ties (p. 148). Now the gender and AI research have already developed 
“Cybrog I” and “Cybrog II,” and posthumanists are discussing how to 
shape “post-woman” identity in a patriarchal AI world (Ferrando, 2014, 
p. 42). 

However, one thing notes mentioning. Although gender equality 
is often evaluated by calculating the numbers of the gender gaps of 
boys/men-vs-girls/women, gender equality should not be defined by 
women having all that men have (Hesse-Biber, 2007). Patriarchal culture 
also created toxic masculinity , which provides a hero illusion for men that 
leads to men’s crimes, suicidal, depression, stress, drug and alcohol abuse, 
sexually transmitted infections (e.g. HIV), poor self-care, finance manage-
ment, and social communication, more violent death, and eventually 
shorter lifespans for men with more widows (Kupers, 2005). Currently, 
despite postmodernists’ repeated emphasis on the unknown nature of 
the world in an already “post-post period,” post-humanists have calcu-
lated the human future based on the exponential development rate of 
science: after postmodernism, the human race would experience from 
antihumanism to the dominance of AI, until eventually voluntary human 
extinction to achieve the replacement of “the exclusivist patriarchal setting 
with a pluralist inclusiveness” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 26; Ferrando, 
2013, p. 26). By 2030, AI would surpass the intelligence of the whole 
human race; by 2045 non-biological humans would become the creators 
and masters of biological humans and terminate the biological human 
era to achieve AI’s singularity (Kurzweil, 2005). If the Western centric 
and androcentric science with a focus on short-term data and benefits
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provides the equal extinction of the human race as the solution to achieve 
gender equality and pluralist inclusiveness, Chinese women may have to 
wear Chinese long-term lens to seek a humanistic approach to survive 
(Hesse-Biber, 2007). 

At the end of the twentieth century, Chinese feminist Liu Suola 
pointed out modern Chinese women’s confusion by asking a series of 
questions: 

What is it that you really want? Do you want to get hold of something? Or 
get rid of something? Perhaps you don’t know? Even if you knew, perhaps 
you dare not speak it out? Even if you have said that, perhaps you don’t 
believe you can do it? (Liu, 1993, p. 53)  

Instead of men’s career aspirations of upward linear work-based 
promotion with high-level managerial power by winning in competi-
tions, women tend to appreciate holistic life satisfaction with a balanced 
development of both work and family through relational interactions 
with colleagues and family members (Cheung & Halpern, 2010; Liu,  
2013). The goal of women’s self-development is to achieve “reciprocal 
relationality” with others (Qin & Lykes, 2006, p. 179). However, in 
an individualist culture and a fragmented postmodern world, it seems 
like “telling tales” to make “separately existing individuals” (including 
many married couples) unite with a “separately existing other” peacefully 
(Hosking, 2011, p. 47).  

Cultural Opportunities for Chinese 
Women’s Leadership Development 

Despite the cultural differences in Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, 
there are “pancultural gender role norms that create opportunities and 
constraints for all women leaders” at work, family, and in society across 
cultures (Cheung & Halpern, 2010, p. 190). Confucian culture could be 
both an “impediment and stimulus” for the development of China (Zurn-
dorfer, 2018, p. 1). Although the U.S. and China seem to take the top 
two positions in many aspects of the world, China’s suicide rates fell by 
55% but the U.S.’ suicide rates increased by 45% between 2000 to 2019, 
which made China one of the lowest and the U.S. have one of the highest 
suicide rates (WHO, 2021).
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Although gender inequality is a global concern, in the developed indus-
trialized countries, “where democracy and capitalism reigns supreme, 
inequality is sometimes more marked than in other regions” (Calás & 
Smircich, 2006, p. 286). As a socialist country, China’s egalitarian beliefs 
and institutions still aim to treat women and men equally in Chinese 
society (Iwasaki & Ma, 2020). Although China has a wider gender gap 
than Nordic countries, China’s gender gap, which is ranked number 106 
worldwide based on the 2020 World gender gap report, is smaller than 
China’s two Confucian neighboring nations: Japan and South Korea with 
the rankings of number 121 and 108 (WEF, 2021). Chairman Mao’s 
slogan that women can hold up half the sky is still true in China in terms 
of labor force participation, which has long been above the world average 
record (Zeng, 2014). In 2019, 46.9% of women worldwide and 60.5% of 
Chinese women participated in the labor force (Catalyst, 2020). With one 
of Asia–Pacific’s highest women’s labor force participation rates, Chinese 
women have been acting as a model for Asian women for a long time. 

Instead of gender differences, the main source of China’s national 
inequality is the East, West, and Center regions of China (Sicular et al., 
2020). During the early stage of China’s economic reform from 1978 
to 1995, the Chinese government allowed some people and regions in 
Eastern and coastal areas to get richer first (Iwasaki & Ma, 2020). Conse-
quently, the social inequality has been worsening until the worst situation 
in 2015. From 1995 to 2007, China’s gender wage gap widened substan-
tially and progressively (Song et al., 2020). In 2014, Chinese President 
Xi pointed out China’s development has entered a new normal. Different  
from old GDP-oriented growth, the new normal is a new economic 
development model with a focus on promoting comprehensive develop-
ment and social equality of a society in a sustainable way (Nie, 2016). 
Thus, China slowed down the double-digit economic growth rate before 
2011 to maintain a growth rate between 6 and 7% until 2019; and 
China’s economic growth rates during 2022 to 2025 are estimated to be 
between 5.8% and 5.49% (Textor, 2021). Opposite to many pessimistic 
views that Chinese economy is declining, the slower growth rate is a 
sign that China’s enormous economy has passed the startup stage and is 
beginning to mature to develop in a comprehensive and sustainable way 
(Nie, 2016). Song et al.’s (2020) research found out that China’s gender 
income gap has been narrowing since 2007 although the change is not 
robust. The improvement of women’s education, the increase of single 
educated women, governmental policies of birth control, parent-leaves,
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and minimum wages all have helped more urban women participate in 
the workforce and contributed to the decline of China’s gender income 
gap (Song et al., 2020). For women in rural China, as most men in 
rural China work in urban cities as migrant workers, the main work-
force in rural China is women, whose education and skills will determine 
the development of rural China (Sun & Li, 2017). To improve the 
skills of women in rural China, the Chinese government has promoted 
a policy of building a new socialist countryside. In addition, although 
compared to the U.S., Chinese government does not have strong poli-
cies to support the private economy, Chinese government has a series of 
policies to encourage women entrepreneurship to ease women’s unem-
ployment pressure, such as loan and tax benefits; 55% of China’s new 
internet businesses were founded by women (Cooke & Xiao, 2021). 

Cheung and Halpern (2010) compared women leaders from Chinese, 
Anglo, and Latino cultures. Working long hours only triggered work– 
family conflict for women leaders in Anglo cultures. In collective cultures, 
time conflicts of women leaders between work and family obligations do 
not necessarily cause work–family conflict (Yang et al., 2000). Instead 
of the clear distinction between family and work domains in individu-
alistic Western cultures, the Chinese society views family and work as 
an interdependent integral (Liu, 2013). Instead of seeing a wife’s over-
work as sacrificing the family for her own career advancement in the 
West, a wife’s working long hours due to her leadership roles in Chinese 
culture is regarded as her sacrifice for the whole family’s financial better-
ment (Cheung & Halpern, 2010; Liu,  2013). Instead of seeing a wife’s 
career success as a threat to her husband through an individualistic lens 
of competition and power struggles, a wife’s career accomplishment is 
regarded as a family’s collective asset in China. 

As one important relationship among Confucian Wu Lun, Chinese 
have always paid great attention to the husband–wife relationship. Ban 
Zhao claimed that the relationship between a husband and a wife in 
Admonishment for Women was as important as Yin-Yang in the universe, 
which created everything and connected humans with God; and how 
a person managed the husband–wife relationship was the test of that 
person’s ethics. Due to Chinese strong patriarchal culture, Cheung and 
Halpern (2010) originally expected to find out strong cultural constraints 
from Chinese families towards Chinese women leaders’ work. However, 
to their surprise, not only all Chinese husbands of the Chinese women 
leaders provided great spousal support as the “biggest fans, cheerleaders,
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coaches, and mentors,” but the extended families of Chinese women 
leaders also provided reliable social support with child care (p. 187). In 
contrast with Western women leaders’ difficulty of finding reliable day 
care for children, Chinese “grandparents traditionally help with domestic 
work and childcare,” which enables Chinese women leaders to focus 
on their work (Liu, 2013, p. 489). Cooke and Xiao’s (2021) research 
found that Chinese women entrepreneur’s success is highly attributed to 
the strong family support from their parents and spouses. They particu-
larly praised Chinese husbands from Chengdu city in Sichuan province 
in China as the better half for women, because of Chengdu husbands’ 
cooking, cleaning, and doing housework for their wives. This result 
probably would be challenged by Shanghai husbands. Besides doing 
housework for wives, historically, Shanghai husbands were known for 
playing mahjong with the wife and her friends, knitting sweaters for the 
family, making facial masks and beautiful dresses for the wife, carrying the 
wife’s purse, make good financial management and investments for the 
family, and providing the wife with both psychological, physical, finan-
cial, national, and international support, which made Shanghai husbands 
number one ahead of number two—Chengdu husbands, on the ranking 
of China’s hen-pecked husbands (qi guan yan) in 2014 (Sina, 2014). 

In contrast with the “self-assured and confident” attitude and “egal-
itarian values” of Chinese husbands, the biggest challenge for women 
leaders in the West is the lack of husbands’ support for their career 
advancement (Cheung & Halpern, 2010, p. 187). Although Anglo soci-
eties desire a higher level of equality, the degrees that Anglo societies 
endorse authority, power, status privileges, social inequality, and gender 
inequality are “rated in the middle range” worldwide (GLOBE, 2020, 
para. 1). Anglo culture is men-dominated with the emphasis on compet-
itiveness and individualism. The mate selection in the West is to marry 
down, which means men like to marry shorter, thinner, less educated, 
and less paid women. Although the gender gap in educational attain-
ment means women have higher education than men in the U.S., the 
advantages men have from the gender pay gap in the U.S. make women 
with higher education still marry men with higher income (Qian, 2017). 
Therefore, women’s remarkable educational achievements in the U.S. 
have not changed traditional women’s gender roles much in the U.S. 
families. In the West, a woman leader’s superior social status may threaten 
her marriage by challenging her husband’s self-assurance (Cheung &
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Halpern, 2010). In contrast, family support is an important motiva-
tion for Chinese businesswomen to pursue their career in a hostile 
men-dominated business world (Chao & Ha, 2019; Liu,  2013). Many 
Chinese women’s businesses are family-based (Chao, 2011). China’s rapid 
economic development is largely indebted to Chinese traditional values 
of harmonious relationships with others, loyalty, and family (Zurndorfer, 
2018). 

Ha et al.’s (2018) research found that Chinese women leaders showed 
the feminine and traditional side of women when they appreciated their 
husbands’ support and partnership for the family needs and the wives’ 
career development. As food plays a very important role for a family’s 
union, Chinese women leaders showed great gratitude for their husbands’ 
cooking for the family as they understood the social pressure for husbands 
to cook (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). All Chinese women leaders desired 
to accommodate their traditional expectations as a good wife and mother 
to support the husband and educate children, while “negotiate for 
another identity” as a good woman leader (Chao, 2011; Cheung & 
Halpern, 2010; Ha et al.,  2018, p. 9). Instead of the work–family conflict, 
none of Chinese women leaders regarded family as an enemy of their 
work, but the way they define their self-identity, their primary goals and 
tasks, and the source of their higher psychological wellbeing and job 
satisfaction. The Chinese women leaders do not think the social expecta-
tions for them as daughters, wives, and mothers are the oppressions from 
traditional culture, but the foundations for them to expand their women 
identities with the development of society (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). 
One of the key leadership styles of many Chinese women leaders is that 
they treat their followers as family members with emotions (Chao, 2011). 
How Chinese women leaders managed family and career obligations made 
them better understand, support, and develop young working women 
than men leaders (Chao, 2011; Ha et al.,  2018). Chinese women leaders’ 
support for other women’s leadership development makes women’s voices 
stronger in the Old Boy Club of leadership team. This is one important 
strategy that Chinese women leaders used to break the glass ceiling effect, 
which stops women from being promoted to leadership positions. This 
is very different from the “suicidal politics” for “women to disown one 
another” in the West (Klein, 1991, p. 131). Whether women’s gender war 
with men, women’s catfight against other women, senior women leaders’ 
Queen bee syndrome to oppress their women subordinates, or different
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doctrines of feminists’ arguments in the West all lead to negative relation-
ships and conflicts among women and others, or even the “mutual assured 
destruction” (Reinke, 2010; Seo et al., 2017; Sheppard & Aquino, 2014; 
Young, 1999, para. 1). A woman “Robinson Crusoe” is not independent, 
but extremely vulnerable in a hostile uncertain globalized patriarcal world 
(Taylor, 2004, p. 65).  

In the West, the long-lasting identity dilemma “between needing 
to act as women and needing an identity not overdetermined by 
our gender” (Buszek, 1999, p. 38), between breadwinners and care-
givers, between agentic leaders’ identity and communal women’s identity, 
between “tough as nails and warm as toast” (Wilson, 2007, p. 23), 
between a woman’s leadership identity and the followers’ acceptance of 
a woman’s leadership identity, often result in women executives’ discom-
fort and abandoning their senior roles (Eagly, 2005). Cooke and Xiao 
(2021) claimed that men-dominated media often distorted successful 
business women as a superwoman, who does not need to struggle hard 
to start up a business, or an iron woman, who behaves like a tough 
man without a harmonious family life. This misleading education would 
either destroy women’s enthusiasm to become a woman leader, or mislead 
women to believe that they have to be as tough as men to become a 
woman leader. Chinese women leaders proved that their feminine qual-
ities can be strengths in masuline leadership environments (Lee, 2017; 
Liu, 2013). Chinese women leaders’ feminine characteristics, such as 
gentleness, self-control, consideration for others, flexibility, human (not 
heroism)-centered, power-sharing, long-termed, and holistic thinking, 
defensive rather than aggressive position, all help them communicate and 
work harmoniously and smartly with followers, stakeholders, and their 
husbands as well as build important guanxi in men-dominated business 
world. Chinese women leaders’ soft leadership approaches allow others 
time to accept those women leaders’ legitimacy and credibility to lead in 
a men-dorminated world based on their professionalism, diligence, and 
wisdom instead of their gender (Chao, 2011; Ha et al.,  2018; Liu,  2013). 
Zhou et al (2012) found out that Chinese women directors had signif-
icantly enhanced staff’s organizational commitments and organizational 
values, especially when the institutional values were not good. 

Despite Chinese patriarchal culture, “[h]istorically in China, men 
always have great reverence for women who can hold people together 
and preserve the harmony of the family or country” (Liu, 2013, p. 488). 
Although China had a 1000-year-food-binding practice from the Song
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dynasty’s (960–1279), the first 2000 years of the 5000-year-long Chinese 
history was matriarchal (Hao & Zhou, 2007). Oracles from about 
3000 years ago recorded a large number of inscriptions about goddesses, 
women officials, and so on, showing that women held honorable social 
status in the matriarchal society. The Chinese character, surname 姓 
(woman + birth) visually showed the matriarchal origin of surnames. 
The two Chinese earliest ancestors 5000 years ago—Huang Di (Yellow 
emperor) and  Yan Di (Red emperor) both used their mothers surnames— 
姬 (Ji) and  姜 (Jiang), which were two oldest Chinese surnames 
(Duan, 1981). In addition, 女娲 (nüwa) was the most ancient Chinese 
goddess who patched the broken sky and held it from falling. Based on 
her mythology, Chairman Mao created the famous slogan to empower 
women: women can hold up half of the sky (Lee, 1994). Even in China’s 
patriarchal history, when there were no qualified men leaders, there was a 
tradition for women leaders to lead the nation behind a bamboo curtain 
(chui lian ting zheng), such as the last national leader of Chinese imperial 
government Qing, Empress Dowager Cixi (1835–1908) (Tan, 2008). In 
sharp contrast with foot-bounded women in the Song dynasty’s (960– 
1279), women in Tang Dynasty (618–907) played football (cuju), which 
was the earliest form of football (FIFA, 2016). In addition to many 
women scholars and officials in Tang Dynasty, Wu Zetian was the empress 
in China during the year 624–705, who removed the bamboo curtain 
between her and her men followers and had many male concubines 
(Kwong, 2016). However, the power of many women in Tang Dynasty 
was disliked by men as pin ji si chen (the hen cackles in the morning), 
and women’s foot-binding practice from Song Dynasty could be regarded 
as a backlash against the women’s freedom in Tang Dynasty. Compared 
to the thousand-year-long food-binding cloth, the glass ceiling in the 
modern world cannot shy Chinese women leaders away. Most modern 
Chinese women leaders do not know or feel the glass ceiling effect (Chao, 
2011; Ha et al.,  2018; Lee, 2017; Liu,  2013). Even though some have 
experienced the glass ceiling, they do not believe that the glass ceiling is 
too strong to be overcome. Chinese women leaders focus more on the 
strategies to win the support from men leaders and family members, such 
as working and communicating more actively, flexibly, and smartly with 
men and others, holding the organizational membership first and wait 
until children are grown up to take leadership positions (Chao, 2011; 
Cheung & Halpern, 2010; Ha et al.,  2018; Liu,  2013). In contrast 
with the inability to solve the glass ceiling and the emergence of more
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metaphors about the barriers for women’s empowerment (e.g., sticky 
floors, concrete ceiling, concrete wall, bamboo ceiling, glass cage, labyrinth, 
glass cliff , imposter syndrome), Chao’s (2011) research showed that the 
glass-ceiling effects “have been broken bit by bit” (p. 760). And the 
failure of penetrating the glass ceiling to get development opportunities 
in men-dominated organizations actually pushed many Chinese women to 
become women entrepreneurs to start up their own business (Tan, 2008). 
Instead of tears and blames, many Chinese women leaders believe in their 
diligence and endurance as the way to cope with the gender discrimina-
tion and deep-rooted men dominated culture, which actually impressed 
and won the support from Chinese men leaders and others, who held 
original low expectations for women (Chao, 2011; Liu,  2013). 

According to the Hurun Richest Self-Made Women in the World 2020 
report, Chinese women ranked number one with 61% of the world’s self-
made women billionaires with an average wealth of $ 2.6 billion, and 
the U.S. and the U.K. ranked number two and three (Hurun, 2020). 
Although there are very few women CEOs in Fortune 500 companies 
and many women CEOs stepped down, two out of 37 women CEOs 
in Fortune 500 in 2020 are from Chinese culture: Lisa Su and Joey 
Wat (Hinchliffe, 2020). As Joey Wat claimed, crisis (wei ji) in Chinese 
language consists of two words: “danger” (wei) and “opportunity” (ji). 
The discriminations against women and marginalized minorities are also 
opportunities and sources for social and individual development (Cren-
shaw & Bonis, 2005). Although the gender inequity worsened during 
the last four decades in China, the wave of Chinese economic reform 
has also brought Chinese women much more opportunities than before. 
More and more Chinese women leaders have “penetrated the OLD Boy’s 
club of the business world” and risen in China and the world as women 
leaders (Lee, 2017, p. xiv). Instead of using power to batter the glass 
ceiling , Chinese women leaders view women’s leadership development as 
a journey of “climbing the Himalayas” (Chao, 2011, p. 760). In front of 
an uncertain and dangerous journey to the top of the Himalayas, an indi-
vidual’s perseverance, wisdom, hard work, and collaboration with others 
play a much more important role than gender differences. Despite the 
global pandemic, the Disney movie Mulan in 2020 reminded the globe 
of a Chinese woman, who lived about 1500 years ago. After fighting 
the enemies for her family and nation in a foreign world, Mulan not 
only received great recognition from her family and nation but everyone 
in the world until now (Edwards, 2010). Regardless of time and place,
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the history of Chinese women is “not only a history of oppression and 
exploitation of race, class, and gender, but also one of triumph and 
success” (Ling, 1997, p. 109). 

Cultural Constraints and Wen Hua (文化) 

After decades of feminist movements, many researchers realized that 
the societal culture, which shapes traditional gender roles, is the funda-
mental constraint for women’s empowerment (McLean & Beigi, 2016; 
Unterhalter, 2007). However, cultures “are extremely stable over time,” 
especially gender culture, which people have learned since the first day 
they were born (Hofstede, 2001, p. 34). The cultural constraints for 
women are often related to tradition, religion, and taboos, which are not 
only hard to change, but can be “too painful to be explicitly discussed” 
(Hofstede, 2011, p. 13; McLean & Beigi, 2016). After the UN’s four 
world conferences on women in 1975, 1980, 1985, and 1995 respec-
tively, 25 years passed, the UN has not found a solution to deal with 
cultural constraints for women to organize the fifth world conference 
to lead women to progress in the twenty-first century (UN, n.d.). The 
contrast between women’s desire for gender equality and failure to 
batter the cultural constraints spurs women’s self-doubt and recrimina-
tion, which is supported by the backlash in a patriarchal world (Faludi, 
1991). However, facing a rapidly changing world, many Western femi-
nists admit that the world is too complex for feminism to provide “a 
universal knowledge” to fulfill the goal of gender equality; and feminism 
is just a way to critically engage in a complex world, “maintaining, or even 
exacerbating, conditions of inequity” (Calás & Smircich, 2006, p. 328). 

Unlike Hostede’s (2001, p. 454) “static view” of cultures, culture (wen 
hua) in Chinese language literally means using education, ethics, and 
communication (wen) to change (hua), instead of wu hua by fighting 
(wu) to change (hua) (Deng, 2017). Although women everywhere have 
to fight for self-actualization as the patriarchal world always puts women 
down, Western and Chinese women fight their good fights in a different 
way. If Western women leaders are like iron ladies with assertiveness and 
directness, Chinese women leaders are more like water ladies with soft-
ness, flexibility, and fortitude (Lee, 2017). Instead of a long skill list 
in modern leadership studies, the Chinese word, capability (neng nai) 
only includes two parts: competence (neng) and endurance (nai). The 
hard iron could be broken by harder cultural constraints. Dripping water
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hollows out stone (di shui chuan shi) through persistence instead of force. 
Instead of pushing patriarchal culture to change to promote women 
leaders, Ha et al.’s (2018) used a Chinese idiom to describe Chinese 
women’s leadership development: The canal will be naturally formed with 
the flowing of the water (shui dao qu cheng). 

Implications 

The double portion of cultural constraints from Chinese traditional 
and modern cultures provide Chinese women with a double portion 
of wisdom and knowledge. Whether in traditional or modern China, 
Chinese women have contributed greatly to supporting the stability, 
development, and the next generation of the family and the nation. In a 
rapidly changing globalized world with all kinds of crises, the stability and 
peace of a family provide a secured foundation for the sustainable devel-
opment of everyone and the nation. That is why the Chinese word, nation 
is guo jia, consisting of guo (nation) and jia (family). The Chinese dream 
could be more inclusive by promoting more Chinese women leaders on 
board to allow women’s voices to be heard at the levels of both guo 
(nation) and jia (family). Therefore, the Chinese government should 
strengthen the enforcement of all the current comprehensive laws that 
attempt to promote gender equality. To empower Chinese women, the 
biggest women group in the world will also help the Chinese govern-
ment realize the vision of building a community of a shared future for 
humankind, which was written into the PRC’s Constitution in 2018 
(Zhang, 2019b). The fulfillment of the gender equality promise in 
the Chinese constitution will not only encourage Chinese women to 
contribute more to the guo jia (nation + family), but build the cred-
ibility of the Chinese government among people from China and the 
globe, which will maintain and attract more talents to join the Chinese 
dream. Otherwise, China may have won the global trade war, but may 
lose both the global talent war and marriage war by losing the valuable 
Chinese women talents in both job and marriage markets (pei le furen, 
you zhe bing). 

The double portion of cultural constraints from traditional China and 
modern Western culture provide Chinese women with both greater chal-
lenges and greater opportunities. Both androcentric Chinese and Western 
cultures have supportive and oppressive education for Chinese women. A 
Chinese woman should not internalize the oppressive education to make a
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bigger foot-binding cloth to bind her mind from progressing, nor follow 
the misleading information to make great leaps as a woman tool to serve 
patriarchal and capitalist interests. 

How a modern Chinese woman navigates her unique way to survive 
and succeed in a globalized patriarchal world in a sustainable and compre-
hensive way may benefit from learning how modern China established 
her own modern identity. From totally rejecting traditional Confucian 
culture and totally accepting Western liberal and capitalist culture or 
socialist culture, modern China learned how to incorporate the authentic 
and good parts and remove the false and fake parts (qu wei cun zhen) 
from all different cultures, and established a globalized modern China 
with Chinese characteristics (zhong guo te se). Zhang (1996) called the 
Chinese culture from the ancient to modern time as Hehe (和合) culture,  
which actively pursues the inclusion and harmony of different people. 
For thousands of years, the Hehe culture has been programming Chinese 
people’s behaviors and mindsets to develop their lives both in a unified 
and unique way to pursue both the harmony with others and the progress 
of the self. The Chinese Hehe culture may be a living example of the 
transdisciplinary approach. After decades of feminist movements, Kitch 
(2007) claimed that the best way to achieve gender equality in a patri-
archal world is through transdisciplinarity with the critical integration of 
different disciplines. 

In the end, how Chinese women leaders overcome the double portion 
of cultural constraints from both traditional Chinese and modern Western 
patriarchal cultures may also inspire women in the world. Chinese 
women’s relational wisdom from both a collectivist culture and female 
gender education may show women and any individuals a relational and 
interdependent approach to manage relationships with others at home, 
work, and in a shared globe to complement the current competitive and 
individualistic approach. At the end of the day, knowledge, self-identities, 
and leadership are not from and only for individuals regardless of genders, 
but are all contextual, relational, and socially-constructed for everyone 
(Uhl-Bien, 2011). Individuals are not held together as a family and a team 
by policies in black and white, but by relationships and emotions. The 
man-made modern world with all kinds of man-made crises in the twenty-
first century probably need many 女娲 (nüwa) to patch the broken world 
to hold the sky from falling down.
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CHAPTER 4  

Policies and Legislation 

Jia Wang 

According to the latest national census data released in 2021, the male-
to-female ratio of China’s mainland population has hit a record low of 
105.07 since the first census was conducted in 1953 (Xinhua, 2021c). 
With women accounting for nearly half (48.76%) of the total 1.41178 
billion people today (Xinhua, 2021a), the need for achieving gender 
equality has become one of China’s highest priorities (The State Council 
Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 2019). However, 
Chinese women’s development has been a long and tortuous journey. The 
5000 years of history of the country have witnessed a change of Chinese 
women’s social status, from being more respected with higher status than 
men under a matriarchal clan system to becoming inferior to men with 
few or no rights in political, economic, social, and family domains under 
patriarchal feudalism. Despite efforts to liberate women, little progress has 
been achieved to raise women’s status. This is largely due to the lasting
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impact of traditional cultural norms and feudal ideology that have defined 
women’s social role as a housewife or homemaker. 

According to the State Council Information Office of the People’s 
Republic of China (2019), the founding of New China in 1949 ushered 
in a new era for Chinese women, changing their social status from being 
subordinates of men to being in charge of their own fate. Embracing 
late Chairman Mao’s claim that women hold up half the sky , the  Chinese  
government has made gender equality a national priority. Since the 1950s, 
the government has taken concrete actions to encourage women to partic-
ipate in activities outside their home and promote their equal status within 
the family. Later on, the economic reforms and open-door policies initi-
ated in 1978 have given women in China greater opportunities (The State 
Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 2019). In 
1980, China was one of the first countries to ratify the United Nations 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW). Recognizing the importance of women 
in building a harmonious society, China has made women’s development 
an integral part of its economic development plan and gender equality 
a basic state policy. Additionally, the central government has engaged in 
a continuous process of constructing and strengthening China’s political 
and legal systems to guarantee women’s equal rights. Examples of govern-
ment efforts include: (a) reinforcing the Communist Party of China’s 
(CPC) guide for women’s development; (b) creating and improving 
women’s rights protection legislation by the National People’s Congress 
(NPC); (c) establishing practical mechanisms to support women by the 
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC); (d) setting 
up government working systems for implementation of national gender 
equality policies; and (e) enhancing the role of the Women’s Federation 
as a bridge between the CPC, the government and the mass of women. 
Together, these measures provide political and legislative assurance for the 
comprehensive development of women in China. 

In this chapter, I examine China’s legislative and political environments 
and their impact on promoting women’s development; I structured the 
chapter into five sections. In the first, I introduce major laws and regu-
lations enacted by the Chinese government for protecting women’s legal 
rights and interests. In the second, I identify various institutional support 
systems to ensure women’s equal rights and development. In the next 
two sections, I unpack the legal and political implications for Chinese
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women’s development in terms of the progresses made and challenges 
ahead. I conclude the chapter with a recommended plan of action for 
lawmakers and organizational leaders. 

Legal and Policy Foundations 
for Women’s Rights Protection 

In China, national lawmaking is a collective effort between the National 
People’s Congress (NPC) and the State Council (the Central People’s 
Government), under the direct political leadership of the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP). As China’s highest state organ and the largest 
parliament in the world, the NPC and its standing committee (NPCSC) 
exercise state legislative power, such as amending the Constitution, 
supervising the enforcement of the Constitution, and enacting and 
amending basic laws. The NPC and Chinese People’s Political Consul-
tative Conference (CPPCC, a political advisory body) meet annually to 
make important national-level political decisions. As China’s highest exec-
utive organ, the State Council creates and executes plans for national 
economic and social development and presents most initiatives to the 
NPCSC for consideration after the endorsement by CCP’s Politburo 
Standing Committee. Since the founding of the New China in 1949, a 
number of laws and regulations have been formulated and enacted by 
the State Council and NPC and its Standing Committee to provide legal 
grounds for gender equality in the political, social, cultural, and economic 
realms. Below are the legislations that are most influential to women’s 
development in China. 

The Constitution 

The Constitution is the supreme law of China. Since its first enactment 
in 1954, the Constitution has been revised four times (1975, 1978, 
1982, 2004). The 1954 Constitution specified that women should have 
the same rights as men in all spheres of life—politics, economy, culture, 
society, and family, that women should receive equal pay as men for equal 
work, and that women should be trained and selected as leaders. The 
first Constitution also made it clear that husband and wife both have 
the duty to practice family planning, and that violation of the freedom 
to marry and maltreatment of women are prohibited. These principles
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remain unchanged in all subsequent revisions. With comprehensive guide-
lines, the Constitution laid the legal foundation for women’s equality in 
China. 

The Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests 

Coming into force in 1992, this law is the first fundamental law in 
China formulated specifically for achieving gender equality. It sets forth, 
in detail, the legal rights and interests of women in politics, economics, 
culture, education, property, personal affairs, marriage, and family. Under 
this law, many discriminatory practices against women were specified 
and prohibited; for example, raising employment standards for women, 
refusing to hire women or forcing them to sign work contracts that 
restrict their right to marry or bear children, and discriminating against 
women in their equal access to promotion, benefits, property, and 
succession. The 1995 Amendment specified more responsibilities for 
governments at different levels to improve the protection system for 
women’s equal rights. The 2005 Amendment officially established the 
legal status of gender equality as a basic state policy. This law, along with 
the Constitution, built the foundation of China’s legal system. 

The National Program for Women’s Development 

Between 1995 and 2020, the State Council issued three national 
programs (1995–2000, 2001–2010, and 2011–2020) to guide the devel-
opment of Chinese women. This policy document was informed by 
China’s Constitution, the Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights 
and Interests, the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women, the Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action, among others. Each program outlined specific objectives, 
strategies, and measures to develop women. 

The 1995–2000 Program, with 11 objectives in eight action sectors 
(Angeloff & Leiber, 2012), laid a foundation for Chinese women’s devel-
opment in the twenty-first century. The 2001–2010 Program expanded 
the objectives into 34, and over 100 strategies and measures in six 
priority areas of development: women and the economy; women in 
decision-making and management; women’s education; women and 
health; women and the law; and women and the environment. By 2010, 
most objectives set out in the 2001–2010 Program had been achieved
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with significant progress made in all six developmental areas. There-
fore, the period from 2001 to 2010 was considered one of the most 
outstanding historical periods of women’s development in China (Women 
of China, 2015). 

Built on the second Program, the 2011–2020 Program added social 
security for women and set two new goals: developing women’s partic-
ipation at all political levels (by fixing quotas) and increasing women’s 
job opportunities (Angeloff & Lieber, 2012). In this program, a specific 
target was set, that is, women should account for at least 35% of highly 
skilled workers in China by 2020 (The State Council, 2011). Despite 
different objectives, all three national programs emphasized women’s 
employment-related issues, including eliminating gender-based discrim-
ination in employment, increasing women’s labor force participation rate, 
and expanding fields of employment for women. 

In addition to the general laws and regulations discussed above, there is 
specific legislation to promote gender equality in different domains (e.g., 
marriage and family) and for women of different age groups (e.g., baby 
girls, young girls, career women, and the elderly women). I discuss a few 
of them below. 

The Marriage Law (1950) 

Enacted in 1950, the Marriage Law is the first law established since the 
founding of New China. This law abolished discrimination and oppression 
against women in the feudal marriage system by legalizing a new system 
characterized by establishing a marriage system based on the free choice of 
partners, on monogamy, and on equality of husband and wife in marriage 
and the family. In 2001, the Marriage Law was revised with additional 
articles prohibiting domestic violence and bigamy, as well as supporting 
compensation for housework and divorce damages. Under the Marriage 
Law, women have more power in making marriage decisions; over time, 
the cases of early marriage among women have decreased. 

The Law on Population and Family Planning (2001) 

Implemented since 2002, this law stipulates that both husband and 
wife are responsible for family planning and emphasizes gender equality 
by forbidding fetus gender identification for non-medical purposes and 
terminating pregnancy due to a fetus’ gender. With these stipulations,
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this law aimed to reduce “son bias” (“an entrenched preference for sons 
over daughters,” Wang & Klugman, 2020, p. 49) in Chinese society. 
Also, to set forth guidelines to control the size of China’s population, 
this law specified family planning as a fundamental state policy and has 
been adopted as a means to raise the quality of the Chinese popula-
tion. Additionally, family planning programs provided for legal remedies 
in case of violation of those rights, with women’s organizations playing a 
central role in providing legal aid. The Law was amended in 2005 when 
it introduced for the first time the prohibition of sexual harassment. 

Among China’s family planning policies, the most restrictive was the 
one-child policy (OCP) because it limits each couple to one child. 
However, this restriction applied exclusively to the Han people—the only 
ethnic majority of China’s 56 ethnic groups. The strictness of the OCP 
was reflected by its enforcement. Before 1980, China’s family planning 
policies were mainly driven by political, social, and administrative forces. 
However, the OCP, formally conceived in 1979, was rapidly enforced 
by law across China in 1980 as a means to control China’s popula-
tion size through fertility reduction (Jiang, 2020). Since the enforcement 
of the OCP, many scholars have examined its effect on fertility (Wang, 
2012), sex ratio and gender selection (Huang et al., 2016), the sibling-less 
generation (Angrist et al., 2005; Rosenzweig & Zhang, 2009), education 
attainment (Jiang, 2020; Lee, 2012), as well as other family outcomes 
such as marital status (Zhang, 2017) and labor supply (Cao, 2019). While 
these studies generated mixed results, the OCP is considered “the biggest 
social movement that fundamentally changed the lives and family struc-
ture of the entire generation born in the 1960s” (Jiang, 2020, p. 544). 
On the positive side, this policy has led to women’s delayed entry into 
marriage and delayed parenthood, which gave women more time and 
opportunity to pursue education and participate in the labor market. 

Legislation for Protecting Women’s Reproductive Rights 

From 1949 to 1992, China issued a number of labor insurance regula-
tions, policies of free medical services, and regulations on maternity leave 
for women employees. In 1994, China introduced the Trial Measures 
for Maternity Insurance for Enterprise Employees, marking the compre-
hensive implementation of the maternity insurance system for urban 
employees. The 2010 Social Insurance Law had a separate chapter for 
maternity insurance, turning departmental regulations into national laws
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and providing a legal basis for safeguarding women’s reproductive rights 
and interests. In 2012, the State Council promulgated Special Provisions 
on Labor Protection of Female Employees, extending paid maternity leave 
from 90 to 98 days. To further protect women’s reproductive rights, 
China issued a guideline in 2019 to combine maternity insurance with 
basic medical insurance, providing more benefits to women employees 
(The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 
2019). 

Legislation for Protecting Women’s Equal Employment Rights 

Multiple laws and regulations were formulated to protect women’s rights 
in employment. Highlighted below are four of them. 

The Labor Law (1994). Implemented on January 1, 1995, this law 
specified the following in Article 13: 

Women shall enjoy equal rights as men in employment. Sex shall not be 
used as a pretext for excluding women from employment during recruit-
ment of workers unless the types of work or posts for which workers are 
being recruited are not suitable for women according to State regulations. 
Nor shall the standards of recruitment be raised when it comes to women. 
(China Internet Information Center, n.d.) 

Additionally, the Labor Law offered some special protection to women 
workers’ rights under certain conditions, such as during pregnancy, 
maternity leaves, and harmful work environments (Chapter 7). The law 
further noted that employers in violation of relevant statutes would 
be held accountable by labor administrative departments for making 
corrections and compensation (Article 95). 

The Employment Promotion Law (2007). Enacted by the NPC’s 
Standing Committee in 2007, this law addressed gaps that existed in 
the 1994 Labor Law. Aiming to promote employment and coordina-
tion between economic development and job growth, this law was a 
further step toward achieving social harmony. According to Article 3, 
workers should enjoy equal employment and should not be discriminated 
against because of their gender. Article 27 stipulated women’s rights to 
equal employment and prohibited employers from (a) rejecting women 
or raising employment standards for women based on their sex and (b)
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setting marriage and childbirth restrictions on women workers in the 
labor contract. 

The Employment Service and Employment Management Regula-
tions (2008). Issued by the Ministry of Labor and Social Security to 
complement the newly enacted Employment Promotion Law, this law 
gives more guidance concerning forbidden practices, such as conditioning 
women’s employment on their marital status, or their pledge not to have 
children within a certain period, or using a hepatitis B status to screen 
candidates. It also introduced a fine for companies and organizations in 
violation of the law. 

Notice on Further Regulating Recruitment and Promoting 
Women’s Employment (2019). Issued in February 2019, by China’s 
Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, together with another 
eight national institutions (e.g., the Ministry of Justice and the Supreme 
People’s Court), this Notice makes it clear that gender discrimina-
tion in the recruitment process was prohibited. Specifically, employers 
were prohibited from: (a) basing hiring on gender preference; (b) 
refusing/limiting women’s employment opportunities; (c) raising recruit-
ment standards for women; (d) inquiring into women’s marital/childbirth 
status; (e) requiring pre-employment pregnancy tests; and (f) including 
childbearing restrictions as an employment condition. These new regula-
tions allowed women to take legal action against employers in violation of 
this Notice. Also, employers or employment agencies that posted gender-
discriminatory advertisements now faced stiffer penalties than previously 
imposed, criminal investigation, public exposure, and license revoca-
tion (Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security of the People’s 
Republic of China, 2019). 

Legislation for Protecting Women’s Rights in the Family 

Since the 18th CPC National Congress in November 2012, new break-
throughs have been made in China’s legislation for the protection of 
women’s rights in the family. For example, the 2011–2020 National 
Program for the Development of Chinese Women emphasized shared 
family responsibilities and work–family balance between men and women. 
The Anti-domestic Violence Law (2015) set up China’s first legal infras-
tructure for prohibiting any form of domestic violence with four new 
elements in place: domestic violence warning, compulsory reporting, 
personal safety protection order, and emergent protection. Also, in 2015,
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the Criminal Law Amendment (IX) included the act of “whoring with 
immature girls” (China Daily, 2019b) within the scope of rape—no 
longer considered as a separate and less serious offense—to protect young 
girls. In 2017, the General Principles of the Civil Law were promul-
gated, and the compilation of the Civil Code was initiated, focusing on 
further improving the marriage and family system by featuring gender 
equality. Also, in 2017, six government entities jointly issued the Opin-
ions on Preventing and Resolving Marriage and Family Disputes to 
provide services to the public to resolve marriage and family disputes. 
In 2018, the Supreme People’s Court issued a judicial interpretation to 
address the problem of the identification standard of the joint debts of 
husband and wife. And, in 2019, to provide policy support for family 
parenting, the State Council issued the Guiding Opinions on Improving 
Care Services for Infants Under 3 Years Old. 

Institutional Support for Women’s Development 

In addition to strengthening its legal system, the Chinese government 
also set up, supports, or collaborates with a few national-level organiza-
tions to help promote the state policy of gender equality. Below are a few 
prominent examples. 

National Working Committee on Children and Women (NWCCW) 

Originally known as the National Coordination Committee on Children 
and Women and renamed in 1993, NWCCW was established in 1990 
by the Chinese government under the State Council as an institutional 
system to promote women’s development and protect women’s rights 
and interests. The basic functions of this Committee included: (a) coordi-
nate and facilitate relevant government departments to carry out activities 
that aim to safeguard the rights and interests of women and children; 
(b) develop and implement the National Program for the Development 
of Women and Children; (c) provide human, material, and financial 
resources needed for work related to the development of women and 
children; and (d) guide and monitor the work of WCCW at the provin-
cial, autonomous region, and municipal levels. By 2021, all governments 
above the county level in China had formed WCCWs, and a working 
platform had been built by NWCCW to coordinate and supervise the 
enforcement of the laws for women.
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The All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF) 

Founded in 1949 as a people’s organization to unite and serve Chinese 
women of all ethnic groups and from all walks of life, ACWF had a 
goal to further women’s emancipation and development. Led by the 
CPC, ACWF served as the primary mechanism for government engage-
ment in the protection of women’s rights. The highest power organ 
of Women’s Federations is the National Women’s Congress (NWC), 
and the ACWF’s Executive Committee has been elected by NWC. 
ACWF has had a network of six levels—national, provincial/autonomous 
region and municipality, city, county/district, township/sub-district, 
and village/residential community. Its primary responsibilities included 
participating in drafting and revising laws related to women and providing 
support for women’s equal rights. 

Additionally, ACWF has played a leading role in motivating women to 
participate in China’s economic and social development. Besides being 
part of the national effort in issuing five rounds of family education 
work plans since 1996, ACWF has launched several initiatives to develop 
women holistically. Examples include the Women’s Action for Poverty 
Alleviation Project (2015), the Women’s Action for Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation campaign (2015), the Women’s Action for Rural Vitalization 
campaign (2018), and the Family Happiness, and Well-Being Campaign 
(2019) (Women of China, 2020). This wide range of endeavors has made 
women’s federations one of the most dependable and helpful assistants to 
the CPC in promoting women’s development. 

China Women’s University (CWU) 

CWU, led by the All-China Women’s Federation and guided by the 
Ministry of Education, was founded in 1949 as the New China Women’s 
Vocational School. CWU went through a few name changes, responding 
to shifting societal needs, before adopting the CWU name in 1995. In 
1996, CWU launched undergraduate programs and enrolled high school 
graduates for the first time. In 2002, the Ministry of Education approved 
CWU’s transition to a regular institution of higher learning offering bach-
elor’s degrees. In 2005, CWU successfully passed the academic level 
accreditation sponsored by the Ministry of Education. With a mission to 
become a national center for women’s research and leadership training 
and international exchange on women’s education, CWU has made a 
significant contribution to women’s development in China.
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Research Organizations 

Besides women’s universities, such as CWU, there are also governmental 
and non-governmental organizations devoted to research on women’s 
issues. Examples include the first Institute of Women’s Studies in China, 
founded by ACWF in 1983; the first non-governmental research organi-
zation—Center for Women’s Studies—set up at Zhengzhou University in 
1987; and the Chinese Scholars for Women’s Studies (CSWS), founded 
in 1989. These research organizations have carried out extensive research 
projects and hosted a number of conferences dedicated to pressing issues 
facing women (e.g., education, employment, and liberation). 

Developing Chinese Women: Progresses Made 

China has honored its commitment to gender equality and women’s 
development—made at the Fourth World Conference on Women in 
1995, by making gender equality a basic state policy and by creating a 
more women-friendly legal and political environment. In this section, I 
highlighted China’s achievements in political, economic, academic, and 
family domains. 

Women’s Political Participation 

Generally speaking, Chinese women can participate in the management of 
state affairs through channels such as legislative institutions, governments 
at all levels, the CPPCC, women’s federations, and trade unions. To 
promote women’s political participation, the Organization Department 
of the CPC Central Committee has made consistent efforts since 1988 
by introducing legislation that favors women, reforming the personnel 
system, and establishing mechanisms for training and selecting women 
officials (Guo, 2013). The new laws and regulations serve as a legal 
and policy foundation to legalize women’s equal rights to participate 
in decision-making and management. To guarantee women’s represen-
tation in government work, a mandatory quota system has been enforced 
by law. Further, the need for training and selecting women officials has 
been reiterated in reports of every party congress since the 1990s (The 
State Council Information Office, 2019). As a result of these various 
government efforts, women in China have become more active in political 
life.
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More Participation in Civil Service 
During the past two decades or so, the total number of women officials 
in party and government departments has been on the rise, for example, 
from 422,000 in the early 1980s to 1.906 million in 2017, accounting for 
26.5% of the total officials. Of the public servants newly recruited by the 
central government and their affiliates, women accounted for 52.4%, and 
their representation in local governments was 44% (The State Council 
Information Office, 2019). The rising trend continued in 2018, with 
women accounting for 27.2% of party members (16.7% higher than in 
1956) and 22% of leadership in national public institutions (1.6% higher 
than in 2015). 

More Participation in Legal Governance 
Women’s participation in both the NPC and CPPCC has reached a record 
high in China’s legislative history. With 24.9% of all positions in China’s 
single-house parliament held by women (742) among 2975 lawmakers 
elected in 2018 to serve for the next five years, the 13th session of the 
NPC marked the third consecutive expansion for congresswomen since 
the beginning of the twenty-first century. It also exceeded the world 
average of 24.5% as of January, 2019 and is significantly higher than 
the Asian average of 19.9% (Yang, 2019). This close to 1:4 gender ratio 
in the national legislature placed China 75th of 188 countries (Inter-
Parliamentary Union, 2020). Additionally, women accounted for 20.4% 
of members on the 13th session of the National Committee of the 
CPPCC, an increase of 2.6% from the previous session (National Bureau 
of Statistics of China, 2020), and 14.3% higher than the first CPPCC in 
1949 (The State Council Information Office, 2019). 

The number of women working in judicial bodies has also increased 
dramatically, constituting 32.6% of total court prosecutors in 2017, up 
by 23.6% from 1982 shortly after China’s reforms and open-door policy 
were launched. Of all judges in 2017, 32.7% were female, 21.7% higher 
than the number in 1982 (The State Council Information Office, 2019). 
Meanwhile, women’s organizations are making a greater impact on legal 
governance in China. For instance, in the past five years, women’s federa-
tions have been active in enforcing and revising relevant laws and policies 
including Anti-Domestic Violence Law and measures in support of the 
Second Child Policy. They made recommendations on more than 80 
national laws and policies as well as over 3000 local regulations and 
policies (The State Council Information Office, 2019).
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More Participation in Business Management 
Thanks in part to the 2011–2020 National Program for Women’s Devel-
opment, more women have participated in business leadership. In 2018, 
women on the boards of directors of enterprises accounted for 39.9% and 
on the boards of supervisors of enterprises, 41.9%. These represent an 
increase of 7.2% and 6.7% from 2010, respectively (National Bureau of 
Statistics of China, 2020). In the Internet sector, more than a quarter of 
senior management positions in the Alibaba group are held by women 
(Wang & Klugman, 2020). 

More Participation in Grassroots Administration 
Since the 1980s, more Chinese women in both urban and rural areas 
have participated in the elections of neighborhood committees and village 
committees, thanks to the government for the establishment and devel-
opment of the villagers’ autonomy system. In 2018, the proportion of 
women in neighborhood committees was 50.4%, an increase of 0.7% from 
2017. Women’s representation in villagers’ committees was 11.1%, an 
increase of 0.4% from the previous year (National Bureau of Statistics 
of China, 2020). The role of women’s federations at all levels in grass-
roots governance has also been strengthened. Today, there are 7.7 million 
women executive members of women’s federations working at township 
and village levels (The State Council Information Office, 2019). 

More Participation in Foreign Affairs 
More women and women’s organizations have been actively involved 
in international affairs. Since 1982, Chinese representatives have been 
elected to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women on nine occasions. Nearly 1000 Chinese women partic-
ipated in UN peacekeeping missions. Furthermore, numerous women 
diplomats are active in the field of national diplomacy. As of October 
2018, 33.1% of China’s diplomats were women, including 14 women 
ambassadors, 21 women consuls, and 326 women counselors above the 
division level (The State Council Information Office, 2019). 

Women’s Economic Participation 

Women’s economic participation can be measured by indicators such as 
the labor force participation rate, wage equality for same/similar work, 
and proportions in different sectors (World Economic Forum, 2020). 
China has certainly moved forward in each of these areas.
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High Labor Force Participation 
Since 1995, Chinese women’s labor force participation rate has main-
tained above 60%: Li (2020) claimed that this ranked China as first 
in the world, though the World Economic Forum 2021 Gender Gap 
Report does not include China in the top 25 in the world. In 2018, 
69% of Chinese women participated in the labor market (World Economic 
Forum, 2020), accounting for 43.7% of the total employed population in 
the country, exceeding the Chinese government’s target of “maintaining 
above 40%” (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2020). 

Expanded Job Options 
China’s fast-growing private sector has opened new opportunities for 
women, from owning a small business to becoming a manager or execu-
tive in a large company. In 2018, women occupied 51.7% of professional 
and technical jobs in China. According to the 2020 Global Gender Gap 
Report (World Economic Forum, 2020), China ranked first among 153 
countries in terms of the percentage of women in professional and tech-
nical jobs. In 2018, women entrepreneurs accounted for 55% of all 
entrepreneurs in the Internet sector (Li, 2020), thanks in part to the 
women’s federation programs that provided women with the knowledge 
and skills needed for e-commerce (The State Council Information Office, 
2019). Today, half of the businesses registered on TaoBao (China’s 
Amazon) are women-owned (Wang & Klugman, 2020). 

More Protection for Women’s Right at Work 
Through the years, the government has enacted a number of regulations 
to create a favorable condition for women to partake in socio-economic 
development. Examples include the Regulations Concerning the Labor 
Protection of Female Staff and Workers (1988), the Special Rules on 
the Labor Protection of Female Employees (2012), and the Manual of 
Guidance on Promoting Workplace Gender Equality. These efforts oblige 
employers nationwide to protect women’s legitimate rights and special 
interests in the workplace. In 2017, 71.2% of enterprises provided labor 
protections for women workers, up 35.2% from 2002. By September 
2017, a total of 1.366 million special collective contracts had been signed 
to protect women employees’ rights, benefiting nearly 80 million women 
workers. Meanwhile, up to 300,000 trade unions in community-level 
enterprises and public institutions had set up resting and nursing lounges,
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serving over 18 million women (The State Council Information Office, 
2019). 

Poverty Reduced for Women 
One of the key strategies adopted by the Chinese government to achieve 
gender equity is reducing and eradicating poverty among women in both 
urban and rural areas. Over the years, a number of poverty alleviation 
plans have been enacted, such as the Outline of Development-driven 
Poverty Alleviation in Rural Areas (2001–2010) and (2011–2020), and 
Guidelines on the Three-Year Action Plan to Win the Battle Against 
Extreme Poverty (2018). When making poverty alleviation policies, the 
government has given priority to women. In addition, a number of public 
welfare and charity programs have been launched to help women in 
poverty-stricken counties combat poverty. Examples of the government 
initiatives include increasing the minimum subsistence allowance annu-
ally, providing skills training, free cervical and breast cancer checkups, 
small-sum guaranteed loans and micro-credit, health benefits, and daily 
necessities. As a result of the government’s effort, living conditions of 
impoverished women have improved. According to a white paper issued 
by China’s State Council Information Office in April 2021, among 
nearly 100 million Chinese who have been lifted out of poverty, women 
accounted for 50% (Xinhua, 2021a). 

Women’s Participation in Education 

The right to education is an important means to realize the equal devel-
opment of men and women. China has made remarkable progress in 
eliminating women’s illiteracy by promoting equal access to education. 
All three National Programs for Chinese Women’s Development put the 
improvement of women’s literacy as a major goal and regard the erad-
ication of illiteracy among rural women as a key issue. As a result, the 
illiteracy rate among women aged 15 and above dropped dramatically 
from 90% in 1949 to 7.5% in 2018 (Li, 2020; The State Council Informa-
tion Office, 2019). At every educational level, women’s participation has 
been on the rise. According to OECD (2019a), educational attainment 
in China is balanced between women and men at all levels, with nearly 
perfect gender equality for 25- to 34-year-olds. The gender distribution 
of teachers is also fairly even in China, where 58% of primary to upper 
secondary school teachers are women—comparable to other OECD and
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partner countries, where the numbers range from 47% in India to 91% in 
the Russian Federation. 

First, an increasing number of Chinese girls have received pre-primary 
education. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China 
(2020), in 2018, among all children who attended pre-primary educa-
tion, 46.7% were girls, representing an increase of 1.3% (8.24 million 
girls) from 2010. 

Second, the number of Chinese girls who receive primary education 
has been on a steady rise during the past decade, evidenced by 58.8% 
in 2011 to 89.2% in 2019. Since 2013, more girls than boys have 
participated in primary education each year. Using 2019 as an example, 
the gross enrollment ratio between girls and boys was 89.2% to 89.1% 
(UNESCO, n.d.). 

Third, girls’ participation in secondary education has also been on a 
steady rise from 52.3% in 2010 to 89.2% in 2019 (UNESCO, n.d.). In 
terms of senior secondary education specifically, the proportion of girls 
was also increased by 2.2% between 2010 (50.8%) and 2018 (National 
Bureau of Statistics of China, 2020). 

Fourth, the most remarkable achievements occurred in China’s higher 
education where gender equality has been reached in terms of overall 
participation. The 1998 Higher Education Law created conditions for 
more women to enjoy higher education by expanding the scale of higher 
education; promoting an educational loan system; and offering students 
grants and scholarships. As a result of these initiatives, Chinese women’s 
participation in higher education more than doubled from 26.8% in 
2011 to 59.5% in 2019 (UNESCO, n.d.). In 2018, the share of women 
undergraduate students reached 52.5%–32.7% higher than in 1949 when 
New China was founded (The State Council Information Office, 2019). 
In graduate education, 49.6% of students are women (National Bureau 
of Statistics of China, 2020)—specifically, women students account for 
51.2% in master’s programs and 40.4% in doctoral programs, representing 
significant improvements from 1995—up 20.6% and 24.9%, respectively 
(Li, 2020). 

Lastly, the number of women receiving vocational education and 
continuing education has witnessed a marked increase, with the support 
of the Vocational Education Law (1996), the National Implementation 
Plan for Vocational Education Reform (2019), and the Special Imple-
mentation Plan for the Expansion of Enrollment by Higher Vocational 
Schools (2019). In 2017, women accounted for 42.9% of students in
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secondary vocational schools, 58.8% in institutes for continuing educa-
tion, and 47.3% in online higher continuing education (The State Council 
Information Office, 2019). 

Women’s All-Round Development: 
Challenges Remaining 

Despite the impressive progress the Chinese government has made in 
promoting women’s all-round development, China’s endeavors appear 
to be paradoxical. On one side is the belief that Chinese women hold 
up half of the sky, which has motivated the government to value and 
invest in women’s development in society. On the other side is the cultur-
ally influenced perception that women are inferior to men and that they 
manage household work while men manage public affairs, leading to 
biased legislation by policymakers and discriminatory practices by orga-
nizations. These two competing ideologies simultaneously embraced by 
the Chinese people have impeded China from progressing rapidly in the 
global gender equality movement. According to the World Economic 
Forum’s 2020 Global Gender Gap Index that measures a country’s overall 
achievement between 2006 and 2018 in four areas (Economic Participa-
tion and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival, and 
Political Empowerment), China’s overall growth rate fell way below the 
world average, evidenced by its ranking of 106th of the 153 countries 
reported. Specifically, China ranked the 91st of 153 by the Economic 
Participation and Opportunity Subindex, 100th in Education Attainment, 
153rd (the last) in Health and Survival, and 95th in Political Empow-
erment (World Economic Forum, 2020). These rankings indicate that 
China still has a long way to go to narrow and close the gender gap. 

Another anomaly can be seen over time. In the early 1980s, when 
China was among the low-income countries in the world, its achievements 
in gender equality surpassed those in many middle-income countries 
(Wang & Klugman, 2020). During that time, women’s labor force partic-
ipation in China exceeded that in many developed countries (84% versus 
61% in OECD), and the gender wage gap was much smaller (16–22%) 
compared to 36–38% in the United States, for example. There was also 
close to gender parity in the share of women and men holding profes-
sional jobs (4% versus 6%, respectively), and in completing high school 
(10% for women versus 11% for men) (Wang & Klugman, 2020). These 
successes are largely attributable to strong government commitments to
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promoting gender equality and a wide range of strategies employed to 
raise women’s economic and social status. Today, China has developed 
into an upper-middle-income country as a result of its economic and 
enterprise reforms. However, it has fallen below the world average in 
closing gender gaps (World Economic Forum, 2020). In fact, in several 
areas, Chinese women’s reality has worsened rather than improved, such 
as declining women’s labor force participation, widened gender pay gap, 
and widespread gender discrimination in employment. The cause for this 
differential can be traced to thousands of years of Chinese culture and 
traditions. For this reason, I begin this section by identifying some deeply 
rooted and persisting social–cultural norms against women. 

Social–Cultural Norms Against Women 

The Chinese government’s efforts to promote gender equality through 
legislative development and political democracy-building have not put an 
end to the dominant culture and traditions influenced by thousands of 
years of feudalism. These long-endured cultural and social norms have 
created biases and stereotypes that make gender equality a difficult idea 
for the public to accept (Guo, 2013). 

High Sex Rate Imbalance at Birth 
Traditionally, Chinese families have preferred sons over daughters. This 
preference was aggravated by the one-child policy (for fertility reduc-
tion), leading to many couples’ decision about aborting female fetuses 
or abandoning baby girls (Chen & He, 2020), ultimately causing an 
imbalanced sex ratio at birth in China—885 girls per 1000 boys (World 
Economic Forum, 2020). To address this unexpected social consequence, 
the Chinese government began to adjust the strict family planning policy, 
from 2013 to 2015, by introducing a revised one-child policy and a 
universal two-child policy. However, as the 2020 Global Gender Report 
(World Economic Forum, 2020) shows, the sex ratio at birth for China 
was the second lowest in 2006 of 112 countries and the lowest of 153 
countries in 2018, suggesting that the sex imbalance at birth in China 
persisted, if not worsened. China’s latest (2020) census confirmed that, 
among newborns, boys outnumbered girls (111.3–100); while this ratio 
indicates an improvement compared to ten years ago (118.1–100), it is 
still higher than normal (Wang & Wee, 2021). This persistent imbalance 
of sex ratio indicates deep-rooted gender discrimination in China (son
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bias, Wang & Klugman, 2020), and will likely present more challenges to 
China in light of its fertility and aging crises. 

Cultural–social norms define gendered division of labor. The  tradi-
tional gender stereotype, such as men in charge of work outside the home, 
and women in charge of work inside the home (nan zhu wai, nv zhu nei), 
which defined women’s role as primary homemaker thousands of years 
ago, still dominates many Chinese people’s thinking today. The dispro-
portionate burden of unpaid work on women in China has been identified 
through research. For example, Dong and An (2015) conducted a large-
scale time-use survey to understand how much time men and women in 
both urban and rural settings spent on paid work, unpaid work (house-
work, childcare, and eldercare), and nonwork activities (e.g., self-care and 
leisure). Their findings revealed a gendered pattern of time allocation. 
Specifically, compared to men, in a given week, women work an average 
of five hours longer than men, and spent nearly 16 more hours on unpaid 
work (with the biggest gap in the average time use for housework—22 h 
for women and 8 h for men). In fact, two-thirds of women’s time per 
week was consumed by unpaid work, in contrast to only 20% of men’s. 
Consequently, it is not surprising that women have less time than men 
for paid work (an average of 11 h less) (Wang & Klugman, 2020). This 
finding is consistent with the global trend that women around the world 
carry out 76% of the total amount of unpaid care and domestic work, 
over three times more than men (Catalyst, 2020; OECD,  2019b). 

Gender stereotypes lead to a negative public perception of women. 
Today, the general public in China still stereotypes women’s personas 
and judges them as homemakers rather than for their capability and 
educational achievements. Many Chinese people still refuse to recognize 
that women could be just as competent as men or even better in the 
same position, and highly educated women tend to be considered clever 
but incapable. Once women become authorities, the public may even 
disparage them (Qing, 2020). 

Legal Obstacles 

First and foremost, some legislation fails to address social–cultural norms 
against women. As shown above, gender discrimination, with deep 
cultural–social roots and detrimental effects, is one of the biggest obsta-
cles to women’s development in China. However, surprisingly, current 
legislation has not paid adequate attention to this social phenomenon.
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The Regulation on Labor Security Supervision (2004) does not explicitly 
include gender equality in employment in its regulatory scope, making it 
difficult for labor security inspection departments to track and monitor 
discriminatory behaviors against women in their employment (Women’s 
UN Report Network, 2017). While China recently formulated anti-
discrimination law, it does not include regional discrimination, which 
is common in some of the northern regions in China (e.g., Henan, 
Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning). With no legal protection, job appli-
cants from these regions are screened out (The Economist, 2019). The 
Provisions on Cause of Action for Civil Cases do not contain gender 
discrimination in employment, leaving discriminated women with no way 
to file a lawsuit and demand redress. 

Second, some legislation is gender-biased. For example, the National 
Provisional Regulations of Civil Servants (1993) specifies different 
national mandatory retirement ages for women (55) and men (60), 
without considering Chinese women’s capability and longer average life 
expectancy than Chinese men. This reduces women’s opportunities to 
contribute to social and national development and reflects a biased 
perception of women. Another example is the Care for Girls Campaign 
launched by the Chinese government in 2003 to address the imbalanced 
sex ratio at birth. Although this government initiative has noble goals— 
to eradicate gender discrimination from the prenatal stage and to raise 
the awareness of gender equality in early childhood (Angeloff & Lieber, 
2012), the language used to develop a series of slogans and posters as part 
of the awareness-raising component of the Campaign sent conflicting or 
contradictory messages about son preference. For example, the slogan, 
daughters also constitute the next generation, while intending the son pref-
erence frame as a problem, implied that sons are the norm by using 
the word also. Another example is a poster with the slogan, to care for 
girls is to show concern for the future of the people. The poster portrayed 
pretty young girls of different minorities preparing to sing and dance, with 
eye-catching appearances—subtly emphasizing stereotypical traits such as 
being beautiful and pleasing. In addition, the Campaign promoted female 
traits by teaching girls to be more loving, caring, and emotionally closer 
to parents in their old age (Eklund, 2011). Therefore, in the short term, 
this Campaign might enhance girls’ status by recognizing their inherent 
worth; however, in the long run, it reinforces damaging gender discrimi-
nation by not addressing Chinese cultural and economic deficiencies—the 
root cause for the imbalance in sex ratio at birth (Murphy, 2014).
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Third, some legislation is ambiguous. This is particularly the case in 
women’s political participation. While some laws and regulation stipu-
late the adoption of a mandatory quota system, they do not specify the 
exact number and proportion of women participants. For instance, the 
Women’s Rights Protection Act requires only an appropriate number of 
women members to be included in the People’s Congresses and govern-
ment agencies at all levels. In 1990, the CCCPC and the National 
Women’s Federation issued a joint notice, requiring that the problem of 
no women officials in county, town, and village governments should be 
solved within five years. In 2000, the CCCPC stipulated that within five 
years, all governments and parties of Chinese counties must have at least 
one female official and more women officials in party and government 
offices. Moreover, no laws, policies, or regulations provide clear penalties 
for the acts that encroach on stipulated women’s political rights. Similarly, 
when it comes to recruiting women in the workplace, the Labor Law spec-
ified that women should not be excluded from employment during the 
recruiting process unless the types of work are not suitable for women. 
However, how to determine the suitability of a job for women is not clar-
ified in the Labor Law. Due to a lack of clarity, legislation is likely subject 
to individual interpretation. 

Fourth, some legislation is a double-edged sword. That is, what 
appears to be helpful on the surface but reflects poorly upon implemen-
tation. A good example is China’s one-child policy (OCP) aiming to 
control population growth. To date, researchers have found a series of 
outcomes of this policy, some of which are positive and some are not. 
On the positive side, the OCP has led to delayed marriage and delayed 
parenthood (Goldin, 2006), both of which are found to be positively 
correlated with women’s educational attainment (Jiang, 2020) and labor 
force participation (Huang, 2017). On the other hand, the OCP has led 
to an imbalanced sex ratio at birth due to the strong preference for boys 
(Wang & Klugman, 2020) and sibling-less families, each of which has 
unexpected social consequences. For example, researchers found a corre-
lation between imbalanced sex ratio and increased crime (Edlund et al., 
2013). Also, with 34.9 million more men than women in China in 2020 
(Yip, 2021), gender imbalance is making it difficult for Chinese men to 
find a partner in the marriage market, especially for men with fewer socio-
economic resources. Another side effect of the one-child policy is the 
singletons, also known as the loneliest generation. Without siblings, the
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only child of the family will inevitably shoulder heavier domestic responsi-
bilities of caring for their aging parents. Despite the Chinese government 
officially replacing the one-child policy with the two-child policy in 2016, 
China has not seen a baby boom as expected (Zhang, 2017). In fact, 
China’s latest population census in 2020 recorded the lowest birth rate 
since the founding of New China 70 years ago, with parents citing the 
high cost of raising children, and the stress of ensuring their success in 
a super competitive education system as major reasons for this situation 
(Ni, 2021). This low child birthrate in China has led to calls for an end 
to birth control policies (Yip, 2021). In May 2021, Chinese authorities 
announced a reform to the family planning policy that allows couples 
to have three children. However, whether the new three-child policy 
will lead to a higher fertility rate largely depends on the government’s 
ability to reduce the high cost of childbirth, rearing, and education, as 
well as address other social issues, such as persistent employer discrimina-
tion against working women who become pregnant or plan to become so 
(Global Times, 2021; Stevenson & Chen, 2019). 

Another example is the government’s extension of paid maternity leave 
from 90 to 98 days through the Special Provision on Labor Protec-
tion of Female Employees issued by China’s State Council in 2012. In 
2016, the amended Law on Population and Family Planning required all 
employers to offer female employees up to three months of additional 
material leave beyond 98 days (Feng, 2017). While this new regulation 
provides more protection for women who desire to have babies while 
working at the same time (Feng, 2020), it turned out to have a negative 
impact on both employers and women employees. Because the govern-
ment does not subsidize paid maternity leave, employers in China tend to 
equate women’s maternity leave from work to lost revenue—the longer 
the leave, the more financial loss. This may explain why many Chinese 
employers discriminate against women who consider getting pregnant 
during employment (Stevenson & Chen, 2019). As an unintended conse-
quences, women’s career and career prospects are compromised by the 
prolonged maternity leave (Feng, 2017). 

Finally, on one hand, the Chinese government enacts labor laws to 
encourage women to seek work outside of the home; on the other hand, 
participating in the labor force has proved to be challenging for women 
with young children (especially those under two years of age) for a 
couple of reasons. First, as a result of China’s enterprise reforms, many 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) have relinquished their social service
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responsibilities, such as childcare provision (Wang & Klugman, 2020). 
Second, affordable and convenient childcare options are limited (Ni, 
2021). In fact, in a recent survey by China Youth Daily (2021) of nearly  
2000 Chinese couples in their 20s or 30s, over 75% of respondents 
highlighted the urgent need for more accessible childcare services. This 
paradox leaves working mothers with three options: (a) seek their parents’ 
help for childcare; (b) hire expensive nannies; and (c) quit their job to 
look after their children at home (Ni, 2021; Wang & Klugman, 2020). 

Fifth, there are no effective enforcement mechanisms. Despite the 
intent to address inequalities, current legislation is not always enforced 
(Institute for Security & Development Policy, 2020); and, when it is, 
the implementation is effective or patchy (Angeloff & Lieber, 2012). For 
example, in 2019, China enacted laws and regulations to expand work-
place protections for women, including provisions banning gender-based 
discrimination in hiring (Webster & Rosseau, 2019). However, these legal 
documents provide few specific enforcement mechanisms, leaving victims 
with inadequate avenues for redress (Li & Cai, 2011). In the cases where 
women did file complaints/lawsuits or pursue arbitration, local labor 
administration agencies did not always investigate their cases or impose 
penalties (Stevenson & Chen, 2019). The judicial system contributes 
to this issue by imposing only marginal financial punishments (Human 
Rights Watch, 2018). In addition, while it is illegal for Chinese companies 
to ask a woman about her marital status or family plans, many employers 
do so anyway (Feng, 2020). In a report on the current state of working 
Chinese women issued by one of the largest career consulting companies 
in China, BOSS Zhiping, among the childless women who responded to 
the survey with over 8600 career women of marriage and childbearing 
age, nearly 90% said they had been asked about their family planning 
during job interviews (SINA, 2020). This unlawful yet prevalent practice 
largely explained why 41% of unmarried women in the survey had chosen 
to delay marriage and motherhood (SINA, 2020) and an additional 35% 
were indecisive (SINA, 2020). 

Political Obstacles 

Since the founding of New China, the country has maintained its one-
party management on the political level. The vast majority of Chinese 
party members are selected by their upstream authorities who are most 
likely men. As a result, women are often selected as political officials for
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one reason only—to meet the required quota set by the central govern-
ment (Guo, 2013). Additionally, a Chinese political tradition is to link 
managing the family to the governance of the state. The contemporary 
government has continued this tradition of viewing the family as the 
cell of society and believes that fostering a harmonious and productive 
family is crucial to maintaining good social order (Xie, 2017). Such a 
functionalist view of the family is evident in China’s two recent initia-
tives—Looking for the Most Beautiful Family Campaign (2015) and the 
Family Happiness and Well-Being Campaign (2019). Both campaigns 
aimed to lift the family as a moral exemplar and to harmonize social 
conflict, which reflects deeply rooted Confucian ideology (e.g., filial 
piety and harmony). The government’s growing emphasis on women’s 
role within the family not only reinforced women’s subordinate role as 
a homemaker but also contradicts its push for women’s participation 
in work outside the home. This governing framework doubly impacts 
women in the context of a rapidly aging population. Well-educated single 
women are pressured to marry and reproduce because their success in 
marriage and reproduction is the target under China’s biopolitics (Xie, 
2017). On the other hand, the increasing emphasis on women’s role in 
the family has exacerbated the dilemma for married women who attempt 
to fulfill multiple responsibilities as both income earners and caregivers 
(Cook & Dong, 2014). 

Unintended Consequences 

The combination of the social–cultural, legal, and political obstacles has 
led to some unintended consequences in China’s push for women’s all-
round development. 

Employment is Gender Discriminatory 
Economic reform and opening-up have transformed China from one of 
the poorest countries to the second-largest economy in the world. Never-
theless, it has made a negative impact on gender equality in employment. 
This is because, when competition was introduced into the labor market 
as part of China’s economic reform, it gave companies more latitude in a 
competitive economic environment to discriminate against certain groups 
in the workforce and in pay (Lee, 2020). When there is labor oversupply 
and recruiters have more choices, women are likely disadvantaged, espe-
cially for high-paying positions (Institute for Security & Development
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Policy, 2020). The World Economic Forum ranked China 91st out of 
153 countries in terms of the gender gap in economic participation and 
opportunity, below fellow emerging economies such as Brazil and Russia 
(Lee, 2020). 

Gender discrimination is commonplace during interview processes. 
While it is illegal in China for employers to ask a woman job applicant 
about her marital status or family plan, nearly half of employers in China 
will take applicants’ gender and marital status into account (Women’s UN 
Report Network, 2017). About 54.7% of women job hunters are ques-
tioned about their marriage and childbearing plans during an interview. 
Some employers will immediately reject any application from women job 
seekers if they are hesitant about whether they plan to get married in 
the next two years (Women’s UN Report Network, 2017), and some 
even force new women employees to sign agreements not to get pregnant 
(Stevenson & Chen, 2019). 

Working Mothers are Disadvantaged 
Influenced by the salient gender-based cultural norms, motherhood is 
found to be a career killer for working women in China and comes 
with serious career and financial consequences, known as motherhood 
penalty (Feng, 2020; Yu & Xie,  2018). According to Women’s UN 
Report Network (2017), 67.4% of Chinese women surveyed confirmed 
that reproduction had reduced their chance for training or promotion in 
their work, and 47.4% blamed it for the deterioration of their work condi-
tions. A recent survey with 2012 people (90% married and 62.7% having 
children) revealed that 86.1% of respondents noted that childbirth and 
rearing could impede a woman’s career development, and 85% reported 
that they had observed working mothers struggle with work–life balance 
(China Daily, 2019a). Meanwhile, 67% indicated that government policies 
for protecting working women needed to be more practical, for example, 
allowing pregnant women to work from home. 

These findings were supported by a more recent survey with a larger 
group—8629 Chinese women of marriage and childbearing age in the 
corporate world (SINA, 2020). Aiming to understand the state of 
working women in 2020, this study revealed similar alarming data. For 
example, 85% of the working mothers surveyed reported that mother-
hood significantly hindered their career advancement; over 30% of them 
admitted suffering a long period of mental distress before announcing 
their pregnancy at work, and 35% noted that their bosses started looking
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for their replacements right after learning about their pregnancy. In addi-
tion, nearly half of the mothers surveyed left the labor force for at least 
one year after giving birth; among them, almost 21% ended up becoming 
stay-at-home moms for years. When asked about the impact of mother-
hood on their identities and life goals, nearly 35% of the mothers cited 
prioritizing family over work as the most profound change for them. This 
shift of focus was not always by choice, because, according to almost 40% 
of the working mothers in the survey, their husbands basically spent less 
time on parenting; more than half of the husbands did not use up their 
paternity leave, and 20% of husbands never took it at all (Feng, 2020). 

To add to the challenge already facing Chinese career women, with 
childcare services being privatized and commercialized across the country, 
affordable childcare options become limited to parents with young chil-
dren. In response to the increased financial burden, working mothers 
have two solutions: (a) make occupational choices that will allow them to 
assume the additional domestic responsibilities (Cook & Dong, 2014); 
or (b) opt-out of the labor market to take care of their young children 
at home (Guo, 2013). The gap between the government’s policy and 
women’s reality suggests a paradox—encouraging women to work yet 
offering few incentives for working mothers (Stevenson & Chen, 2019). 

Gendered Pay Gap is Widening 
Despite a number of laws and regulations enacted to promote equal 
pay for equal work, the gender gap in earnings has widened in recent 
decades in spite of greater gender parity in educational attainment in 
China (Tang & Scott, 2017; Zhang & Huang, 2020). As of 2019, 
Chinese women were paid 17% less than men colleagues for doing similar 
work (Institute for Security & Development Policy, 2020). Additionally, 
women with children earned about 20% less than single women (Jia & 
Dong, 2013), a phenomenon explained by Budig and England (2001) 
as the wage penalty for motherhood. In explaining why there was a 
rise in gender income inequality in urban China while the economy had 
experienced exciting growth, He and Wu (2017) stated: 

Rapid marketization has altered labor queues and job queues in urban 
China and affected men and women’s access to high-paying occupations 
differentially, leading to a higher level of occupational gender segregation 
in which men tend to fill jobs with better pay and women tend to be left 
with the lower paying ones. (p. 99)
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Tang and Scott’s (2017) research on career women in urban China 
supported the finding of increases in both gender discrimination and the 
gender earnings gap from 2002 to 2013. Specifically, they found that a 
large share of women was kept in low-paying occupations, a phenomenon 
they dubbed as the sticky floor effect. Additionally, women with young 
children (under 6 years old) suffered more wage penalty. Furthermore, 
the glass ceiling effect worsened, with women earning higher incomes 
facing greater gender discrimination. Finally, education and work experi-
ence, while still important, were not as rewarding for women over time as 
in 2002. In Yu and Xie (2018) study, women who assumed the respon-
sibility of caring for the elderly in addition to their children suffered an 
even larger wage penalty. The researchers attributed the significant wage 
penalty experienced by working mothers (particularly those in nuclear 
families) to the extra family burden that required extra energy. As a result, 
as women’s work productivity suffered, so did their wages. In addition 
to the wage gap between mothers and non-mothers in the workplace, 
research also revealed a rising earning ratio of single women to single 
men (Zhang & Hannum, 2015). Furthermore, the gender gap is more 
noticeable in private firms (27–30%) when compared to government and 
public institutions (15–17%) (He & Wu, 2017). 

Women’s Leadership Status is Still Low 
As in many other countries, Chinese women are still facing serious chal-
lenges in reaching top leadership positions, in both political arena and 
business sectors. According to the World Economic Forum’s (2020) 
Global Gender Gap Index, China ranked 125th out of the 153 countries 
studied in terms of women’s representation as legislators, senior officials, 
and managers. 

First, the growth rate of women’s participation in national politics is 
low. While the overall number of Chinese women in politics has improved, 
the proportion of women politicians is substantially lower than their coun-
terparts. The share of women in the NPC increased by less than 4% 
during a decade (from 21.3% in 2010 to 24.9% in 2020) (Statista, 2020). 
In geographic areas where we have seen record-high labor participation 
rates for women, such as the NPC and CPPCC, the gender ratio is still 
below 1:4. And with only 25% of politicians being women, they are signif-
icantly underrepresented. In terms of Party committees and governments 
at the city and county levels, women often serve as deputies rather than 
chiefs (Chen & He, 2020). Similar findings were revealed by the Global



98 J. WANG

Gender Gap Report 2020 (World Economic Forum, 2020)—among the 
153 countries included, China ranked 132nd in terms of the percentage 
of women in ministerial positions and 62nd in parliament. 

Second, the representation of women in business leadership is still 
low. Chinese women are disproportionally placed in gendered roles, such 
as education and healthcare (Wei, 2011), or in low-paid occupations 
(Wang & Klugman, 2020). In the business world, women made up only 
9.7% of board directors from listed companies in China in 2019 (World 
Economic Forum, 2020). In a survey of 401 enterprises, 20.1% reported 
having had a woman CEO in 2018 (Catalyst, 2020; International Labor 
Organization, 2019). Interestingly, however, women’s participation on 
boards is higher for private companies than for state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs) (Wang & Klugman, 2020) where women rarely rise to top lead-
ership positions. As Huang and Zhang (2020) showed, of more than 800 
senior executives in all central nonfinancial SOEs under the jurisdiction 
of the State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission 
(SASAC), only 5% were women; none was the CEO, and more than half 
served in roles such as Chief Accountant and Head of Discipline Inspec-
tion (tasked with enforcing internal rules and regulations and combating 
corruption and malfeasance in the CCP), which are rarely paths to top 
leadership positions. Central state firms and financial institutions outside 
the jurisdiction of SASAC seem to have only slightly better gender diver-
sity among senior executives, with women representing nearly 7% of 
senior executives (Huang & Zhang, 2020). 

Women’s Economic Participation is Declining 
Although China has one of the world’s highest labor force participation 
rates for women in the world (Catalyst, 2020), the rate has been steadily 
declining during the past three decades, from 73.2% in 1990 to 70% 
in 2018, to 59.8% in 2020 (The World Bank, 2020; World Economic 
Forum, 2020). Many factors have contributed to this decline and below 
I discuss three. One is the government’s relaxation of family planning in 
an attempt to reverse China’s falling birth rates. With the government’s 
introduction of the two-child policy and, most recently, the three-child 
policy, Chinese women, particularly working women, will face more chal-
lenges caused by increased childcare responsibility; thus, they are likely 
to struggle more to balance work and larger family demands (Bloomberg 
Businessweek, 2021; Wang & Klugman, 2020).
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Another factor is China’s economic reform. On the one hand, it 
has transformed China into the second most powerful economy in the 
world; on the other hand, it has resulted in many unexpected setbacks 
for women. A major setback is manifested during the hiring process. 
With the loosening of state control over the marketplace, employers 
nowadays have more latitude in a competitive labor market to choose 
whom they want to hire and how much they are willing to pay; unfortu-
nately, women are often the ones who are discriminated against, which 
reduces their employment opportunities. Meanwhile, with many state-
owned enterprises being transformed into other types of ownership as 
part of China’s reforms, state-funded childcare facilities have declined, 
putting more childcare pressure on working mothers with young children 
and women of childbearing age who also seek employment (Jia & Dong, 
2013). 

The third factor is the government’s extension of maternity leave. 
While this policy change benefits working women, it does not benefit 
employers who now have to pay for longer maternity leave without 
government support. As a result, employers are reluctant to hire women 
of childbearing age. 

Therefore, taken together, increased family size, diminished employ-
ment opportunities, more prevalent gender-biased hiring practices, and 
reduced affordable childcare support, have forced Chinese women either 
to delay their economic participation or opt out of the workforce 
(Connelly et al., 2018; Ni,  2021; Zhang & Huang, 2020). 

Women’s Development is Unbalanced by Region 
The level of rural women’s political participation is still low. In 2018, 
women accounted for 24% of villagers’ committee membership; while this 
reflects the highest rate since 2010 (21.4%), it is far from China’s 2011– 
2020 National Program for Women’s Development target of over 30% by 
2020 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2020). 

Another area where unbalanced development exists is education attain-
ment where gender inequality varies by area (rural versus urban) and 
grade level. Zeng et al. (2014) found that girls in rural areas faced the 
greatest obstacles to enrollment in schools, while there is no significant 
gender inequality for urban girls or during the nine years of compulsory 
education. 

Regional development gaps exist in women’s health. Although 
maternal health has improved in China during the past three decades,



100 J. WANG

evidenced by the significantly decreased maternal mortality ratio (MMR) 
in 2020 (16.9 per 100,000, Xinhua, 2021b), compared to 88.9 per 
100,000 in 1990 (Chen et al., 2021), there are still regional differ-
ences. For example, the national MMR in 2019 was 17.8 per 100,000 
(Chen et al., 2021). However, in rural China, MMR was 18.6 per 
100,000 (above the national average), compared to 16.5 per 100,000 
in urban areas (below national average); the MMR in the western region 
(25.2 per 100,000) in 2018 was much higher than the national average 
(18.3 per 100,000), and even more so when compared to the eastern 
region (10.9 per 100,000) (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2020). 
These regional differences can be attributed to a variety of factors: 
income gaps (Chen et al., 2021), economic development status, indi-
vidual health awareness, educational background (Zhou et al, 2019), 
access to reproductive health services, and social inequality (Zhang & 
Rahman, 2020). 

Going Forward: A Recommended Plan of Action 

In light of the challenges above, I offer the following recommendations 
for China’s legislators, party officials, organizational leaders, and other 
implementers of laws and regulations relevant to women. 

Evaluate and Revise Existing Legislation 

Given the various flaws discussed above, Chinese policymakers and legisla-
tors must first critically evaluate existing laws and regulations to abolish or 
substantially revise those that discriminate against women in employment. 
Meanwhile, there is a need to assess the impact of current legisla-
tion, particularly the unexpected social consequences for women. Burnett 
noted a chain effect of some legislations in China: 

Laws and regulations that are meant to protect women require employers 
to provide female employees with expensive benefits related to mater-
nity, child care, and basic gender differences (whether biological or merely 
perceived), making female employees much more expensive to employers 
than male employees. These regulations force women to retire at an earlier 
age than men, and this leaves them with lower pensions even when men’s 
and women’s benefits are supposedly the same. (p. 298)
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The above requires China’s policymakers to take a holistic approach 
to policy formation and identify all contextual variables that may influ-
ence the outcomes of law enforcement. Without taking all key factors 
into consideration, legislation, no matter how much it favors women, will 
not reduce the suffering of women in China from the unintended impact 
like the one identified. 

Enact a Comprehensive Anti-Discrimination Law 

This task needs to be placed at the top of China’s legislative agenda. 
Currently, China’s anti-discrimination legislation is scattered among 
different laws and regulations, which causes confusion (Institute for Secu-
rity & Development Policy, 2020). Further, in existing regulations, there 
is no clear definition of what constitutes discrimination, making it diffi-
cult to identify discriminatory behaviors or practices. Specifically, there is 
a need to develop anti-discrimination in employment law with a specific 
focus on women’s employment. There is also a need to amend the Law 
on Promotion of Employment and the Regulation on Labor Security 
Supervision to reduce discrimination against women in employment in 
their regulatory scope. In this amendment, it will be necessary to define 
gender-based practices, specify assessment standards, establish meaningful 
penalties in the case of violations, and outline a cause of action for legal 
remedy. Finally, China’s anti-discrimination laws lack enforcement mech-
anisms. Consequently, many discriminatory practices that are supposed to 
be prohibited by national and local legislation are still ongoing. It would 
be helpful to add gender discrimination to the Provisions on Cause of 
Action for Civil Cases so that discriminated women have a channel to file a 
lawsuit and demand redress. Meanwhile, it would help to set up an inspec-
tion system to ensure that employers comply with anti-discrimination 
provisions in relevant employment laws and regulations. 

Launch an Anti-Gender Discrimination Movement 

In addition to amending and developing laws and regulations to elimi-
nate gender-based public perceptions and organizational practices against 
women, other non-legal actions can also be taken. One is to launch an 
anti-gender discrimination movement nationwide to educate the general 
public on the forms and impact of gender-based biases and discrimi-
nation and incorporate such education in formal school curricula and
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workplace training. Doing so will elevate Chinese people’s awareness 
of the detrimental impact of these historically deep-rooted, yet largely 
overlooked social and cultural norms. It will also help them to identify 
their own gender-based stereotypes and blind spots. This will particu-
larly benefit decision-makers at all levels (e.g., legislators, organizational 
leaders, managers, supervisors) because they are in a position to advance 
or impede women’s development. 

Another action is to organize events to discuss women’s developmental 
issues. These events can be in different formats (conferences, special 
forums, and formal/informal dialogue sessions) and on different levels 
(national, regional, institutional, and family). These events will provide 
opportunities for women to share their stories, voice their needs, and 
make recommendations. For men who have no knowledge or experience 
of the unique challenges facing their women counterparts, these events 
can be transformational. 

Strengthen Laws and Judicial Enforcement 

As Chinese lawmakers have recognized, China’s legal and institutional 
apparatuses were not prepared to handle many practical and social conse-
quences, such as declining population and imbalanced sex ratio caused 
by the One-Child Policy, as well as biased employment practices and 
widening gender pay gaps caused by lasting stereotypes and discrimination 
against women. This partially explains why the outcomes did not always 
meet the government’s expectations, even though a number of new laws 
and regulations (e.g., two-child policy and Anti-discrimination Legisla-
tion) were enacted to rectify emerging issues (Institute for Security & 
Development Policy, 2020). Going forward, the Chinese government 
needs to use more caution before issuing a new policy or regulation, 
by anticipating the unintended consequences and developing an action 
plan. Additionally, immediate efforts need to be made to establish a 
comprehensive system to track and monitor the enforcement of laws and 
regulations, such as improving existing complaint mechanisms, strength-
ening supervisory work, providing consultation services, and providing 
suggestion boxes and hotlines for the general public. Furthermore, the 
government needs to establish a much stronger accountability system for 
enforcement; in the case of violation by employers, serious penalties must 
be applied. Finally, the Supreme People’s Court should improve litigation
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mechanisms and list gender discrimination in employment as an inde-
pendent cause of action in the Provisions on Cause of Action for Civil 
Cases. 

Support Women for Work–Family Balance 

Supporting women for work–family balance will boost women’s participa-
tion in the labor market and reduce their increasing burden at home. Here 
are a few examples of action steps to consider: (a) incentivize working 
women to stay in the labor market through equal pay; (b) provide women 
with flexible work schedules, including the option of working from home; 
(c) provide public and workplace childcare services at an affordable rate 
(if not at no cost) and allow for the admission of children under two into 
public nurseries; (d) subsidize women employees who are also primary 
caregivers at home; (e) compensate women for unpaid work at home; 
(f) offer free counseling services to women in need; and (g) provide 
free training to equip women with strategies for work–life balance, stress 
management, and self-care. It is worth noting that many of these strate-
gies can also be applied to men employees who are husbands and/or 
fathers and who are willing to be the primary caregivers at home. In fact, 
the above incentives may encourage men to take more domestic respon-
sibilities, freeing their wives to engage more in work outside their home. 
Additionally, the government needs to accelerate the pace of the social-
ization of housework, because doing so will not only provide working 
opportunities for women who are not competitive in the workforce but 
also allow women more time to participate in political and socio-economic 
activities. 

Closing Gender Gaps Through the Accelerator Model 

On a global scale, World Economic Forum (2020) recommended a solu-
tion for closing gender gaps—the accelerator model, which can be a useful 
reference tool for China going forward. This model aims to strengthen 
existing efforts by bringing together relevant stakeholders onto one plat-
form. Each accelerator is a national public–private collaboration platform 
to help governments and businesses identify, scale, and accelerate initia-
tives to close gender gaps. The accelerators drive change by working on 
initiatives in three areas: (a) changing institutional structures and policies; 
(b) working on norms and attitudes; and (c) building public and private
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sector leaders’ collective commitment. Specifically, the World Economic 
Forum urges countries to develop a country-specific action plan to achieve 
the following four objectives: (a) increase women labor force participa-
tion broadly and in selected sectors; (b) increase the number of women 
in leadership positions; (c) close gaps in wages and remuneration; and (d) 
build parity in emerging high-demand skills and jobs. 

Conclusion 

China’s decades of efforts toward creating gender equality and promoting 
women’s all-round development have led to some fruitful outcomes; 
however, the overall trends present a mixed picture. The closed gender 
gap in education and the significant representation of women in profes-
sional and technical jobs are just a couple of many examples that 
symbolize China’s remarkable progress. On the other hand, falling labor 
force participation among women of childbearing age and a widening 
gender pay gap suggest some reversals of the country’s earlier achieve-
ments. On the whole, the status of Chinese women remains inferior to 
that of men, particularly in public life, and their roles within the family 
and society remain gendered. Additionally, the slower improvement China 
has made, compared with many other countries (particularly those at 
a similar developmental stage), further indicates that the country still 
has a long way to go. As this chapter shows, to succeed in promoting 
women’s development in China requires more than good intention, firm 
commitment, and solid legislation; it also requires supportive political 
and social infrastructures, effective law enforcement mechanisms, and 
regular reality checks. Finally, it requires all members of Chinese society 
to make a concerted effort to identify and combat a lasting impact of the 
deep-rooted, yet often taken-for-granted, cultural values, social norms, 
patriarchy, and power dynamics. Doing so will accelerate China’s progress 
toward its vision of building social harmony. 
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CHAPTER 5  

Educational Opportunities 

Xiaoping Tong and Anne Namatsi Lutomia 

The historical trajectory of Chinese women’s education and leadership 
development distinctly exhibits policies that are influenced by the state. In 
the past, Chinese women were marginalized and could not access formal 
education. Many women leaders emerged across China; however, there 
is limited research on how Chinese women become leaders (Sun & Li, 
2017; Wang & Shirmohammadi, 2016; Zhao & Jones, 2017). 

While leadership in China is changing, it is anchored in Confucianism 
social ideology and value system (Tung, 2002). Throughout this chapter, 
we draw from human resource development (HRD), leadership, and 
feminist perspectives. Specifically, national HRD perspectives assisted us in 
examining the history of Chinese government processes of human capital
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as embedded in its policies (Alagaraja & Wang, 2012; Sun  & Li,  2017; 
Wang & Shirmohammadi, 2016). Leadership development and feminist 
perspectives were grounded in Bierema (2016) and McLean and Beigi 
(2016) on women’s leadership development, achievements, and history. 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify the educational opportunities 
that Chinese women have had for leadership development. Therefore, we 
traced the history of Chinese education, outcomes, and emerging prac-
tices. We reviewed China’s policies and their implications for women’s 
leadership education. We then discussed government efforts to educate 
Chinese women as a pathway to leadership and achieved milestones. 
Additionally, we observed emerging trends in leadership development 
programs. Finally, we provided implications for research, theory, and 
practice, and then conclude. 

History of Educating Women Leaders in China 

Chinese rely on 2500-year-old Confucianism when making decisions 
about education. The history of China is divided into five phases: pre-
1911, 1911–1949, 1950–1966, 1967–1976, and 1977–present. This 
division is made because of major historical events while considering the 
state of educating women leaders: the 1911 Revolution, the establishment 
of the People’s Republic of China, the Chinese Cultural Revolution, and 
the beginning of the reform and open policies. 

Historical China: Pre-1911 

According to Mak (2018), the dominance of Confucianism in Chinese 
social and official ideology in China can be traced to the Han Dynasty 
(B.C.E. 207–C.E. 207). There exists a strong interest in reading, writing, 
and painting in Confucian cultures (De Weerdt, 2013). In ancient China, 
education in the classics led to sitting for the imperial examination, which, 
if passed, allowed them to be officially employed (Mak, 2018). This was a 
lifetime achievement marker reserved for men (Xie, 2017). Women were 
expected to study the four classic books, namely, Nu Chieh (女诫, Lessons 
for Women), Nu Lun Yu (女论语, Analects on Women), Nei Hsun (内 
训, Admonishment for Imperial Harem), and Nu Fan Chieh Lu (女范捷 
录, Records of Model and Virtuous Women) (Zhang, 2016). These books 
established standards for traditional women to be good housewives, such 
as the three obediences and the four virtues (Zhang, 2016). The three
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obediences ask a woman to bow to her father, spouse, and son in different 
stages of her life (Cheng, 2008; as cited in Zhao & Jones, 2017). The four 
virtues manifest “physical charm, fidelity, propriety in speech” (Cheng, 
2008; as cited in Zhao & Jones, 2017) and effectiveness in housework. 
In most of the feudal China era, women’s access to education was limited 
for elite families. 

While Confucianism mainly impacted the Han ethnic group, the expe-
riences of women in other groups, such as the Khitan (契丹) and  the  
Jurchen (女真), were different. The Khitan ruled in the Liao dynasty, 
while the Jurchen ruled in the Jin dynasty. In these dynasties, women 
were coordinators and negotiators of the indigenous and Han cultures 
(De Weerdt, 2013). Meanwhile, women warriors and empresses emerged 
in the northeast (Manchuria) (Johnson, 2011). 

Remarkable women leaders emerged in China (Vanderbroek, 2014). 
Famous women rulers include Wu Zetian in the Tang dynasty and the 
Cixi Queen Mother in the Qing dynasty. They received classical girls’ 
education and later struggled to gain prominence during the times when 
the top rulers were usually men. 

An important historical shift occurred in the late Qing dynasty with the 
entry of western forces. Western missionaries founded the earliest modern 
schools for girls (Mak, 2018). The first few Chinese women who studied 
abroad enrolled respectively at various universities in New York in 1881, 
Ohio State in 1884, and Michigan in 1892 (Zhang, 2018). Lee (1995) 
noted that Chinese women studied abroad in 1905, mostly in Japan and 
the United States (US), and later Europe. An official education system of 
the state admitting girls to schools was established in 1902 (Mak, 2018). 
Generally, the feudal education that continued until 1911 encouraged 
women to follow men. 

Republic of China: 1911–1949 

The 1911 Revolution marked a new era in China called the Republic 
of China. China Nationalists’ Party (CNP) controlled most parts of the 
country from 1911 to 1949. Generally, Chinese women did not attend 
college until 1912 (Xie, 2017). During the CNP administration period, 
international socio-political ties informed changes. For example, the May 
Fourth Movement in 1919 was important in transforming education from 
traditional Confucianism to science and technology and subsequently 
shifted women’s education (Forster, 2018). Markedly, the May Fourth
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Movement raised topical issues about the education of girls and women, 
such as women’s liberation and education equality. Particularly, in 1919, 
Peking University became coeducational (Lee, 1995). 

The governance of CNP saw an increase of girl’s and women’s enroll-
ment in education, thanks to the growth of the state’s schooling system. 
Girls made up of 26% of national enrollment in primary education in 
1945; they made up 20% and 18% in secondary and higher education 
respectively in 1946 (Mak, 2018). This signifies the advancement of girls’ 
education from 1921 when girls’ enrollment in formal education was 
quite limited, only 200 women were in higher education in 1922 (Lee, 
1995). 

The Chinese women’s movement experienced an unprecedented 
climax during the anti-Japanese War from 1931 to 1945 (Mo, 2002). 
Women played many roles: soldiers, writers, politicians, academicians, 
general public, and ethnic minority members (Guo, 2005). Mo (2002) 
concluded that, the direct reason for wakening women’s awareness of 
nation liberation was the violence of the Japanese troops. Nonetheless, 
the movement lacked women-driven consciousness (Mo, 2002). 

The China Communist Party (CCP) was established in 1921 and took 
over the country in 1949. From 1921 to 1945, the CCP provided women 
with leadership educational opportunities at home and abroad enabling 
women to be involved in party affairs (Chen, 2005). Some graduates from 
educational institutions, such as the Communist University of the East in 
Moscow and Moscow’s Sun Yat-sen University, were women (Benton, 
2014; Vershinina et al., 2016). They include Xiang Jingyu (or Hsiang, 
Ching-Yu) and Zhang Xiyuan, who were among the few women members 
of the CCP at its inception and leaders of the Chinese women movement 
(Anonymous, n.d.a; Benton, 2014) and became top leaders of the CCP 
later. Socialism started to impact Chinese education significantly during 
the civil war from 1945 to 1949 (Bush & Haiyan, 2000). 

CCP Control Before the Cultural Revolution: 1950–1966 

Chairman Mao Zedong, a top leader of the CCP from its birth, set 
up education goals primarily to serve the party’s objectives. Following 
the inception of the new China in October the 1st, 1949, until before 
the economic reform in 1978, Chinese education was controlled by the 
CCP and the government (Kennedy, 2009; Ngok,  2007) by supervising 
schools and determining the curriculum. The government formulated
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the policies for primary education by setting targets to achieve univer-
salization, building a teaching force, and developing the curriculum 
(Tsang, 2000). Higher education institutions founded before 1949 were 
nationalized and had their schools and departments reorganized in the 
early 1950s, following the Soviet style of organizing higher education 
structures (Anonymous, n.d.b). Following this shift, Peking University 
became the best liberal arts and science university and Tsinghua University 
specialized in engineering. 

Another pivotal moment was the Great Leap Forward from 1958 
to 1959 (Mak, 2018), a campaign to accelerate economic growth that 
increased student enrollment but was detrimental to education (Treiman, 
2013) because of economic and human resource constraints. Well-
intended educational policies such as running work-study schools, failed 
because of the misalignment between economic imperatives and educa-
tional system difficulties due to lack of physical resources and competent 
teachers (Kwong, 1979). 

During the Cultural Revolution Period: 1967–1976 

From 1967 to 1976, Chairman Mao initiated the Cultural Revolution 
nationally. Though retrogressive, on the surface, it improved the status 
of women (Mak, 2018) because Chairman Mao insisted on creating a 
gender-neutral country. Admittedly, the Cultural Revolution caused losses 
to education at all levels, especially higher education (Tsang, 2000). Tsang 
(2000) summarized six aspects of educational policies and development 
during this period: (1) education was reoriented as centered on political 
and ideological education; (2) many primary teachers in rural areas were 
forced to work in agriculture on a volunteer basis; (3) change in higher 
education included a dormant state of admissions of college students for 
six years and of post-graduate students for twelve years; (4) a previous 
emphasis on diversified and vocational education was canceled; (5) admis-
sions to secondary teacher education schools were discontinued for five 
years; and (6) to make sure that teachers embraced and delivered the 
political and ideological education as mandated by the government, poli-
cies to change most teachers’ capitalist world views were issued such as 
demanding teachers to attend communism training. 

The participation of urban and rural women in the labor force 
improved during this period (Mak, 2018). As Mak (2018) stated, the 
Cultural Revolution period brought an increase in women’s employment
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as urban women were recruited by local cottage industries that were 
encouraged by the Chinese government. In rural areas, the redistribu-
tion of land to poor peasants blurred the difference between men and 
women, and women were consistently encouraged to take part in agricul-
tural production. The death of Chairman Mao in 1976 ended the Cultural 
Revolution. 

Post-Cultural Revolution Period: 1976–Present 

The reform and open policies promoted by Deng Xiaoping from 1978 
(Mak, 2018) transformed China. The contribution of education to 
national development was understood by policymakers (Ngok, 2007). 
Yet, women’s role in at least the first two decades of this era was periph-
eral, while the practical impact of the reform on women was mixed 
(Mak, 2018). While girls were increasingly supported to receive educa-
tion, women lost advantages in the new labor market unlike the equal 
gender status emphasized in Mao’s era. 

The recent two decades have seen the expansion of higher educa-
tion and enhancement of other-level education that has offered far more 
opportunities for women leadership development in many sectors. Along 
with the fast socio-economic development of the whole society, women 
leaders are now found in diverse sectors. Challenges for these women 
leaders are that they face conflicting roles between motherhood and work-
place leadership and have to reconcile them (Tsang et al., 2011; Zhao & 
Jones, 2017). 

In summary, the education of men has generally been privileged 
compared to that of women, while this practice continues to change. 
Since the birth of the CCP, Chinese women’s educational opportuni-
ties have expanded. Especially, the 1970s saw an increased number of 
educated Chinese women taking up leadership roles. 

Present Laws and Policies Relevant 

to Women’s Education in China 
This section discusses some laws and policies enacted by the Chinese 
government and their impact on the education of Chinese women leaders. 
Subsequently, we illustrate that Chinese women’s access to education is 
not a monolithic experience.
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Universalization of Nine-Year Compulsory Education 

Education is important in forming the basis of HRD in a country. The 
Chinese government pursued universal nine-year compulsory education 
among school-aged children to eliminate illiteracy. This program is a 
strategy to enhance HRD, poverty alleviation, and social development 
(Zhang & Zhao, 2006). 

China enacted the Compulsory Education Law in 1986 (Rong & 
Shi, 2001). This law stipulates that all children aged seven to fifteen 
must enroll and receive education for nine years. Middle school educa-
tion became universal in cities and coastal areas during the first six years 
of implementation, followed by the countryside within ten years. Where 
implemented, primary education generally reduced poverty, especially in 
urban areas; the Law was relatively not well implemented for older rural 
students (Song, 2012). 

Rural–Urban Migration and Hukou Law 

The hukou system was enacted in the 1950s when the Chinese govern-
ment implemented policies designed to control the movement of people. 
The hukou (residence permit) system is said to have been one of the 
factors that led to disparities in the current education system. Residents 
were divided as situated in an urban or rural households. A Chinese clas-
sification determined residency and relevant benefits (Solinger, 1999). 
Earlier on, urban householders got rice from the state, while peas-
ants grew their own (Potter & Potter, 1990). One’s dossier, which 
records the study, work, political involvement, performance, and evalu-
ation throughout critical life stages, is related to hukou. Usually, one’s 
dossier and hukou go together (Anonymous, 2013), and they restrict 
one’s mobility. Under such policies, migrant workers living away from 
home face discrimination in accessing home loans and better jobs. The 
hukou system also limits flexibility for students to access educational 
opportunities in non-residential cities. Beginning in 2014, some local 
governments started implementing changes so that children of longer-
term migrants could sit for college entrance examinations in their hosting 
provinces (OECD, 2016). 

Deng Xiaoping relaxed rural–urban migration restrictions brought by 
the hukou classification. Hukou classification was inherited from their 
parents at birth and could not be easily changed. In the mid-1980s, a new
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policy introduced fixed farm output quota to each household, leading to 
increased productivity in agriculture that rendered peasants redundant. 
The hukou system was then modified to allow migrants from rural areas 
to work in cities without changing their hukous. Thus, an urban society 
mixed with urban householders and rural migrant workers emerged. In 
2016, a new policy was enacted to give migrant workers chances of 
acquiring an urban hukou; additionally, the Chinese government aimed 
at expanding hukou residency permits to 100 million migrant workers 
by 2020 (OECD, 2016). Early 2020, the central government urged for 
achieving this goal by the end of 2020 (China National Committee for 
Development & Reform, 2020). 

Relatedly, according to Xu (2016), during the rural-urban migration, 
women were left in the villages to support the family and carry out farm 
work. Women who grew up in rural areas were marginalized in terms of 
educational opportunities and labor market (Sun & Li, 2017). To miti-
gate this problem, the Chinese government has promoted a new policy 
of building a new socialist countryside where the skill sets of women in 
rural areas are improved (Xu, 2016). 

Enaction and Modification of the One-Child Policy 

Though presently relaxed to allow two children per couple in all 
geographic locations, China’s one-child policy was started in 1978 (Sen, 
2015). China introduced the one-child policy in response to concerns 
about the social and economic consequences that were foreseen due 
to the increased population (Kane & Choi, 1999). Arguably, Chinese 
women’s education benefitted from the one-child policy, because the 
CCP deployed extensive education about gender equality and the role of 
women, leading to an increase in the proportion of women on campus 
(Sudbeck, 2012). Moreover, “Parents of singleton daughters are now 
encouraging these young women to strive academically, study abroad, and 
have a successful career” (Sudbeck, 2012, p. 54). For those born before 
the policy was introduced, slightly over 35% of those in higher education 
were women. Following this policy, the percentage of women in higher 
education increased to 41% in 2016 (World Bank, 2016). A major criti-
cism of the one-child policy was that it strengthened the preference for 
boys, resulting in large numbers of abortions and infanticide (Kane & 
Choi, 1999; Mak, 2018).
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In 2015, the China government officially ended the one-child policy 
and started to allow each couple to have two children (China News 
Service, 2015). Further, due to the current low birth rate of the whole 
society, some population researchers now encourage each woman to have 
three or even more children. The preference for boys over girls has largely 
changed though it persists among older generations. Gender equality at 
birth and later is generally embraced by younger generations who were 
born during/after the reform and open policies eras. 

Leadership Development: Opportunities 

for Women in China’s Current Education 
Here we discuss China’s education system—compulsory K-12, high 
middle school, vocational, higher, and adult education. We demonstrate 
how the education system is self-contradictory in supporting the leader-
ship development of women. One objective in this section is to identify 
how disparities in educational opportunities such as that between rural 
and urban areas impact the formation of women’s leadership. 

K-12 Education 

The goal of instituting nine-year compulsory education across China has 
been basically achieved (Ngok, 2007). However, education resources are 
unevenly distributed in China, with first-tier cities and those in the coastal 
areas enjoying richer resources while other areas lagging behind (OECD, 
2016). The central government has been striving to bridge this gap; 
for example, educational leadership development, including women, is 
being addressed in Northwest China because most educational leaders 
there have limited teaching experience (Militello & Berger, 2010; OECD,  
2016). Educational leadership development is also on the agenda in more 
developed regions. 

According to the China Ministry of Education statistics, there were 
40,376,900 students enrolled in high schools in 2015, with an enrollment 
rate of 87.0% (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 
2017). The Chinese central government has issued an important goal of 
making high school education more popular. Specifically, the enrollment 
rate in every province and region should reach 90% on average by 2020 
(Xi, 2017) and it has reached 89.5% by 2019 (China National Bureau of 
Statistics, 2020). The Ministry of Education has stressed the importance
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of improving student subsidy policies and increasing national financial 
aid for high school students from economically underprivileged families 
(Xi, 2017). Nonprofits assist in closing gendered education disparities by 
sponsoring girls at high school and university levels, such as the Educating 
Girls of Rural China (EGRC, 2018). 

The upward trend in educational attainment in China, mainly fueled 
by compulsory education, has resulted in nearly equal numbers of boys 
and girls enrolled in education (Treiman, 2013). In 2019, girls in Chinese 
kindergartens and pre-schools took up 46.9% of all the enrolled, which 
increased by 1.4% from 2010; there were 71.573 million girls in the 
compulsory education, which composed 46.5% of all the enrolled and 
increased by 2.7% from 2018; there were 18.82 million girls in the senior 
high school education including all the regular, adult, and vocational 
senior high schools, which composed 47.1% of all the enrolled students in 
this stage (China National Bureau of Statistics, 2020). Closing the gender 
gap for girls’ access to K-12 education has been almost accomplished. 

Curriculum reforms in the education system have been slow 
(Dello-Iacovo, 2009). China has historically modeled yingshi jiaoyu 
(examination-oriented education) with a curriculum that emphasizes 
memorization and examination. Nonetheless, the suzhi jiaoyu (quality-
oriented education) curriculum reform now focuses on developing well-
rounded students with abilities including problem solving and creativity. 
Moreover, it is gender inclusive (OECD, 2016). 

Education serves as a basis for girls to outstand and grow as poten-
tial future leaders. In the Chinese K-12 education system, regardless of a 
gender bias with a preference for boys (Brown & Park, 2002), Chinese 
girls outperform boys in languages (Huang et al., 2015). Gender disad-
vantages for girls still need to be more thoroughly eliminated though, 
since academically underperforming girls disproportionately dropped out 
of primary schools compared to boys, especially in rural China (OECD, 
2016). Overall, by the end of K-12 education, many girl student leaders 
have been emerging. 

Vocational Education and Training (VET) 

The inclusiveness of vocational education leads to educational fair-
ness and social equity for disadvantaged groups (Kong, 2018). China’s 
Ministry of Education stated that there are almost 15,000 secondary 
technical/vocational schools and over 1100 tertiary technical/vocational
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institutes. According to World Bank (2016), over 11 million Chinese 
students enrolled in technical and vocational schools or institutes, at 
junior secondary, senior secondary, and tertiary levels. VET has a key 
economic function in up-skilling and integrating young people in the 
labor market. VET graduates also provide high-quality technical skills to 
meet the rising need for skilled workers. 

In China, girls and women students from less advantaged family back-
grounds are more likely to attend VET (Wang, 2017). In 2018, there 
were 6,571,223 (42.25%) girl students in secondary VET (Zheng et al., 
2020). In 2019, in tertiary vocational education, there are 6,242,162 
(48.74%) women undergraduates in regular institutions, 1,810,670 
(55.33%) in adult institutions, and 2,439,712 (43.28%) in web-based 
programs (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 
2020). A dilemma faced by girls in VET is that their educational time and 
resources such as opportunities to receive longer than half-a-year training 
are commonly less than boys (Zheng et al., 2020). The VET conditions 
are not very advantageous for girls’ leadership development but the skill 
education still provides them basis for flourishing after entering the labor 
market. 

Regular Higher Education 

Chinese higher education has become popular since the late 1970s, partic-
ularly in the 1990s (Ngok, 2007). With the inception of Projects 211 
and 985, and the current Double First-class initiative (Sun, 2017), the 
government has been focusing on creating world-class universities. Some 
Chinese women leaders believe that university education was critical in 
their ascendancy to power (Tsang et al., 2011). 

Earlier research indicated that gender inequity existed with fewer 
women at undergraduate and doctoral levels, while no such differ-
ence existed at master’s level (Ngok, 2007; Tatlow,  2012). A recent 
study concluded that the gender gap had closed at higher-than-primary 
levels of schooling (Treiman, 2013). According to statistics published 
by the China Ministry of Education for 2017, there were 14,468,508 
(52.5%) women undergraduates in regular higher education institu-
tions; 3,198,256 (58.8%) women undergraduates in adult higher educa-
tion institutions; 3,483,796 (47.3%) women web-based undergraduates 
(Development Planning Division, 2018). In 2017, a total of 2,277,564 
students graduated with master’s degrees, among whom 1,141,603
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(55.1%) were men and 1,135,961 (44.9%) were women (Ministry of 
Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2017). Additionally, on 
campus, there were 1,135,961 (49.9%) women master’s degree students 
and 142,173 (39.3%) women doctoral degree students (Development 
Planning Division, 2018). In 2019, women took up 50.6% of all on-
campus graduate students (China National Bureau of Statistics, 2020). 
Women students have gained equal education representation with men 
up to the master’s level but not at the doctoral level. 

In what follows, we discuss how leadership is developed in Chinese 
universities. First, leadership development is under tuanwei (the Commu-
nist Youth League Committee) that oversees student organizations 
(Wang, 2016). Some students perceived tuanwei and its related ideolo-
gies as flawed and then chose to study abroad (Chen & Jordan, 2016). 
Domestic students, however, follow the Communist ideology. 

Second, women-dominating public universities are generally famous 
for their role in the formation of women leaders. The China Women’s 
University (2018) is a predominantly women’s university with only 
its broadcasting major admitting men, while all other undergraduate 
majors admit only women (Cao, 2015). The China Women’s Univer-
sity (2018) has educated more future women leaders than any other 
university in China. All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF), to which 
the China Women’s University is affiliated, is governed by the ruling party 
and upholds women’s rights and interests to promote equality between 
genders. 

Third, China’s Ministry of Education issued notices that forbid most 
colleges from recruiting students based on gender and from using set 
student gender ratios during enrollment (Tordesillas, 2015). According 
to ACWF (2018), only institutions that offer special majors, such as mili-
tary science, national defense, and national security, are exempt from such 
discrimination prohibition. For example, in a 2010 directive issued by the 
Ministry of Education which is still valid at present (Gansu Education, 
2017), the number of women early admissions to certain universities in 
the areas of detective science, law and order management, border defense 
management, and criminal science and technology should not exceed 
15% (The Network of Chinese Human Rights Defenders & a Coalition 
of NGOs, 2014). The quota policy is based on a default understanding 
that most such majors do not recruit women. From the Ministry’s data 
and policies, women and men access equal education opportunities, but
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women are not encouraged to pursue military-oriented disciplines as they 
are deemed as dangerous. 

Last, an increasing number of international universities from the US, 
Australia, Hong Kong, Canada, France, England, Ireland, and others 
(Ennew & Fuji, 2009; Song et al., 2012) have established a presence 
in China. Elements of internationalization of higher education in China 
focus on global skills, content, and research. 

Workplace Learning, Professional Development, and Adult Education 

The development of women leaders in Chinese workplace occurs 
through practice, learning, training, and other approaches. A signifi-
cant phenomenon in the workplace training in Chinese corporations 
is to transform managers into global leaders through their corporate 
universities (Sham, 2007). Noticeably, some companies in China develop 
their leaders less systematically than their US counterparts (Qiao et al., 
2007), which may be due to the short history of corporate universities in 
China compared to the United States (Tong, 2018). Developing leaders 
less systematically is informed by Confucianism-based values that have 
influenced leadership values and behaviors such as paternalistic and hierar-
chical leadership (Li et al., 2017). These traditions in developing leaders 
continue to privilege men while marginalizing women (Huang & Aaltio, 
2014; Lutomia et al., 2017; Wang & Shirmohammadi, 2016). 

A critique of Chinese corporate university training in leadership devel-
opment is that only a limited number of such programs focus on women, 
and yet, because Chinese women face unique cultural biases, their lead-
ership development should differ from that of men. Generally, there is 
a paucity of training programs focused on woman leadership develop-
ment with an exception of China Resource University, the corporate 
university of the China Resource Corporation (China Resource Corpo-
ration, 2018). The lack of customization of leadership development for 
Chinese women in the workplace can be explained in three ways. First, 
China is short of HRD professionals (Qiao et al., 2007) who could 
customize such programs, as there is currently no academic program 
entirely devoted to HRD in Chinese universities. Second, because women 
are newcomers in corporations, younger women lack mentors who look 
like them (Huang & Aaltio, 2014). Third, Chinese mentoring prac-
tice is tied to Guanxi (social relationships) that privilege men (Lutomia 
et al., 2017; Wang & Shirmohammadi, 2016). Due to the lack of
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customized programs for developing women leadership at the workplace, 
Chinese women invest in individual learning and education (Wang & 
Shirmohammadi, 2016). 

Higher education is an important niche for leadership development. 
Chinese universities offer lifelong learning and leadership skills develop-
ment. In Tsinghua University, the Executive MBA develops three types 
of leaders: students from state-owned, multinational, and home-grown 
organizations (Barton & Ye, 2013). Huang and Aaltio (2014) observed 
that working Chinese women rely on such programs to gain workplace 
leadership. 

There are government-related organizations that offer leadership 
development experiences and training. They consist of organizations such 
as All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF) and All-China Federation of 
Trade Unions (ACFTU). These organizations align with the principles of 
communism, one of which states that Chinese women’s ultimate goals are 
to serve the nation and the people (Pittinsky & Zhu, 2005). The ACWF is 
responsible for promoting government policies to women (ACWF, 2018). 
The ACFTU is the leading body of trade union federations locally and 
industrial unions nationally. The trade unions motivate workers by setting 
up professional ethics sessions that encourage hard work and organizing 
vocational training programs. 

Another pathway for leadership development is through short work-
shops, conferences, and symposia held online and offline. An example is 
the annual Asian Women in Leadership Summit (AWLS) held in Singa-
pore and other Asian countries. It is a platform where prominent leaders, 
mostly women, share their experiences (ACWF, 2018). 

Educating Leaders Within the CCP 

Beyond the education system, there were women leaders in the CCP, 
such as Wu Yi and Ren Changxia. Wu Yi, the first woman Vice-Premier 
of China, was educated in China. Ren Changxia, a former director of the 
Public Security Bureau of Dengfeng City (Dai & Xu, 2004), graduated 
from a Chinese security college. Education is central in the development 
of Chinese women leaders within the CCP. 

Apart from the aforementioned leaders, the lack of women leaders in 
China is partly due to the impact of some unequal values carried from 
the feudal society (Dong, 2013). Within the CCP, women have histor-
ically held fewer positions. There has, however, been an improvement
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since 1949. Women composed 12% of the nation’s Congress in 1954 
and 10% of the CCP membership in 1956 (China National Bureau of 
Statistics, 1990; as cited in Mak, 2018). Women’s membership in the 
party increased slightly to 14% and in the Congress to 21% by 1988 
(China National Bureau of Statistics, 1990; as cited in Mak, 2018). 
Women’s presence in all cadres increased to 31% by 1991 (Mak, 2018). 
More women now serve in leadership positions within the CCP’s polit-
ical agency and corporate units (Tong & Liu, 2014). In 2019, women 
composed 24.9% of the National People’s Congress, which increased by 
1.5% from its last cohort; women composed 20.4% of the People’s Polit-
ical Consultative Conference, which increased by 2.6% from its last cohort 
(China National Bureau of Statistics, 2020). 

Nonetheless, women are still underrepresented in leadership roles 
when compared to men, particularly, women leaders lack representation 
at senior levels and in political influence (Mak, 2018; Tsang et al., 2011). 
This is partly due to selection and promotional procedures that are influ-
enced by the patriarchal tradition leading to acts such as men’s favoritism 
and political allegiances that thwart career mobility of women (Tsang 
et al., 2011). Thus, to get promoted, women managers who work for 
state-owned organizations pursue political education to signal that they 
value the party and government (Granrose, 2007). 

To correct gender imbalance, China also has affirmative action policies, 
but its implementation has been unsuccessful. The CCP has continuously 
issued policies that are relevant to women’s career development (Pan & 
Shi, 2011). For example, the government has set up quotas for women 
leaders (Tsang et al., 2011). Also, in 2011, the central government issued 
The Outline of Chinese Women Development from 2011–2020 that formu-
lated rules for protecting women’s development opportunities (Pan & 
Shi, 2011). 

Education enhances women’s willingness and capability to work 
(Rong & Shi, 2001), as well as strengthens women’s competencies. To 
educate women leaders, the CCP also utilize party universities and schools 
for developing management competencies of women, along with men. 
For example, Leader Management School of the China Ministry of Orga-
nization was among the first Chinese entities who introduced action 
learning into leadership training.
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Outcomes, Trends, and Future Opportunities 

for Developing Women for Leadership 

Economic growth in China has driven the improvement of educa-
tion while affecting gender disparities. Unequal economic development 
increases regional disparities in educational attainment for different 
groups, especially women. 

Milestones and Achievements 

Chinese leaders need to pay more attention to the growing gender gap in 
education. The China economic reform leading to decentralization and 
marketization following the open-door policy has weakened the role of 
the state in education leading to mixed outcomes. Here, we outline some 
women and the milestones they have achieved plus statistical data on 
women’s leadership. 

One of the greatest achievements of Chinese women’s leadership 
education is the winning of a Nobel Prize in 2016 by Tu Youyou for 
her medical research. She attended Peking University and became a 
leading researcher at the China Academy of Chinese Medical Sciences. 
Chinese women leaders have also emerged in the technology industry 
and have shared positive career development experiences. According to 
Yang (2018), Chinese women, particularly entrepreneurs in technolo-
gies, are educated locally, globally, or both. Jean Liu, the president of 
Didi Chuxing, a ride-sharing firm, received her bachelor’s degree from 
Peking University and continued at Harvard. Kathy Xu Xin, the founder 
of Capital Today, graduated from Nanjing University, has invested in 
several multibillion-dollar companies. 

Although the one-child policy is no longer practiced, its aftermath 
includes helping women climb the career ladder in China. China rates 
relatively higher than most other Asian countries in promoting women 
to senior positions (Sun & Li, 2017; Wang & Shirmohammadi, 2016). 
Specifically, by 2014, the percentages of women serving on boards in Asia 
are: Malaysia, 10.9%; China, 10.7%; India, 6.7%; Indonesia, 6.0%; South 
Korea, 2.4%; and Japan, 1.6% (Credit Suisse Research Institute, 2014). In 
2019, 33.4% and 36.4% of Chinese corporate board members and super-
visory board members were women, respectively (China National Bureau 
of Statistics, 2020).
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Despite such achievements and high labor force participation of 
Chinese women, the Catalyst (2017) indicated that, women leaders are 
still underrepresented in China. In 2016, women accounted for 17% of 
legislators, senior officials, and managers in China. Only 17.5% of firms in 
China have women as top managers. Additionally, whereas more women 
in China hold corporate board seats compared to other major Asian 
economies, this is a lackluster percentage in comparison with developed 
countries: France, 29.5%; Germany, 23%; and USA, 13.7% (Credit Suisse 
Research Institute, 2014). 

Zhang (2012) and Huang and Aaltio (2014) pointed out that sociocul-
tural barriers may explain underrepresentation of women leaders. These 
include men dominating networks, social stereotypes, and work overload 
due to dual responsibilities. Also, Zhao and Jones (2017) discovered that 
women reject the leader identity that is considered to be ambitious and 
aggressive which is incongruent with the virtuous wife and caring mother 
cultural identity. 

General Trends in Educating Women Leaders in China 

Chinese women and girls continue to face cultural and environmental 
barriers in obtaining equality of leadership development. For instance, 
Zhao and Jones (2017) found that the context of Chinese higher educa-
tion continues to be affected by gendered norms. That is, women and 
girls face challenges in acknowledging and promoting their leadership as 
equal to men’s despite being granted more equal access to education. 

First, girls and women are gaining equal access to educational and 
professional opportunities. The one-child policy “helped to greatly 
improve the position in terms of gender equality, parental investment, 
educational attainment, career, and in terms of the familial social and 
political participation” (Sudbeck, 2012, p. 55). Beyond outnumbering 
men at university, there are four other ways in which Chinese women 
are closing the gender gap, namely: taking part in the labor force, 
spurring online commerce, generating wealth, and buying sound boxes 
and bitcoins (World Economic Forum, 2017a). Despite these optimistic 
signs, a warning signal is that Chinese women’s participation in the labor 
force has been continuously decreasing over the recent three decades, 
with the number being 62.5% in 2015 and 59.8% in 2020 (World Bank, 
2020).
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Second, western-educated Chinese are returning to serve their nation 
and fellow citizens. Liu Yu, a woman associate professor in Tsinghua 
University, exemplifies a returnee and leader. Previously, the percentage 
of returnees overall from study-abroad programs was low. The ratio of 
returnees was only 28.6% in 2007 (Chen, 2018). Moreover, returnees 
usually served in research, education, and other professional fields (Duan, 
2018). In the future, the portion of returnees overall is expected to 
increase, as 83.3% of about 5 million study-abroad Chinese scholars from 
1978–2016 returned to China (Chen, 2018) and this ratio rose to 83.7% 
by 2017 (Duan, 2018). Unfortunately, there exists no such data on 
Chinese women returnees along currently, since such studies have been 
quite rare. The future Chinese returnees are likely to enter more diverse 
sectors, such as the tech industry. 

Role of Government in Further Empowering Women Leaders 

According to Zeng (2014), due to the 2010 proactive policy for women 
to take up government positions, it is expected that the Chinese govern-
ment will provide more educational opportunities for women, resulting in 
extended access to leadership. The Chinese government attaches impor-
tance to the role of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) related 
to the development of women. Given this, All-China Women’s Feder-
ation (ACWF), All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), the 
Central Committee of the Communist Youth League, China Disabled 
Persons’ Federation, and the China Association of Science and Tech-
nology have all effectively pressed ahead with their gender equality work 
in line with respective guidelines. These organizations pursue leadership 
capacity building within the country and abroad. For instance, ACWF 
and Yale University established a collaboration in 2010 to develop a 
management and leadership program targeted at senior-level women 
leaders representing both the national and provincial levels (Yale School 
of Management, 2020). 

The ACWF is the largest NGO in China dedicated to women. 
According to Ma (2005), Chinese women and the government were 
pivotal in organizing the Fourth World Conference on Women and its 
accompanying forum in Beijing in 1995. Outcomes of the conference 
continue to inform government policies on gender equality and rights, 
such as education (Attane, 2013). Quota for women led to 86.2% of 
government departments at the county level offering leadership positions
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to women in 2014, an increase of over 26% compared to 2000 (Zeng, 
2014). The Global Gender Gap Report (2017), which measures gender-
based gaps in access to resources and opportunities, ranked China at 
100 out of 144 surveyed countries (World Economic Forum, 2017b), 
presenting the government with major challenges in meeting gender gap 
closure. 

Here, we have recognized that the experiences of Chinese women 
leadership development are steeped in global and local factors. Though 
requiring more improvement, the information technology industry and 
state-affiliated NGOs represent areas where Chinese women are relatively 
thriving. 

Implications for Research, Theory, and Practice 

The chapter now turns to outline implications for women’s development 
through education and HRD efforts. We urge further empirical studies, 
theory building, and supportive culture formation. 

Research 

Findings on experiences of Chinese women in education and how they 
develop their leadership skills are limited. Scholars, such as Bierema 
(2016), observed the same phenomenon in the United States. Relat-
edly, we concur with McLean and Beigi’s (2016) demand for creative 
and innovative research approaches in studying women’s leadership. For 
instance, studying the formation of Chinese women leaders from cultural 
perspectives (Wang & Shirmohammadi, 2016), such as Guanxi, would 
be innovative and useful. Leadership opportunities in China are tied to 
Guanxi, which is rooted in Confucianism that requires socializing after 
work and is prohibitive for women’s reputation. Wang and Shirmoham-
madi (2016) observed that it is a paradox that Chinese women leaders 
in the IT industry leveraged Guanxi for career mobility. Understanding 
how Chinese women leverage Guanxi would help identify how they gain 
leadership opportunities through networks (Nolan, 2015). 

In addition, the United Nations (2020) reported that, globally, the 
continuing coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) has reversed economic 
progress conditions that had improved livelihood of women. The extent 
of this effect is not fully understood. A longitudinal research capturing
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leadership development experiences of Chinese women in presently and 
post-COVID-19 era can inform future efforts of developing Chinese 
women leaders. 

Theory 

Agreeably, there is a dearth in theorizing Chinese women’s leadership 
education. To this end, Wang and Shirmohammadi (2016) offered that 
understanding the development of leaders is a collaborative effort that 
requires a variety of stakeholders and has to be understood beyond 
the western context. The current global position of China calls for 
theorizing Chinese women’s leadership education as local and global. 
Empirically, Wang and Shirmohammadi (2016) suggested that researchers 
of Chinese women’s leadership development use mixed research design 
and archival data and develop indigenous instruments. Along this line, 
qualitative inquiries including ethnography designs, case studies, critical 
theory, grounded theory, and phenomenology, will all be informative in 
understanding experiences and theory building of Chinese women and 
leadership. 

Practice 

This chapter is a resource that can inform leadership development prac-
tices, such as the national leadership nurturing of children aged seven to 
twelve years within the Little Red Pioneers within the CCP (Woronov, 
2007). The Little Red Pioneers sets a foundation for future women 
leaders of the CCP (Zhao & Jones, 2017). Wang and Shirmohammadi 
(2016) developed practical guidelines for different constituents in China 
that can assist women to become leaders. These guidelines urge stake-
holders to create organizational cultures that enhance women’s career 
development, adopt gender-balanced policies, and provide continuous 
learning opportunities by appreciating women’s leadership styles, devel-
oping family friendly policies, and creating pathways for learning and 
career development in the workplace.
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Conclusion 

We have illustrated that access of Chinese women to educational oppor-
tunities informs their propensity to become leaders and is predicated on 
varying stakeholders. The education of Chinese women leaders has been 
contradictory but is now on course. The Chinese government plays a 
key role in developing and implementing policies relevant to opportu-
nities for women to become leaders. There is a need for more research 
on Chinese women’s leadership education from diversified perspectives. 
Further, unleashing the leadership potential of Chinese women requires 
more inclusive practices. The ascendance of Chinese women into broad 
leadership positions, with educational support, will be instrumental in 
increasing the impact of China presently and in a post-COVID-19 world. 
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CHAPTER 6  

Women Leaders in the Education Sector 

Ying Feng and Bo Fang 

Women Leaders in the Education Sector 

Leadership development is of great importance to the development of 
competent and excellent schools (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). In an earlier 
era, however, men dominated leadership development as reflected in the 
literature on educational administration, and research on women’s lead-
ership development has appeared only in the past two decades in China 
(Xie, 2009). In the following sections, we first introduced the context of 
women’s development and education reform in China. We then provided 
descriptive information about where we are and what perhaps caused the 
absence of women school leaders, followed by a synthesis of characteristics 
of women school leaders and gender differences. Finally, we summa-
rized the barriers to advancement noted in the literature with constructive 
observations. We also introduced informative case studies. At the end of
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this chapter, we presented a discussion of the lenses used in approaching 
women’s leadership development, along with recommendations for future 
research and practice. 

Context Matters 

In ancient China, the education sector was primarily dominated by men, 
as Confucian ideology promotes the notions that nan zun nü bei (men 
are superior to women), nü zi wu cai bian shi de (a woman without 
talent is virtuous), san cong si de (women need to obey their fathers 
before marriage, their husbands during marriage, and their sons during 
widowhood) (Liu, 2009). Given the traditional cultural heritage, Chinese 
women had little chance of receiving an education, let alone becoming 
leaders in the sector. In ancient China, some aristocratic families, intel-
lectuals, and scholar-officials would allow their daughters to get an 
education, but these families would invite private tutors or erudite family 
members who were men to teach the girls at home, not at private schools 
(Cheng, 2019). This is similar to the situation in some western societies, 
where girls generally received education from governesses (Hardach-
Pinke, 2010). Chinese history has witnessed some well-educated women, 
including those with outstanding achievements, such as Ban Zhao, the 
first woman historian of China, who is well known for her contribution 
to the development of the official history of the former Han Dynasty (CE 
45–117), and Li Qingzhao (CE 1084–1155), who is often referred to as 
the greatest woman poet in Chinese history (Egan, 2013). 

The concepts of women’s rights and gender equity emerged after the 
First Opium War in 1840 (Li & Li, 2021), when China turned to a 
semi-feudal and semi-colonial society. The introduction of modern and 
western civilization in China included the advocacy of women’s rights 
to receive an education. For example, the first women’s school was built 
by western missionaries in 1844; later, there were 82 Christian women’s 
schools and 29 boarding schools with a total of 2101 women and girl 
students by the 1890s. The situation has improved greatly. Since the 
beginning of the 1900s, educators and social reformers, such as Ma 
Junwu and Chen Duxiu, proposed women receiving education as a basis 
for women’s rights and gender equity (Li & Li, 2021). The introduction 
of Marxism, along with the New Culture Movement and May Fourth 
Movement in the 1910s and 1920s, greatly promoted gender equality 
and feminism, advancing women’s right to education, liberating women
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from Confucianism suppression, and encouraging women to participate 
in the country’s construction, even taking leadership roles (Chen, 2007). 
Between 1922 and 1947, the number of women students in college 
increased from 887 to 27,604, and the percentage of women students 
in college increased from 2.54 to 17.80% (Pan, 2001). 

This period witnessed the emergence of the earliest women princi-
pals of primary and secondary schools and even universities in China. 
Wu Yifang (1893–1985), an alumna of the University of Michigan, 
became China’s first prestigious women university president at the Ginling 
Women’s College in 1928. Under her leadership, the college saw an 
expansion of rural social services and women’s education. During the War 
Against Japanese Aggression (1937–1945), Wu worked with faculty and 
students to make the campus a shelter that protected over 10,000 Chinese 
women and children from atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers. The 
college where she served was also the first higher education institution to 
grant bachelor’s degrees to women, educating many prominent women 
scientists and educators in China (Xiang, 2022). 

Education Reform and Women’s 
Development in Modern China 

Gender equity plays a critical role in women’s leadership development, 
while women receiving education is a prerequisite for gender equity (Li & 
Li, 2021). Education policies and development in the People’s Republic 
of China, established in 1949, set an important context for ensuring 
gender equality by protecting access to educational resources for women 
who have been disadvantaged (Jia, 2017). Education reform and develop-
ment in China have been enhanced by national plans, laws, and policies, 
along with continuous investment, among other things. Since 1953, 
China has made long-term plans for national economic, education, and 
social development, once every five years, and has been working on them 
ever since. For example, one major objective of the recent Five-Year Plan 
on the Development of National Education (2016–2020) is to increase the 
female student enrolment numbers. In 2020, the enrolment numbers of 
students in China’s pre-school, nine-year compulsory education, senior 
secondary education (including vocational secondary school), and higher 
education reached 45 million, 150 million, 40 million, and 38.5 million, 
respectively, with 46.94, 46.54, 44.35, and 51.55% of the students being 
girls and women. In addition to the national plans, a series of policies
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and laws have been implemented, including the Compulsory Education 
Law and the National Policy of Gender Equality based on the proposal 
for the UN’s Fourth World Conference on Women (Jia, 2017). Further-
more, there have been continuing and increasing investments in school 
buildings and educational resources. For instance, the total spending on 
education in China was 5.3 trillion RMB (about 831.3 billion USD) in 
2020, up 5.69% from 2019 (Ministry of Education, 2021). 

Since the reform and opening up of the country in the 1980s, the illit-
eracy rate of women has significantly dropped from 48.86% in 1982 to 
4.96% in 2021 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2021). Notably, 
women receiving higher education vastly increased from 19.77% in 1949, 
with the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, to 33.20% 
in 1976 with the resumption of the college entrance examinations after 
the Cultural Revolution, to 35.4% in 1995 with the UN Fourth World 
Conference on Women held in Beijing, to 51.55% in 2020 with an enrol-
ment of 24,930,081 (Ministry of Education, 2021). We acknowledge that 
there has been a significant change in the number of women receiving 
higher education in the past 100 years in China, moving from having 
no rights to limited rights and opportunities, and then having equal 
rights to attend schools and receive education. However, Liu and Wang 
(2008) suggested that the increase was a reflection of family support, 
which has been vastly influenced by the single-child policy, and the imbal-
ance of regional development favoring urban girls to go to schools and 
ignoring rural students of both genders. In conclusion, China has made 
progress in proposition and promotion of gender equality in educational 
opportunities in the past few decades despite the constrains on regional 
development, all of which provide the foundation for women’s leadership 
development. 

Women’s Leadership Development in Education 

Development of educational leaders is of great importance to the devel-
opment of excellent schools (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). In an earlier era, 
however, men were the primary focus of leadership development in the 
literature on educational administration, and the research on women’s 
leadership development has only emerged in the past two decades in 
China (Xie, 2009). While achieving much in ensuring equal educational 
opportunities and gender equity, Chinese women have been underrepre-
sented in leadership positions in the educational sector and are confronted
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with many challenges and problems. In the following sections, we 
presented women’s leadership development in education sectors in China 
in the following aspects: (a) education system in China, (b) documenting 
the absence of women principals, (c) synthesis of women educational lead-
ership theories and models, (d) characteristics of women principals, and 
(e) identification of barriers viewing women leaders as disadvantaged. 

Education System in China 

In China, K-12 education, or basic education, is divided into kinder-
garten/preschool, 9-year compulsory education (i.e., 6-year primary 
school and 3-year junior secondary school), and senior secondary 
education (i.e., 3-year senior secondary school or secondary voca-
tional education). Specifically, K-12 in China has a variety of forms 
of educational structure, including those run by province-, city-, and 
country-level educational departments, local enterprises (e.g., private or 
public enterprise-affiliated kindergartens, Liu, 2018), public institutions, 
military institutions, communities, non-government, and Sino-foreign 
cooperation institutions as independent legal entities (Ministry of 
Education, 2021). 

Higher education in China includes advanced vocational colleges, 
research and academic universities, applied technical institutes, and profes-
sional adult higher education schools (Ministry of Education, 2021). 
There are two personnel systems in Chinese colleges and universities: 
an administration system that includes program coordinator, academic 
advisor, and other administrative staff, and a teaching system that includes 
instructor, lecturer, and professor (Zhao & Jones, 2017). According to 
recent statistics from China’s Ministry of Education (2021), there were 
3012 higher education institutions with around 44.3 million students in 
mainland China. Of the 2.6 million faculty and staff in higher education, 
women staff were 50% of the total population, and women instructors 
and professors were 51.29% compared with 39.57 and 41.62% in 2001. 

Absence of Women Principals in K-12 

According to the recent Educational Statistics Yearbook of China 
(Ministry of Education, 2021), the percentage of women kindergarten 
principals was 90%, while the percentage of full- time women teachers was 
97.78%. There has been general consensus that it is easier for women to
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be promoted into leadership positions in such women-dominated fields 
as preschool and kindergarten (Liu & Liu, 2015), however, the reality 
is women are underrepresented compared with the number of women 
teachers and staff members. Women are even more underrepresented in 
leadership positions in the rest of K-12 institutions (Wang, 2014). A 
recent study investigated primary and secondary school directors in the 
mid-west and east of China; it showed that the percentage of women 
directors was 45.3%; however, the average faculty size managed by women 
leaders was around 30–70 personnel compared with men leaders with 
faculty numbers of 71–150 (Zhang, 2014). 

In recent years, the Chinese government has invested in multiple 
projects to increase the percentage of women principals in K-12. For 
example, one random survey of 50 secondary school principals in Guangxi 
province revealed that there were 18 women principals (9.47% of 190 
such positions), whereas 13 of vice-principals were women (Li, 2009). 
To advocate for women leaders in K-12, China has partnered with 
Cambridge Education and the British Council since 2006 and launched 
many large education projects. For example, they invest in the South-
western Basic Education Program (SBEP) in 27 of the poorest counties in 
four southwest provinces of China, with one of its major purposes being 
to increase the percentage of women principals and develop women’s 
leadership in K-12 schools (Cambridge Education, 2021). 

The absence of women principals is largely due to both political factors 
and Chinese cultural stereotypes. Specifically, the provincial and local 
Education Department, as a key environmental factor, plays a critical 
role in decision-making of school directors’ promotions, as most Chinese 
public schools are run by these local government agencies (Zhang 2013). 
Wang (2014) and Zhang et al. (2013) noted that there is a lack of 
policy and motivation for education department to provide promotion 
opportunities and support the development of women leaders in schools. 
Further, women leaders are underrepresented in education departments 
even in well-developed coastal parts in Eastern China. For example, one 
survey of 182 education department directors in the provinces of Jiangsu, 
Zhejiang, Anhui, and Shanghai, which are four of the more prosperous 
of China’s provinces, showed that the percentage of women directors was 
14.8% (Wu, 2008). These environmental factors limit the opportunities 
for women to be promoted as school leaders. On the other hand, women 
teachers have comparatively low willingness to sign up for managerial
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position interviews and participate in leadership training and development 
programs (Zhang et al., 2013). In many ethnic minority communities and 
rural areas in China, women are especially in a very low status due to 
cultural and gender stereotypes that inhibit their willingness to become 
leaders in schools. 

Absence of Women Leaders in Higher Education 

With the rapid development of social and economic development, the 
past two decades have witnessed an increased number and proportion of 
Chinese women in the higher education workforce (Liu, 2018; Wang &  
Yu, 2015). For instance, the percentage of women administrators and 
full-timer teachers increased from 42.33 and 41.16% in 2002 to 50 and 
51.29% in 2020, respectively (Ministry of Education, 2021). As more 
women are breaking through the glass ceiling and climbing the organi-
zational ladder, however, the proportion of women university leaders in 
higher education remains low in China, especially at higher levels, even 
though there is a broad gender balance in the higher education work-
force, on average. Yang (2007) critiqued women having occupied a mere 
4.5% of presidential positions in China’s higher educational institutions. 

In China, more than 70% of higher education institutions are managed 
by the Chinese government (Ministry of Education, 2021). As a result, 
a dual leadership structure exists in Chinese university governance in 
which the president-led administration team and secretary-led univer-
sity Communist Party Committee serve as the top decision makers 
(O’Sullivan, 2020). Wang and Yu (2015) highlighted the phenomenon 
of women’s underrepresentation in higher education leadership. There 
were 425 women senior administrators (10.7% of such positions) and 
290 women senior Communist Party Committee leaders (13.9% of such 
positions) among 1166 higher education institutions. A recent study on 
women leaders in 272 higher education institutions found that there were 
40 women secretaries and 115 deputy secretaries, accounting for 23% of 
the total number of secretaries, and 18 women presidents and 178 vice-
presidents, accounting for 16% of the total number of presidents (Liu, 
2018). Additionally, there were only 5 women presidents and 10 women 
secretaries among 75 top universities that are directly administrated and 
funded by the Ministry of Education (Jinan Times, 2021).
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Educational Leadership Studies 

Leadership development studies in education sectors in China are on 
the basis of western leadership theories in schooling (Liu & Liu, 2015), 
including Sergiovanni’s (1984) five leadership forces model. Sergiovanni 
(1984) proposed the following fundamental aspects of leadership for 
school competence and excellence, namely technical, human, educa-
tional, symbolic, and cultural leadership forces. Specifically, the technical 
aspect emphasizes management skills and organizational development to 
enhance “planning, organizing, coordinating, and scheduling to the life of 
the school” (Sergiovanni, 1984, p. 46). The human aspect of leadership 
highlights the need of building “human relations, interpersonal compe-
tence, and instrumental motivational technologies” in order to provide 
support and encouragement, and thus “building and maintain moral 
and using such processes as participatory decision making” (Sergiovanni, 
1984, p. 46). Educational leadership pays attention to the development of 
educational programming, curriculum design, teaching effectiveness and 
evaluation, and staff development (Sergiovanni, 1984). The symbolic and 
cultural leadership forces are critical to excellence in schooling, empha-
sizing aligned goals, values, and visions, and defining and developing 
cultural and unique identies of schools (Sergiovanni, 1984). 

An example of a profound Chinese leadership competency model 
in education based on Sergivanni’s (1984) five forces model is Chen 
and Xu’s (2009) principals’ evaluation system in primary and secondary 
school. Chen and Xu (2009) identified roles and responsibilities that 
are essential to Chinese school principals’ evaluation and leadership 
development. They proposed the following leadership measurements: 
value leader, educational leader, and organizational leader. Specifically, 
the value leader is expected to develop visions and goals, and build a 
learning culture and articulate unique campus traditions relevant to each 
context. The educational leaders emphasize the interaction between prin-
cipals and teachers, including fair evaluation and equal opportunities for 
faculty development, mental and physical support, being moral, and the 
enhancement of effective teaching and research. The organizational leader 
highlights management techniques, human approaches, and coordination 
with the community and external resources. Similarly, Liu and Liu (2015) 
proposed four leadership forces model for kindergarten principals, namely 
value, human, educational, and organizational leader.
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We noted that most leadership aspects in education theory are similar, 
while one unique leadership aspect in China’s education sectors is 
building connections with external resources. On one hand, such connec-
tions emphasize alignment among school, family, and community educa-
tional resources (Chen & Xu, 2009). It also requires coordination among 
schools, education departments, and public images (Liu & Liu, 2015). 
On the other hand, it poses challenges and special issues for women 
leaders that will be discussed in further detail later in the text. While lead-
ership research in China is still characterized by male dominance, there 
has been growing interest in research and practice on women’s leadership 
development in education sectors in China (Zhang et al., 2013). 

Gender Differences in China’s 
Educational Leadership Development 

Gender differences exist in leadership behaviors and perspectives, and, 
therefore, it is important to expand theory and research to include the 
perspectives of nondominant groups in the field of educational leadership 
development (Hallinger et al., 2016). Varies types of research identifies 
the characteristics of women principals. However, these research could 
potentially be influenced by gender-related personality theories, gender-
free perspectives, or androcentric bias. We synthesized the findings and 
provided constructive criticism and reflection on this topic. 

First, women principals in China’s K-12 schools were widely consid-
ered to be human leaders and performing democratic leaders. Specifically, 
women principals tended to care about faculties’ emotions and life and, 
therefore, provided appropriate support (Liu & Liu, 2015; Zeng,  2003). 
Unlike men principals, who tended to express will via executive orders, 
women principals tended to empower teachers, develop bonds among 
groups, and encourage their pursuit of personal growth (Lin & Teng, 
2017; Zhang, 2010). Meta-analytic studies on gender differences in 
educational leadership suggested a leadership orientation among women 
principals as task-focused and democratic (Eagly & Carli, 2003), while 
exhibiting key features of instructional leadership and transformational 
leadership (Hallinger et al., 2016). Women principals consider being a 
leader a challenging job that can influence people through power, while 
men principals tend to believe that being a leader is a means to realize 
their own values and dreams (Bai, 2005). In addition, Bai (2005) and
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Zeng (2003) also suggested that men leaders tend to favor overall inter-
ests over individual conditions and difficulties; while women principals 
pay more attention to communications, listen to the concerns of indi-
viduals, and consider individual situations in decision making. Women 
principals in China’s K-12 tend to invite a variety of stakeholders to partic-
ipate in the decision making, while male principals tend to make decisions 
based mainly on their own opinions and being democratic is one means 
of forming a decision. 

Second, Zeng (2003) identified that women principals have more 
individual resilience and positive emotions than their male counter-
parts. When people experience positive emotions, they tend to have 
a momentary thought-action repertoire, which in turn helps to build 
enduring personal resources, including physical, intellectual, social, and 
psychological resources (Fredrickson, 2001). Suryaningtyas et al. (2019) 
confirmed that resilient leadership is strongly associated with organiza-
tional resilience, which is essential to allow organizations to respond and 
adapt to incremental change 

Third, Lin and Teng (2017) noted that women principals often have 
keen intuition and detail-oriented, allowing them to make appropriate 
judgements that satisfy most stakeholders. Yet, Yu (2020) and Zhang 
(2010) proposed that such a detailed-driven style significantly impedes 
the strategic planning of the organization, which is one of the major 
reasons that women are better at being kindergarten and primary school 
principals rather than leaders in secondary and higher education institu-
tions that require a holistic view of school development as men leaders. 
However, this perception may not be valid because such a conclusion was 
based on the observation of current male-dominated leadership experi-
ences. We noted that women principals performed well in kindergarten 
and primary schools; however, this did not imply that women would fail 
in other leadership positions. In other words, such an observation should 
not speak for whether women can become leaders in higher education 
other than kindergarten and primary schools. These arguments reflect 
only the stereotypical view of women leaders in education through the 
lens of men. 

Lastly, Yu (2020) argued that women leaders are not decisive enough 
because of gender-related personality attributes that often result in delays 
in decision making. Further, women leaders tend to be sensitive and suspi-
cious, and thus, they lack trust in their subordinates and have disruptive
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interpersonal relationships (Yu, 2020). However, we found these argu-
ments to be flawed. First, gender-related personality theory and research 
have often been criticized in recent years due to a lack of consideration 
of social influences. As Stake and Eisele (2010) suggested, “Personality 
researchers seldom recognize or discuss how these gender differences 
may be influenced by the different social contexts men and women 
inhabit, which provide gendered reinforcement patterns, role models, 
and messages about appropriate behavior” (p. 20). Second, many of 
these arguments were not generated based on empirical studies. Without 
empirical evidence, it is difficult to determine if these arguments are valid. 

Challenges and Difficulties of Women’s 
Leadership Development in China 

Chinese women principals face prejudices and challenges in various 
aspects, including local education departments and supervisors, the 
public, the family, the absence of women’s perspective in leadership 
theory, and the institutional barriers, among others. First, women princi-
pals in China have been facing challenges from department supervisors 
who play a critical role in decision-making for resource allocations 
and promotions. Many principals have limited authority in terms of 
curriculum design, staffing, and allocating resources due to the excessive 
authority/power of the administration or education department (Liu & 
Liu, 2015). It is especially difficult for women principals to gain support 
from the male-dominated education administration. The frequent site 
investigations by education departments and other local agencies are also 
noted as a burden to school directors (Li, 2009; Liu  & Liu,  2015). 

In addition, principals in China’s K-12 schools play an important role 
in communication and cooperation among departments for resources 
and support principals, which is especially difficult for women princi-
pals. Often times, such communication involves the Chinese drinking 
culture that, unlike freestyle drinking, is more controlled, ritualized, 
and purposeful (i.e., discussion of school issues over dinner and drinks). 
This posed challenges for women principals because women might have 
lower social status and be less comfortable in drinking in such situ-
ations. In addition, directors of education departments, especially for 
those who are in impoverished areas, have few motivations to promote 
women principals or provide opportunities to women teachers in leader-
ship training (Cambridge Education, 2021). Significant prejudice remains
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against women’s ability and leadership based on gender and cultural 
stereotypes (Zhang et al., 2013). These stereotypes are deeply imbedded 
within traditional Chinese culture and remain significant and influential 
in the local supervisors and education departments in China. 

The public is not advocating for women leaders in China. For example, 
Many Chinese women, especially those who live in rural and poor regions 
are afraid to be criticized by the public for behaving in a way that is against 
the expectations of the public of being maternal and nurturing (Zhang 
et al., 2013). Many people also feel intimidated in working with successful 
women leaders (Lin & Teng, 2017; Zeng,  2003). Consequently, women 
are less willing to become leaders, including not signing up for leadership 
positions, interviewing, and participating in leadership training programs 
(Zhang et al., 2013). Moreover, the public has different expectations and 
evaluations of men and women leaders even beyond variations in regional 
development. Specifically, when women principals display the same char-
acteristics as men leaders, such as being brave, decisive, and accountable, 
they are labeled as nü qiang ren (super smart or strong women), but 
they are also viewed as harsh and unsympathetic (Zeng, 2003). Further-
more, that the public expects women leaders to have an attractive look 
and dress to enhance their charm and influence others (Lin & Teng, 
2017). For example, Niu et al. (2018) and  Li  et  al. (2020) investigated 
the prevalence of lookism across recruitment and promotion processes in 
the Chinese nursing and finance industries. While no studies have identi-
fied the impact of lookism on women’s career and leadership development 
in the education sectors. 

Family expectations driven by traditional Chinese culture also inhibit 
women’s leadership development. Yang (2004) and Wang (2014) noticed 
the women principals were more willing to teach than taking leadership 
positions. In addition, they found that women principals attributed their 
success less to their capabilities and hard work, but more to luck. Work 
and life balance is a related challenge facing Chinese women principals 
caused by family expectations (Bai, 2005; Ma,  2015). Women principals 
often feel a conflict between career development and family responsibil-
ities that, in turn, diminishes enthusiasm for work and family affection 
(Ma, 2015). Within traditional Chinese culture, the gender stereotype 
assumes that women are maternal and need to concentrate more on the 
family than is the case for their men counterparts. Women principals who 
play both roles are often overwhelmed with a heavy burden of work and 
family responsibilities that significantly weakens them in doing leadership
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work (Liu, 2018; Wang & Yu,  2015; Zhang & Yan, 2016). Some eval-
uation policies for principals are based solely on the length of working 
hours, which is not fair or effective considering women’s dual roles (Zeng, 
2003). 

Furthermore, the absence of women’s perspectives and experiences in 
leadership theory and practice introduces significant invisible obstacles 
to women’s leadership development. On one hand, existing educational 
leadership theory in China remains genderless and ignores the role and 
influence of gender in the construction of theory assuming no gender 
differences in human nature (Chen, 2014). However, as the genderless 
perspective supports the assumption that there is little difference between 
men and women in leadership, it is not necessary to include women’s 
perspectives and experiences in leadership theories and practice. On the 
other hand, many arguments and findings have been generated based on 
an androcentric bias. The androcentric bias was proposed in the 1980s 
(Shakeshaft, 1989) as a translation of the Greek meaning man-centered 
partiality. Epp et al. (1994) suggested that “androcentric bias occurs 
when male experience is treated as the norm, whereas female realities 
are not considered or are relegated to the abnormal” (p. 451). Andro-
centric bias tends to reinforce the difficulties and barriers for women to 
become leaders because it contributes to the conception that women are 
not (or should not be) interested in administration, and thus discourages 
the willingness of both women and men to support women’s leadership 
development (Shakeshaft et al., 2007). 

In addition, women leaders face a range of additional institutional 
barriers that hinder their career and leadership development. The perva-
sive men-dominated networks restrict women from progressing to the top 
of the leadership ladder (Liu, 2018; Zhao & Jones, 2017). For example, 
men leaders have privileged access to promotions, while women leaders 
suffer from gender discrimination and social stereotypes that inhibit 
women in middle positions from moving into top-level leadership in 
higher education (Wang & Yu, 2015). Liu (2018),  Wang  and Yu (2015), 
and Zhang and Yan (2016) pointed out that there is notable gender segre-
gation in higher education leadership in which women predominantly 
serve as leaders in university Communist Party Committees and occupy 
deputy positions, while men usually serve as senior leaders in academic 
and administrative systems. Thus, women are still marginalized and locked 
out of central positions of power in higher education. Although women 
have increasingly gained access to leadership in colleges and universities
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over recent decades, women still face a narrow path of leadership devel-
opment and are less represented at top levels of decision making in higher 
education than in other educational sectors. 

Case Examples 

To illustrate in practice what is described above, we present three case 
examples, one at the high school level and two in higher education. 

Principal Zhang Guimei and the Free Girls’ High School 

At China’s National Poverty Alleviation Commendation in 2021 Zhang 
Guimei, the principal of Huaping Girls’ High School in Yunnan province, 
attended the ceremony in a wheelchair, suffering from a variety of 
illnesses. In the 12 years since the school was founded in one of the 
poorest counties in China, it has helped more than 1800 impoverished 
girls escape the mountainous area, fulfilling the girls’ college dreams. 
Passing the national college entrance examination for most people is a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. In 2020, Huaping Girls’ High School 
achieved a college admissions rate of 94%. And the rate of the first batch 
of college admissions of 44%, an increase from 4.26% 10 years earlier. In 
the meantime, the rate of the first batch of college admissions in Yunnan 
Province was 6.9%. Principal Zhang used her own efforts to close the 
education gap between the small Huaping County and the urban cities. 
In comparison, the average rates of the first batch of college admissions 
in Beijing and Shanghai were 24.42 and 24.05% (IKM, 2019). 

Principal Zhang came to the rural counties in Yunnan in the 1970s to 
support frontier construction after graduation and worked in a forestry 
bureau. She then transferred to be a teacher due to the extreme shortage 
of teachers in the school run by the Forestry Bureau, where she met 
her husband. Zhang Guimei had a happy marriage until 1995 when 
her husband died of cancer. In 1997, she was diagnosed with cancer. 
She decided to continue teaching as it was three months before the 
entrance examination, and nobody could fill it in. She ate only 5 yuan 
a day and used her salary to support students who could not afford 
tuition or learning supplies. Her students won first and second prizes 
in the provincial language competition, and second and third prizes in 
the National Physics Competition. The Huaping County Women’s Feder-
ation was touched by her success and launched a fundraiser for her;
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the county government funded her medical needs. She made up her 
mind to do her best to help the children receive an education. In 2001, 
she was appointed the headmaster of the Huaping Children’s Home 
Orphanage. Since 2002, she has worked to build a free girls’ high school 
to help less-educated mothers and therefore save poor children (Zhou, 
2021). However, in five years, she was able to raise only about 10,000 
yuan (about USD 1600) because Huaping County is impoverished. The 
education department had no funding to support building a free girls’ 
school. “The people in the mountains are poor, because they are poor in 
consciousness and culturally backward especially for the girls who are in 
the very low status” (Lin et al., 2007, para. 14), Zhang Guimei told a 
journalist after she attended the 17th National Congress of the Commu-
nist Party of China. After the article was published, it attracted widespread 
public attention leading to public and private funding to build the school. 

Huaping Girls’ High School was the first tuition-free girls’ high school 
in China. Principal Zhang climbed the hills to recruit girls who were 
about to drop out of school. Many of the girls could not even understand 
the lecture. Most of the students failed to reach the scores of key local 
high schools, and some even scored 6 points out of 100 on the math test. 
Principal Zhang, therefore, adopted the cramming model and set strict 
rules. The children woke up at 5:30 a.m. and studied until midnight. To 
save time, they had to finish eating within 10 min and were not allowed 
to chat with each other (Zhou, 2021). For the past 12 years, Principal 
Zhang has lived in the dormitory of Huaping Girls’ High School. In the 
morning, she got up before the students to wake students up; at night, she 
went to sleep after the students due to wrapping up work. She arranged 
her bed in the outermost part of the dormitory, so that she could be the 
first to react and protect her students in case of an emergency. Principal 
Zhang has been doing home visits and traveled over 110,000 kilometers 
over the past 12 years, while in most of the places she needed to climb 
over the mountains, where she broke a rib, lost her way, had a high fever, 
and fainted on the road when her old illness reappeared. 

Principal Zhang has received polarized feedback. She said some 
students would jokingly call her the devil, while she is also the mother 
of many kids. More criticism about her schooling styles is teaching to 
the text which runs counter to the quality education reform, while also 
being defended by people who live in urban areas (Lian, 2020). Principal 
Zhang admitted that she’s engaged in an intensive cramming model of 
learning as it is the only way to help impoverished students to seize the
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opportunity to enter college and change their lives, as well as the lives of 
their families and impoverished areas. Principal Zhang is not only a human 
leader, but also a cultural and symbolic leader of the school. She has been 
seeking to define and articulate those values and beliefs that give Huaping 
Girls’ High School its unique identity. Principal Zhang has strengthened 
the values and beliefs of gender equity in receiving education through 
hard work that has changed many people’s mindsets and destiny. The high 
school enrolment rate in Huaping County was less than 50% before the 
Huaping Girls’ High School was founded, surprisingly, it was increased 
to close to 90% by 2020 (Yang, 2021). This suggests that the Huaping 
Girls’ High School and Principal Zhang helped more and more families 
and children (not only girls) in poverty to enter high school and receive 
advanced education. 

Outstanding Women Leaders in Higher Education 

Despite far fewer women than men in higher education presidential lead-
ership, some women leaders have found ways of doing leadership and have 
had remarkable achievements. For example, Dr. Xie Xide, former presi-
dent of Fudan University, was the first women university president since 
the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. Dr. Xie earned her 
Ph.D. degree in physics from MIT in 1951. After returning to her moth-
erland, she taught in the Department of Physics at Fudan University and 
founded the Fudan Institute of Modern Physics and the Fudan Center for 
American Studies. During her presidency, Dr. Xie initiated institutional 
and curriculum reforms, promoted research innovation, and developed 
Fudan University’s global partnerships in education and scientific research 
(Shao, 2009). Although struggling against cancer for 34 years, Dr. Xie 
devoted her life to China’s modern physics education and made signifi-
cant contributions to the development of Fudan University, now one of 
the top universities in China (Fudan University, 2021). 

Wu Qidi, former president of Tongji University, promoted the merger 
of Tongji University with other higher education institutions and rebuilt 
Tongji Medical College. Under Wu’s leadership, Tongji University was 
selected in Projects 211 and 985 (initiated by the Chinese govern-
ment with the goal of building world-class higher educational institu-
tions; see Zhang et al., 2013) to receive extensive financial support to 
improve campus infrastructure, teaching, and research and development.
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Wu encouraged technical innovation through a university-corporation-
government partnership that increased return on revenue for the univer-
sity. She also fostered international collaboration on technology and 
engineering training and education between China and Germany (Gao, 
2018). She was appointed as Vice Minister of Education for 5 years 
(2003–2008) after her presidency. 

Discussion 

Traditional gender stereotypes rooted in Confucianism have greatly influ-
enced Chinese society. The cultural concepts have shaped the nurturing 
role of women and their supposed characteristics in teaching, nursing, 
and care-oriented occupations (Barone, 2011; Hegewisch et al., 2010; 
Yi, 2006). Traditional normative conceptions of femininity (e.g., gentle, 
empathic, meticulous, and dedicated) constituted the education sector as 
a suitable field for women, and Chinese tend to believe that working in 
the education sector enables women to have more time and energy for 
family responsibilities (Chen, 2016). This may explain why there is a high 
percentage of woman teachers in primary and secondary education, with 
a continuously growing number of women faculty in Chinese universities 
(Ministry of Education, 2021). As cultural norms and gender stereotypes 
create the perception that leadership is congruent with masculinity and 
men-dominated roles, there is prejudice against women leaders. Leader-
ship is not a gender-neutral phenomenon, but one reserved for women 
(Ayman & Korabik, 2010). 

Chinese women principals found it difficult to lead the same way as 
men do because of gender differences, sex stereotypes, and expectations 
as reviewed in this chapter. The interpretation of this argument would be 
much different if we adopted a different lens. If our observation and inter-
pretation is through an inclusive or human perspective lens, rather than 
androcentric or genderless lens, then there will be a huge difference in 
how men and women are perceived to lead within educational leadership, 
yet both can be perceived as effective (Shakeshaft et al., 2007). An inclu-
sive perspective allows women to be effective leaders even if they employ 
different strategies and leadership styles. Indeed, different lenses lead us to 
very different ways of developing women’s leadership. However, whether 
our approach is androcentric or genderless is not wrong, but incomplete. 
We do need to reassess the existing studies and arguments about whether 
women are actually disadvantaged as leaders or whether that perspective
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is due only to incomplete lenses used in defining what is right or wrong 
in leadership. Otherwise, the incomplete views would reinforce preju-
dice against women and women’s leadership development. As Shakeshaft 
(1989) noted, 

Science and science-making tend to reinforce and perpetuate dominate 
social values and concepts of reality... As a consequence, these outcomes 
have become the standards and norms by which all experience is measured 
and valued, with women as but one of the nondominant groups that have 
remained unrepresented. (p. 324) 

We should identify our biases to become open-minded so as to include 
women’s approaches and evaluate their impact on organizational behavior 
and effectiveness from an unbiased perspective. 

In addition, with increased attention on gender differences in educa-
tional leadership research, a systematic view becomes increasingly impor-
tant. The existing research on women’s leadership characteristics, styles, 
and challenges reinforces the differences between men and women leaders 
in education (Ji, 2012). On one hand, there is limited analysis on the 
causes of such gender differences, such as the school’s impact on women’s 
leadership perspectives, experiences, behavior, and development. On the 
other hand, there is limited investigation on the effect women leaders 
have on the behavior and effectiveness of the schools they lead. There-
fore, our exploration of women’s leadership development should further 
contribute to the reconceptualization and theory building of leadership 
theories to include perspectives of both men and women and, therefore, 
improve educational leadership practice. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Most existing women’s educational leadership research in Chinese litera-
ture focuses on documenting the absence of women leaders, synthesizing 
characteristics of women principals, and identifying barriers viewing 
women leaders as disadvantaged. While a small but growing body of 
work has focused on understanding women’s perspectives on leadership 
development in China’s education sectors. In this section, we present 
recommendations for future research on women’s educational leadership 
in China.
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First, the current literature on educational leadership is small-scale, 
fragmented, and exclusively focused on men’s perspectives. There is 
little research on the androcentric bias in Chinese educational leadership 
literature (Chen, 2014; Ji, 2012). Therefore, future research on identi-
fying gender stereotypes and androcentric bias and their influence in the 
existing literature is needed. Bias cannot be addressed unless it is iden-
tified (Hallinger et al., 2016). Therefore, it is necessary to encourage 
research on gender prejudice in men-dominated organizations and social 
networks that scrutinize women’s physical appearance and attractiveness 
(Cheung & Halpern, 2010). Specifically, future research should focus on 
the reassessment of educational leadership theory and research based on 
the observation of both men and women leaders. It is also important for 
future research to be more inclusive in problem identification, literature 
review, sample selection, data collection, interpretation of results, and the 
use of language in educational leadership research. 

Furthermore, we call for further in-depth exploration of women’s 
educational leadership development within China’s education system and 
regional conditions. Many existing research studies lack rigorous research 
design (Ji, 2012). Much of the existing research on this topic remains 
descriptive rather than explanatory. Future research could investigate 
the contextual influences (e.g., social influences, regional development, 
organizational culture, and structure) on restricting women’s leadership 
development. 

Next, researchers may focus on the identification of the effects 
women’s leadership has on organizational behavior, culture, and effec-
tiveness, especially in developing leadership development programs. For 
example, there was a series of studies published based on SBEP between 
2009 and 2015 (e.g., Zhang et al., 2013) that provide examples of 
research and practice in women’s leadership development. Future research 
can identify the long-term effects of leadership development projects on 
organizational behavior and effectiveness, and the impact on regional 
development. Longitudinal studies can provide a deeper understanding 
of the contexts in which women’s leadership functions (Kim & Chang, 
2018) and promote a change in women’s leadership development over 
time. 

The literature reviewed for this chapter found that there was far less 
research published about women’s leadership in higher education than 
in kindergarten, primary, and secondary education. More emphasis in
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research, thus, is needed to focus on similar issues as found in the liter-
ature but at the higher education level. Finally, there was a paucity 
of statistics related to the issues of women’s leadership at all levels of 
education. How many women are functioning in various levels of lead-
ership across the education sector? How does this compare with men? 
How many women are in the various types of preparatory programs for 
educational leadership? How many women receive training for adminis-
tration and what is the nature of the training? These gaps make current 
understanding of women’s leadership in education difficult to understand. 

Practical Implications 

Women’s leadership development and education reform has been gaining 
more attention in recent years in China (Jia, 2017). Some projects 
launched by the education department and local governments have 
made a substantial contribution to the development of women leaders. 
Such agencies need to offer continuous collaborative leadership training 
and development programs for women teachers and school leaders. 
Because such training will motivate more and more women to partici-
pate in learning and performing school management. For example, the 
SBEP provided women’s leadership development programs started in 
one county and later spread to four counties collaboratively (Cambridge 
Education, 2021). Such leadership training programs are especially impor-
tant for women teachers in rural areas to have opportunities to develop 
leadership skills, prepare for mindset shifts, and exchange experiences 
during collaborative activities. The process of cooperation and networking 
from one county to multiple counties creates breakthrough space for 
supportive thoughts and behaviors, as well as innovation in problem 
solving and leadership development when they break away from the 
shackles of local culture and interpersonal relationships (Zhang et al., 
2013). The leadership development program can also involve women 
trainees in the development of training plans as a means of empowerment 
and engagement. 

Second, it is crucial to eliminate cultural and gender discrimination in 
order to improve the development of women’s leadership in the education 
sector. We encourage Chinese education development to leverage social 
identities and gender education as a tool to promote gender equality in 
classrooms and in daily life as most of the challenges facing women’s lead-
ership development are rooted in the absence of education on cultural
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and social gender consciousness (Chen, 2014). Specifically, we suggest 
offering courses on social identities and gender education classes in K-
12, higher education, and community educational activities in order to 
create an inclusive mindset in Chinese society. These courses will also help 
women leaders to gain family support. Prior studies indicated that family 
support is also important for women to be fully prepared in taking lead-
ership roles (Wang, 2014; Zhao & Jones, 2017). Therefore, a welcoming 
environment for women leaders within their families is necessary for 
women’s leadership development. 

In addition to these training courses, we suggest that Chinese poli-
cymakers and organizational leaders develop strategies and issue pref-
erential policies to help women leaders attenuate work-family conflicts. 
For example, the Chinese University of Hong Kong has established 
lactation rooms on campus for women who need breastfeeding while 
working, and the university has provided women and women leaders with 
additional wellbeing benefits and flexible work accommodations (Xiong, 
2020). Social identities, gender education, and preferential policies will 
inform people’s mindset in understanding gender differences in leadership 
development and in appreciating the diversity, inclusiveness, and human 
perspectives in their lives. 

Conclusion 

While there has been an increase in women’s educational leadership prac-
tices in China over the past two decades, there is still great opportunity 
for improvement. The country has witnessed incredible women leaders 
in its long history, but it still faces women’s underrepresentation in lead-
ership roles in the education sector. We anticipate that this chapter will 
be instructive in examining the history and development of research on 
women’s educational leadership in China. We discussed nation-specific 
context factors, the synthesis of literature and statistics, the lenses of 
understanding women’s leadership development in education, and infor-
mative case studies. We reviewed challenges facing women leaders in 
education in China based on an inclusive perspective; while some are 
caused by the education system or the status of regional development, 
others are caused by gender bias and stereotypes embedded in tradi-
tional culture. We highlighted the importance of being inclusive and open 
minded and included perspectives of both men and women in leadership 
development. As we look to the future, we see it as imperative to promote
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awareness of gender equality, explore the developmental needs of women 
and women leaders, and provide more social, organizational, and family 
support to help women’s leadership development. 
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CHAPTER 7  

Women Entrepreneurs in the Business Sector 

Kai-wen Hsieh and Lianjuan Wang 

Traditionally in the Confucianism culture, women in China are needed to 
take care of the family and usually do not engage in business deeply, but 
now women play an important role in business. Female TEA (% women) 
divided by male TEA (% men) in China is 0.84., far ahead of other Asian 
countries and is also a high percentage compared to other countries in 
the other part of the word (Bosma et al., 2020). 

According to the Research institute Hurun 2019 (DATE), 9 of 10 
of the world’s richest self-made women billionaires are from China. This 
article explored the rise of the women entrepreneurs and the consequen-
tial individualization of society, which should be viewed as a reflexive part 
of China’s state-sponsored quest for modernity.
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Development of Private Business in China 

The People’s Republic of China was established in 1949 as a socialist 
country. During the first thirty years, private firms and businesses were 
almost completely forbidden. The state-owned economy was driven by 
large-scale enterprises, some of which held monopoly advantages in 
industries. 

The significant economic growth and entrepreneurship fad can be 
traced back to 1978 the Chinese Economic Reform and break into three 
different stages. Since the late 1970s, the Chinese government transitive 
to a market economy that has propelled its remarkable economic growth. 
The first wave of reforms and opening up of China’s economy was 
under Deng Xiaoping spurred the vanguard generation of entrepreneurs 
at the end of the 1980s; the private firms and businesses began to 
develop due to the “open-door” policy. The first stage happened to 
be at the 1980s and early 90s, when the Chinese economic reform 
was still in its early developing stage, a lot of laws and rules were still 
incomplete, and people have giving up their stable jobs and entering 
entrepreneurship, which obtained a dramatic success. This created a favor-
able environment for entrepreneurship in China, initially characterized by 
small-scale business and self-employment. The second stage of develop-
ment happened to be in the late 90s and early 2000, when there were 
more entrepreneurs who experienced or obtained a lot of information 
and communication technology from oversea. Those entrepreneurs then 
began imitating oversea business models into the Chinese market that 
shows a huge success. The well-known second-stage business companies 
are Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent. The third stage of development was 
based on those entrepreneurs who were born in the late 80s and 90s. 
The focus of their business model is more towards a long-term process 
with innovation based on cutting-edge technology (Yan, 2011). 

In less than 40 years, China has finished the transition from one 
of the poorest countries to the second-largest economic entity in the 
world (Barboza, 2010). The private business activities were legalized in 
the Chinese Constitution in 1988, which makes it a fairly new area of 
opportunity (Kitching & Jackson, 2002). In the global entrepreneur-
ship monitor 2014, entrepreneurship as a good career choice statistic 
that covered age from 18 to 65, China got a result of 65.7%, the USA 
got a result of 64.7% and Japan got a result of 31%. This showed that 
Chinese people are willing to accept entrepreneurship as a career. In the
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past 30 years, China has come through a dramatic economic growth that 
produced a lot of successful entrepreneurs and millionaires. 

Yet individuals in China also live in an environment where a fluid labor 
market, flexible employment, increasing risks, a culture of intimacy and 
self-expression, a society that greatly emphasizes on individual responsi-
bility and self-reliance that is created by the globalization of the market 
economy and an ideology of consumerism (see Yan, 2010). The private 
sector has made a significant contribution to the country’s economic 
development. The number of registered private enterprises reached 35.16 
million and they have created 228.33 million jobs by the end of 2019 
(National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2020). 

From 1980 to 2018 the growth rate of China’s GDP we can tell there 
was a dramatic growth, furthermore the past research had proved that 
GDP growth rate is a positive factor in the creation of new businesses. 
There is a relationship between GDP growth and start-up rate (Carree 
et al., 2002). 

China has seen great economic development during the last decades 
and its economy is already the second-biggest economy in the world (only 
after US). The country itself is big both in the area and in population, 
which has invested a lot in the economic development and turn a new 
page also in private firms. Its ambitions and goals highlight the impor-
tance of entrepreneurship and startups and there is support to develop 
China’s economy. Start-up rations can be affected by GDP growth. It 
can be seen in Fig. 7.1 that the GDP growth rate is an important factor 
in new firm formation for all industries.

Women Entrepreneurs in China 

In China, the social system has long been regarded as patriarchal 
in which the male head of the household (presumable breadwinners) 
holds extensive authority over women and younger family members 
(Thornton & Lin, 1994). Confucianism emphasized filial piety of children 
toward parents; children have responsibility and obligation to respect, 
be obedient, and take care of their parents. Daughters usually had rela-
tively lower status inside the family, because once they got married, they 
are supposed to leave for their husband’s home, and take care of the 
husband’s parents including other family members. Therefore, tradition-
ally daughters obtained less investment for their future education and also 
did not have inheritance right (Attané, 2009; Ebenstein & Leung, 2010).
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Fig. 7.1 China Real GDP Growth 1980–2018 (Data Source IMF “World 
Economic Outlook Database” [2019])

However, in pre-modern China, female women were considered to be 
inferior to male and were on the bottom rungs of the society. Confu-
cianism dictates that women must be subservient and obey their father, 
husband, and son, which requires a lot of time to taking care of the whole 
family. Thus, that is why companies are reluctant to hire female worker 
or less likely to promote them to a higher position. 

For instance, there has been no woman representational among the 
nine members of China’s top-level of decision-making, the Politburo 
Standing Committee of the Communist Party. Since the establishment of 
the PRC there is only 12% of female women who hold ministerial posi-
tions in government, and there has been only one female woman head of 
state (Li Bin, 2043–2018) in the past 50 years (The World Economic 
Forum, 2015). In business settings, only 18% of firms in China have 
women as top managers, and women were represented in only 10.7% of 
boards and 3.2% of CEOs of companies (Credit Suisse Research Institute, 
2014). 

One-Child Policy 

The One-Child Policy was issued in 1980, initially designed as a tempo-
rary measure to curb a surging population, this policy directly changed 
the average family size, and also changed the role of women, both inside
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and outside the family. One-child policy regulated that, in principle, each 
urban couple can only have one child, however, the number of children 
that rural couples can have varied by provinces, ranged from one (in most 
coast provinces) to two children, including so-called 1.5 children (Attané, 
2002). Although the Chinese government relaxed the family planning 
policy in 2015 by allowing two children for each couple, there is no doubt 
that family planning policy in the recent 30 years has directly changed the 
patterns of Chinese families (Wang, 2006). 

One effect of the policy is that women were released from the burden 
of reproduction and thus able to devote more time and energy to other 
matters. Another effect of the policy was that children are assigned more 
resources per family, as the total number of children within a household 
reduces. In effect, the policy built a better nurturing system for women 
through improved health care and education. In addition, the pool of 
successors in family business shrunk, leaving families with no option but 
to consider daughters as potential candidates, while, importantly, adult 
women’s careers no longer suffered through frequent childbirth. 

One of the unexpected outcomes of family planning policy might 
be the empowerment of daughters (Fong, 2002; Tsui & Rich, 2002), 
especially for urban daughters. As the only child, urban daughters have 
no siblings to compete for family resources. Also, parents who only 
have daughters have no choice but to rely on daughters to carry on 
family responsibilities, aging care when they get old. Research even finds 
that, parents with daughters-as-only-children invested more in children’s 
education than parents with sons-as-only children (Tsui & Rich, 2002). 

In general, having fewer children have a positive effect on gender 
equality. On the other hand, Women as mothers were relieved from 
continuing childbirth and child-raising, and could spend more time and 
energy on personal interest and development, that is one of the reasons 
why there are more female entrepreneurs in the society. 

Female Students Enrolled 

The importance of understanding the determinants of women 
entrepreneurs should be obvious. Armington and Acs (2002) examined 
the role of human capital, training and education and entrepreneurial 
environment on new enterprises formation and emphasized that indus-
trial density, population and income growth are the main factors to 
the different regional new enterprises formations. Another even stronger
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Table 7.1 Percentage of female students enrolled (%) 

Year Master program Ph.D. program Graduate school (Master + Ph.D.) 

1980 11.8 – – 
1985 16.5 8.2 14.5 
1995 32.6 15.5 27.6 
2000 36.2 24 33.6 
2005 46 32.6 43.4 
2010 50.4 35.5 47.9 
2015 52.2 37.9 49.7 
2019 52.2 41.3 48.5 

Data Educational Statistical Yearbook of China (1995–2015); China Statistical Yearbook (2020), 
compiled by National Bureau of Statistics of China; Statistics of Chinese women (1949–1989), 
compiled by All-China Women’s Federation 

evidence is reflected by the enrollment of higher education (Table 7.1). 
Education cannot only challenge gender stereotypes but provide expo-
sure to egalitarian ideas. Despite considerable progress in approaching a 
goal of gender equality in education, there is only limited advancement in 
making education a resource for transforming gendered social system and 
gender roles (Yamane & Ook, 2008). From 1995 to 2015, the percentage 
of female students in higher education quickly caught up. Currently, there 
are more female students than male students studying in master programs 
in graduate school. Although the number of female Ph.D. students is still 
less than that of male Ph.D. students, the percentage of female Ph.D. 
students has increased more than twice between 1995–2015. Considering 
the outnumbering of male over female in the young cohorts because of 
the unbalanced sex ratio (Yuan, 2007). 

Support from the Family 

Confucianism emphasized filial piety of children toward parents, and the 
children have responsibility and obligation to respect, be obedient to, 
and take care of their parents. On the one hand, when a daughter got 
married, she became wife and must show respect to her parents-in-law. 
The traditional family relationship emphasizes strong intergenerational 
ties and mutual support among family members. 

However, when the young couples give birth to babies, many of them 
would ask help from their parents for childcare. During the childcare
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period, either the couple’s parents join them, forming a cooperating 
family. The parents would also hope they can help their children on devel-
oping their business, other than help in childcare to provide their child 
to have more time on developing their business, but also parents would 
want to financially support their children on developing business. After 
all, parents feel proud to see their children getting success in their busi-
ness, furthermore, if one day parents end up living with their children, 
they can also receive better care. 

Example 1, Dong Mingzhu is a Chinese outstanding female 
entrepreneur, who succeeds under the support of her family. She was 
born in August 1954 in Jiangsu Nanjing, graduated from Anhui Wuhu 
Vocational and Technical College, Zhongnan University of Economics 
and Law EMBA2008 level, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences graduate 
class, CEIBS EMBA. 

In 1984 her husband passed away, and at the time, her children were 
still 2 years old. This event became a turning point in her life. In 1990 
she let her mother take care of her children and started the business 
from nothing. In 1990 She started to work at Gree when she was in 
her middle age, she began her work as a seller, and until now, she has 
become the owner of Gree and built Gree as a world-class brand. She 
won the “2016 ten annual economic figures”. And ranked 2017 China’s 
most outstanding business women ranked first. This is a success female 
entrepreneur example that is built under the traditional Confucianism 
thoughts and the support of family. One of the key factors that have 
made the female entrepreneurs become successful, is the support from 
their parents. 

Businesses headed by women tend to be less likely to be externally 
financed, and are often financed through associating with other family 
members (Jennings & Brush, 2013). Female leaders are less likely to 
utilize the formal and external network; they often attempt to make better 
use of family human resources meaning kinship becomes vitally important 
as a resource in the organization. Thus, the family system may become a 
natural source supporting the female-led family business. 

Women Successors of Family Businesses 

A recent analysis by Ernest Young (2017) shows that 70% of family busi-
nesses are considering a woman for their next CEO. A contemporary 
research shows that nearly one-third of family businesses in China have a
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female successor, institutional change in contemporary China affects the 
role of female family members in the family system, which eventually gave 
rise to female leadership in China’s family businesses. (Chen et al., 2018). 

China’s private enterprises have accounted for almost 94%, and its 
number is 1.98 million in 2019 (China Statistical Yearbook, 2020). Most 
private enterprises are owned by an owner or a family. When the owner 
is old, a succession problem is emerging. By the end of December 31, 
2016, the number of A-share listed family enterprises accounted for 56. 
35% of the total number of private listed companies (Zhu & Liu, 2019). 
According to the “Survey Report on Modern Family Businesses in China” 
released by Forbes China in September 2015, among 884 family busi-
nesses listed in the A-share market, 486 (54.9%) of them have one or 
two generations working at the same period in the business. Among 
them, 111 family enterprises (accounting for 12.5%) have been completely 
replaced by the second generation, and with the adjustment of indus-
trial structure and economic transformation and upgrading, the pace of 
succession of the second generation is gradually accelerating (Zhu et al., 
2018). 

Family businesses in which daughter is the only child in the family are 
more likely to consider the daughters as the successors of the businesses 
because of the one-child policy. Examples include Huiyan Yang, Deputy 
Chair of the Board of Country Garden, which was listed on the Hong 
Kong Stock Exchange in 2007 with 205 billion yuan (about 31 billion 
USD) in total market value in 2021; Fuli Zong, the future successor 
of Wahaha, a large food and beverage corporation with an aggregate of 
30,000 employees and 40 billion yuan (about 6 billion USD) of total 
asset; and Chang Liu, the future successor of New Hope Group, which 
has nearly 70,000 employees and annual revenues of nearly 80 billion 
Yuan (about 12 billion USD). 

Women successors in Chinese family businesses were likely to obtain 
their position as the only available option to continue the family legacy 
due to the Chinese tradition of “transferring the leadership from fathers 
to sons” and China’s one-child policy. Women usually are not considered 
to be successors in Chinese family due to the tradition of Confucianism. 
In ancient time, the daughter is considered as the person belonging to 
the husband’s family. The wealth, land, or other important family fortune 
would be handed down to the son, even to the daughter-in-law, but not 
to the daughter. But because of China’s one-child policy, daughters as the 
only child are likely to be considered as the successors in family business
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because the family wants to hand the business to the family members not 
an outsider. 

Although both women successors and women entrepreneurs are 
leaders in corporations, the former is different from the latter in many 
ways. Women successors may have a high starting point in their career 
development because they take the corporation from their parents, but 
may face more problems after they take their position. Tan (2008) argued  
that China still operated under a strongly male-dominated business 
culture associated with Confucianism and that women entrepreneurs were 
likely to face conflicts with their parents due to generational differences 
in social expectations. 

Daughters have to confront unique challenges when taking over a 
family business, often facing discrimination and stereotyping as a result 
of societal prejudices and family hierarchies (Parada & Dawson, 2017). 
Women have to establish new identities to be accepted as leaders by both 
the family and the business. The succession of women in family busi-
nesses is inextricably linked to their own personal path toward leadership 
(Dalpiaz, Tracey, & Phillips, 2014). Daughters may face many obstacles 
when they enter the family businesses, including the father–daughter rela-
tionship, the employee’s acceptance, and respect. Father’s behavior, and 
especially switches from professional to a “daddy’s-little-girl” attitude, 
can create conflicts, confusion and tensions that make it difficult for the 
daughter to establish her own identity (Dumas, 1992). The construction 
of the self as close to or distant from the father’s leadership style and 
whether the daughter’s leadership succession was accepted by or imposed 
on the firm’s employees allowed different self-positioning to emerge, 
strengthening the vision of “doing gender” as a process embedded in 
social relationships, rather than a static construct tied to stereotypes and 
labels (Mussolinoa et al., 2019). 

Conclusions 

Since China opened up in 1978, the Chinese policy encourage to 
develop private sector of business and the country began to integrate 
into the global economy. The numbers and the scale of private busi-
nesses increased dramatically. The positive contribution of new enterprises 
to economic development has mostly been discussed under the heading 
of competition. China society is changing dramatically, and private busi-
ness is a new competitive field of opportunities for both women and men
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in China. The economic growth in China has led to an entrepreneur-
ship wave, which is providing entrepreneurs with more entrepreneurial 
opportunities. 

The literature suggests that new enterprises make a significant contri-
bution to the creation of new jobs, to the promotion of economic growth. 
However, the One-Child Policy finding is that to cope with the scarcity 
of resources, the One-Child Policy was introduced to curb birth rates, 
leading to the release of capable females in the job market as well as 
more resources distributed to each family member regardless of their 
gender. One of the obvious changes happened to families Chinese might 
be the role of daughters. As family size reduces and many families have at 
most two children, daughters become more valuable. They first achieved 
the equality in education. Currently, among the young cohort, women 
almost caught up with men in educational attainment. Secondly, even 
when the daughter is already married, her parent will still continuously 
support her, from any of the housework and childcare of their grandchil-
dren to the financial support. Daughters have played more important roles 
than before in taking care of their parents. Thirdly Most of the incum-
bents want to hand the business to an insider in the family other than 
an outsider, women successors become the incumbent’s favorite choice 
because of the One-Child Policy. 

These factors will lead to the institutional change in contemporary 
China which affects the role of female family members in the family 
system and eventually gave rise to female leadership in China’s family 
businesses. 
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CHAPTER 8  

Women’s Participation in the Government 
Sector 

Taylor Jing Tian and Jessica Li 

Women’s Participation in the Government Sector 

Women’s participation in a nation’s political structure is considered a 
symbol of gender equality and social advancement (Xu et al., 2021). 
During the past decades, China has made substantial efforts to promote 
women into leadership positions in government sectors. As a result, the 
number of women leaders in state, provincial, and township govern-
ment offices has increased. However, the proportion of women leaders 
in the highest level of government offices remains small (Zeng, 2014). 
Moreover, Chinese women are still experiencing various obstacles that
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prevent them from pursuing equal participation in public and polit-
ical affairs (Zhou, 2003). Here, we review and synthesize the current 
status of Chinese women’s participation in the country’s governing struc-
ture, analyze the causes of the underrepresentation of women leaders in 
government sectors, and offer insights and recommendations for future 
women’s leadership development in government offices. 

Previous studies have provided an overview of Chinese political struc-
ture (e.g., Chen, 2016a, b; Reuvid, 2008). The National People’s 
Congress (NPC) is the highest legislative body that functions as a 
parliament to exercise congressional authority. The responsibilities of 
the NPC include making laws, amending and approving the constitu-
tion, overseeing constitutional agencies, and implementing and evaluating 
major national policy decisions (Chen, 2016a, b). Leading by a standing 
committee, the delegates of NPC, who are elected for a five-year term, 
meet annually to evaluate law and policies, assess political decisions, and 
deliberate plans concerning both domestic and external affairs (Reuvid, 
2008). As the country’s chief legislature, the NPC also elects the Pres-
ident of the country—the highest political leader and other top-level 
government officials (Chen, 2016a, b; Li,  2016). 

This congressional structure is mirrored in the next level of local gover-
nance (Reuvid, 2008). In China, the principal administrative divisions 
are provincial and independent administrative regions, which include 
autonomous regions (e.g., Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region), munic-
ipalities (e.g., Beijing and Tianjin), and special administrative regions 
(e.g., Macau). Each of these provinces and regions has its local congress 
and standing committee to govern policies and make decisions regarding 
local legislative matters. 

Another political institution in China is the Chinese People’s Polit-
ical Consultative Conference (CPPCC). It brings together a wide range 
of non-political associations, organizations, and non-government entities 
that are supposedly not associated with the ruling political party, the 
Communist Party of China (CPC; Li, 2016; Tiezzi, 2021). Similar to 
the elective process for selecting the delegates of the NPC, the delegates 
of the CPPCC are elected through local elections. The CPPCC is tasked 
to provide advice and suggestions to the central government on issues 
of concern raised by non-CPC groups during annual meetings. Like the 
NPC, a standing committee is formed to lead the CPPCC. In addition, 
the provincial- and county-level CPPCC committees are responsible for 
recommending changes to resolve regional issues.
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The national administrative power resides in the State Council, led 
by the country’s Premier. Under the leadership of a 10-person standing 
committee, the State Council executes the administrative functions of the 
government through its ministries and commissions. The members of this 
10-person standing committee consist of the Premier, four Vice Premiers, 
and five State Councilors. One of the Councilors also serves as the 
Secretary-General of the State Council. As the top executive branch, the 
State Council coordinates government agendas, proposes and implements 
initiatives for national development, and oversees provincial governments 
(Yi-chong & Weller, 2016). Other top administrative units include the 
Supreme People’s Court, the Supreme People’s Procuratorate, and the 
Central Military Commission (Reuvid, 2008). At the local level, the exec-
utive functions are enacted through provincial, municipal, county, and 
township governments. 

The CPC has been the single ruling political party since the founding 
of the PRC in 1949. The paramount roles of the CPC are reflected 
in its high-profile authority of heading and guiding all political enti-
ties (Yi-chong & Weller, 2016). The Politburo of the CPC plays the 
most critical role in making the nation’s top political decisions (Chen, 
2016a, b). Headed by a seven-person standing committee, the Polit-
buro has 25 members, all of whom are the highest-ranking leaders in 
the Chinese government (Yi-chong & Weller, 2016). Therefore, the 
Politburo is considered the highest decision-making group of the most 
powerful political elites in China (Fu et al., 2018). 

The Chinese government and public administration operate in a dual 
system that consists of both the CPC committees and the administrative 
functions. The CPC committee within the government exerts the highest 
political authority, and the Secretary of the CPC committee assumes 
superiority in the office (Bai & Liu, 2020). For example, a provin-
cial government has an administrative and executive branch, which the 
governor heads, who is also under the leadership of the Secretary of the 
CPC committee of the province. A similar dual leadership structure exists 
at each county, township, and village level government office. 

China’s political and government systems have distinctive characteris-
tics. Overall, the Politburo exercises the CPC leadership at the state level, 
and the CPC committees exercise leadership at the regional level. Non-
CPC groups can cast an influence on policies through the CPPCC. Next, 
we provide a review of women’s participation in the political system in 
China.
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A Brief History of Chinese 

Women’s Participation in Politics 
During the past few centuries, political movements and social events have 
led to the evolution and stabilization of the Chinese political structure 
and resulted in changes in women’s roles in government sectors. This 
section discusses how women’s political participation and leadership roles 
veered through three important historical eras:

• The Imperial Dynasties of China
• The Period of Republic of China
• The Present People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

The Imperial Dynasties (Prior to 1912 CE) 

From approximately 221 BCE to 1912 CE, China was governed by a 
monarchy with the emperor at the top of the power structure. This impe-
rial system was extremely centralized and hierarchical as the emperors 
held sovereignty and dictatorial authority above all. As a result, those 
with family or clique connections to the emperors benefited from socioe-
conomic privileges. In contrast, others often experienced hardship to 
maintain self-sufficiency in society by themselves. 

During the imperial dynasties, gender discrimination was immensely 
institutionalized. The successors of emperors were only chosen from the 
men of the royal family, such as the emperors’ sons, brothers, uncles, 
or other men relatives. Women’s role was vastly constrained within 
household responsibilities, and their participation in political and public 
affairs was completely forbidden. Women were only allowed to perform 
domestic duties for their family as a daughter, a wife, and a mother, 
and they were expected to physically stay at home and follow direc-
tions from the man figures in their life, for example, their father (before 
they got married), husband, and adult son(s) (Du, 2016; Mun, 2015). 
Most school-age girls were not given the opportunity to receive proper 
education or enter the workforce when they grew up. Instead, they were 
confined in their home, learning to become an attentive homemaker and 
an obedient caretaker. Arranged marriage was widespread during that 
time. After marriage, women were obligated to raise children, take care 
of the elderly, prepare meals for their family, and do everything their 
husbands and older family members requested.
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Given the cultural and social environment in imperial China, women 
were not recognized for their talents and abilities outside of household 
tasks. As a result, they could hardly be in leadership positions of any kind 
for thousands of years (McMahon, 2013). Two distinguishable excep-
tions in recorded history were Wu Zetian, the only female emperor in 
China, who governed the country from 690 to 705 CE during the self-
established Zhou Dynasty (McMahon, 2013; Peng et al., 2015), and Ci 
Xi, who took over the control of the government from 1861 to 1908 CE 
in  the late Qing Dynasty. In both cases, Wu Zetian and  Ci  Xi  were  
widowed and became Empress Dowagers by the death of their husbands. 
They gained power because the succeeding emperors were under their 
care and too young to perform governing duties. 

The Period of Republic of China (1912–1949 CE) 

This period marked the ending of the imperial dynasties in China. Starting 
in 1912 CE, China began to exit the imperial sovereignty and transitioned 
to establishing a republic country. Feudalism and the crumbling imperial 
government structure were overthrown (1927–1937 CE). From 1937 
to 1949 CE, Chinese people endured the trauma of various domestic 
unrests and international invasions, including the Sino-Japanese war that 
resulted in millions of casualties in China and the civil war that occurred 
between 1945 and 1949 CE. Filled with turmoil and upheavals, this era 
had revolutionized the Chinese political system and transformed almost 
all aspects of society. 

The Qing Dynasty was the last imperial dynasty. In the last few decades 
of the Qing Dynasty, Chinese people, especially those at the bottom of 
the social hierarchy, had long suffered from the oppression and inef-
fectiveness of the corrupted Qing government. Moreover, people’s lives 
became much worse due to the “close-door” national policy imposed by 
the government at the end of the Qing dynasty. This policy caused the 
economy to plummet by limiting international trade with foreign compa-
nies and customers, stagnating technology advancement, and bankrupting 
many domestic businesses. At the same time, many western countries 
experienced rapid economic growth resulting from the Industrial Revo-
lution. As a result, the outdated Qing government’s military defense 
system and national security infrastructures were shattered after many wars 
against foreign invaders.
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The pinnacle of social revolutions during this period was the May 
Fourth Movement (五四运动). It was ignited by people with aggravated 
frustration, dissatisfaction, and exasperation toward the government. 
These people longed for a modernized country with reformed social 
values and culture and a much more effective and efficient adminis-
tration to lead the country (Changli, 2010). During this movement, 
women’s liberation was declared and advocated. With such movements 
quickly expanding and spreading across the country, many fought for 
women’s rights and equal participation in economic and political activ-
ities (Hasija, 2013). Repudiation and denial of women’s civil rights were 
criticized and challenged, and feminism was introduced to China from 
the West (Zhou, 2003). Schools and colleges were built to provide educa-
tion for women students (Lianfen, 2012). More and more women writers 
and social activists emerged during this period. Pro-women organizations 
mushroomed to support women in pursuing a meaningful career and 
obtaining financial independence. In later wartimes, many women fought 
at the frontline, on the battlefield, and made extraordinary contributions 
to establishing the PRC alongside their male peers. 

The impacts of these social movements and wars were profoundly 
transformative. However, the overall societal environment and the deep-
rooted patriarchal doctrines still impeded women from taking leadership 
positions in governmental and political offices. Altogether, women’s liber-
ation was not entirely achieved (Zhou, 2003). Insufficient representation 
of women in government sectors continued. 

The Period of People’s Republic of China (1949 CE—Present) 

In 1949, the People’s Republic of China was founded under the lead-
ership of the CPC. Since its founding, China has prioritized expanding 
women’s participation in all economic and social activities. As a result, 
women employees appeared in various occupations traditionally held by 
men, and women leaders debuted in local government offices (Hu, 2016). 

During the 1960s and 1970s, China underwent another chaotic phase, 
represented by the Cultural Revolution. Traditional culture and beliefs 
were scrutinized, and family structure was shaken. Gender equality was 
elevated in an unprecedented fashion to overturn the traditional patriar-
chal family and social system. Women were seen as valuable assets during 
the societal uproar. During this time, many women seized the opportunity
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to become political leaders. In the late 1970s, when the social unsettle-
ment was finally ceased, the country started a period of economic and 
political recovery and stabilization. 

Moving forward to the late 1980s, the Ministry of Personnel in China 
published a series of policies to advocate for women leaders in govern-
ment sectors (Ho & Li, 2014; Tsang  et  al.,  2011). Among them, the 
directive of “Suggestions for the Grooming and Selection of Women 
Officials in the Era of Reform and Liberalization” was implemented in 
1988 to increase women’s designation in political leadership positions 
(Tsang et al., 2011, p. 315). According to this directive, at least one 
woman must serve in leadership positions in county-level offices or above. 
From 1995 to 2000, “The Programme for the Development of Chinese 
Women” was first installed to improve women’s physical and financial 
well-being, as well as reassure their rights in participating and exercising 
decision-making in political affairs (Tsang et al., 2011, p. 315). This initia-
tive reiterated the importance of women’s representation in government 
offices and delineated strategies to increase the number of positions held 
by women political leaders in government sectors at both national and 
local levels. The program had then been extended and enhanced by two 
subsequent programs: (1) National Program for Women’s Development 
2001 to 2010; and (2) National Program for Women’s Development 
2011 to 2020, along with many other national development plans dedi-
cated to improving gender equality and ensuring women’s rights in China 
(Fan & Jiang, 2019). 

After issuing a series of policies to promote women’s representa-
tion in national and local governments, the number of women political 
leaders surged in the 2010s. For example, during the first NPC annual 
meeting in 1954, the percentage of women delegates was only 12% 
(Zeng, 2014), but in 2013 the percentage of women delegates in NPC 
almost doubled to 23.4% (Fu et al., 2018; Zhiping, 2015). In 2012, the 
number of women members in the Politburo increased to two (Bjarne-
gard & Melander, 2013), even though it fell back to one in 2017. By the 
end of 2015, 10.8% of the total 1242 provincial leadership positions were 
held by women, reflecting an approximately 10% increase compared to a 
decade ago (Fu et al., 2018). 

Despite occupying more seats in government positions, women have 
not yet reached the highest hierarchy of the Chinese political struc-
ture (Bjarnegard & Melander, 2013; USC US-China Institute, 2021). 
No women have been considered presidential candidates, nor have they



184 T. J. TIAN AND J. LI

appeared in the seven-person standing committee of the Politburo. No 
woman has ever held the general secretary position of the CPC. A few 
women were appointed to lead provincial government offices, but the 
likelihood for lateral career mobility for these women officials remains 
low (Fu et al., 2018). Most women hold low-level staff positions in state-
level offices. Even at the village and township levels, most women only 
served in low-level positions. 

Current Status of Women 

Leaders in Government Sectors 

According to the 2018 Statistical Monitoring Report on the National 
Program for Women’s Development 2011 to 2020 published by the 
National Bureau of Statistics of China (2019), women’s representation 
in NPC and national CPPCC has peaked. The 13th NPC consists of 
approximately 3000 delegates in total, of whom 24.9% were women. 
The 13th national CPPCC has over 2100 elected members in total, of 
whom 20.4% were women. A 1.5% increase and a 2.6% increase were 
witnessed in the number of women members in both institutions, respec-
tively, compared to the previous term. The current standing committee of 
the State Council has one female member who serves as one of the Vice 
Premiers. 

In local government offices, the gender distribution of high-level 
government officials is significantly skewed. Under the dual administra-
tive structure, statistics showed that only four women leaders serve as the 
chief administrators in China’s provincial-level governments (USC US-
China Institute, 2021). At the village level, 24% of members serving 
on governing committees in 2018 were women, while on the grass-
roots committees in urban areas, over half of the positions were held by 
women (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2019). The numbers have 
shown that women’s participation in higher-level government leadership 
positions continues to be difficult in China. 

Across the world, China still ranks lower than many countries 
regarding women’s representation in politics. In the recent Women in 
National Parliaments published by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (2021), 
China is ranked only 88th among 193 countries in 2021. With 24.9% of 
women holding positions in China’s national parliament-equivalent entity, 
this percentage is about 4% higher than the average percentage of women 
in the lower chamber and unicameral in Asia, but almost 1% below the
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global average, and more than 36% lower than Rwanda, the top country 
on the list. 

The Challenges Faced by Chinese Women Leaders 

Women leaders are often perceived to possess certain personality traits and 
attributes that influence their leadership behaviors and styles. Commonly 
held gender-related stereotypes in Chinese society portray women as 
more soft-spoken, detail-oriented, and empathetic than men, who tend 
to be determined, tough-minded, and sometimes intimidating (Tsang 
et al., 2011; Zheng et al., 2017). Chinese women leaders with socially 
preferred personalities can benefit from these traits when working in 
government positions. Women leaders are believed to be better repre-
sentatives and advocates of women’s interests and needs in policymaking. 
Being understanding and approachable helps women leaders gain trust 
from other women (Jacka & Sargeson, 2015). It is a common perception 
that conscientious women are top performers in tackling administrative 
and analytical tasks, and compassionate women who put others’ needs 
before their own tend to be more responsive and can better connect to 
those they serve. 

However, negative impressions and misjudgment always follow when 
women exhibit not-so-ideal personalities and characteristics discerned by 
society or demonstrate certain leadership qualities that otherwise would 
be meritorious for men. For example, when a woman leader is confi-
dent and decisive, she is usually seen as aggressive and bossy (强势). 
When a woman leader is self-motivated and career-driven, she is often 
seen as a bad wife because she focuses too much on her work and not 
enough on her husband and family (Woodhams et al., 2015). Indepen-
dent-thinkers and strategic decision-makers are unlikely to be associated 
with the descriptions of female leaders. 

In addition, women face more barriers to gaining social capital, the 
most important contributing factor to political career advancement. The 
Chinese phrase, Guanxi (关系), describes the mechanism of building, 
maintaining, and expanding a social network to increase one’s social 
capital. However, social capital is often created through informal inter-
actions during social events. The impacts of such personal relationships 
stretch to one’s professional life. Thus, social, professional, and political 
connections are sometimes intertwined. These connections can influence
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promotion decisions, especially for high-level positions (Zheng et al., 
2017). 

In China, men are privileged with opportunities and advantages in 
building extensive social networks that benefit their professional advance-
ment, while women often encounter difficulties in doing so to obtain 
access to upward mobility resources (Ho & Li, 2014; Wang & Dai,  2013; 
Woodhams et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2017). For example, one implicit 
work-related norm in China is the dinner table culture (酒桌文化), where 
people are bonded through eating dinner and drinking together after 
work hours. Casual socialization will be easily accomplished through 
dining and drinking together, and business or professional partnerships 
can be initially formed. However, a few reasons discourage women from 
attending such events, for instance, family obligations, personal opposi-
tion against drinking, and individual dietary habits. Moreover, there are 
also safety concerns. Under the influence of alcohol, immoral and harmful 
behaviors toward women may occur. Hence, women have limited oppor-
tunities to broaden their political networks due to the disadvantages of 
not participating in such a culture (Zheng et al., 2017). 

In addition, the low representation of women in government sectors, 
especially in senior-level positions, presents another obstacle for women to 
build necessary social relations and professional connections. With a small 
number of existing women leaders in government offices, it is difficult 
to form a meaningful community of support that can provide profes-
sional advice and guidance to women who are searching for mentoring 
and coaching rapports (Huang & Aaltio, 2014; Liu,  2013; Tian & Bush,  
2020). Therefore, women are generally constrained to a small professional 
and political circle. Thus, their upward mobility is highly restricted. 

Factors Influencing Women’s 
Participation in Government Sectors 

This section discusses four factors that affect Chinese women taking lead-
ership positions in government sectors: first, the changes in perceptions 
toward women; second, the legislative efforts; third, the economic devel-
opment; and fourth, the family obligations. These four factors represent 
cultural, social, and economic influences on women’s participation in 
political and administrative leadership positions in China.
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The Changes in Perceptions of Women 

During the imperial dynasties, women were considered inferior to men 
and were not allowed to participate in public activities. However, the May 
Fourth Movement defied gender inequality and endorsed women’s rights. 
Although negative perceptions of women stemming from traditional 
Confucian values are not eliminated in contemporary China, women’s 
equal rights and contributions to society have been more and more 
acknowledged. 

Confucianism became the dominant philosophy and mainstream value 
system in China more than two thousand years ago. Its influences 
reached many critical aspects of Chinese society, including gender-related 
social norms. The formation of Confucianism sprouted from the wisdom 
of Confucius, who was a philosopher, educator, and social activist in 
ancient China (Zhao, 2018). His students and followers documented and 
compiled his sagacious teaching practice, theory of living and thriving, 
and advice for social and national development, which later evolved into 
a school of thought—Confucianism, or Ru Xue (儒学). Another well-
known contributor to Confucianism is Mencius, a renowned philosopher, 
thinker, and eminent educator in Chinese history. The beliefs derived 
from Confucianism have considerable impacts on social, political, and 
cultural development beyond the Chinese national border to almost all 
East Asian countries, including Japan, Korea, and Vietnam (Angle, 2012; 
Chan, 2014; Freiner,  2012; Grosse,  2015; Jiang, 2013; Kim, 2016, 2018; 
Mang, 2021; Mun, 2015). 

Confucianism emphasizes harmonious social relationships. It advo-
cates a predetermined social hierarchy, and that is, if everyone in the 
society behaves according to their hierarchical ranking, the world would 
be peaceful and cordial (Freiner, 2012; Grosse, 2015; Zhao, 2018). Each 
member of society has a clearly defined role with underlying moral guide-
lines that they shall follow to form a world of order. Correspondingly, it 
defines five pairs of relationships called Wulun (五伦), then construes the 
roles and responsibilities that every individual should carry out in these 
five relationships to maintain a harmonized community (Freiner, 2012; 
Grosse, 2015; Hwang & Meyer, 2019). By separating people by class, 
age, and gender, Wulun defines the five relationships as ruler and subject, 
father and son, husband and wife, elder and younger brother, and friends.
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Among Wulun, the most relevant to this chapter is the relationship 
between husband and wife. It depicts the obligations and socially accept-
able norms for both men and women and defines men’s absolute power 
over women (Mun, 2015). In imperial China, women were expected to 
adhere to the three obediences and four virtues (Du, 2016). The three 
obediences for women are obeying their father before marriage, obeying 
their husband after marriage, and obeying their sons if widowed. The 
four virtues offer guidelines on how a proper woman should behave, 
including good ethics, proper speech (talk only when you were being 
spoken to), modest etiquette, and attentiveness to homemaking. These 
rules have imposed restrictions on women’s behaviors and attitudes for 
thousands of years. Under these rules and virtues, women are expected to 
support their husbands and family and devote all of their time and energy 
to housekeeping and raising children. In addition, it demands women’s 
unconditional compliance with the patriarchal authority in their house-
hold. A common Chinese proverb states that men work outside the house, 
while in contrast, women work inside home (男主外女主内). It accurately 
describes the perceived women’s roles derived from Confucian doctrines. 

During imperial dynasties in China, women were highly discouraged, 
if not completely banned from pursuing education and professional career 
like their men peers. Women’s virtues were best demonstrated in staying 
unintelligent and untalented (Du, 2016; Sun  & Li,  2017). Even inside 
their home, women were not allowed to make decisions. Consequently, a 
woman’s worth was reflected only in the domestic sphere. This patriarchal 
belief made China a society dominated by men for thousands of years. 
Not surprisingly, there were no women leaders in public or government 
positions for a long time in Chinese history. 

Furthermore, under Confucian doctrines, the perception of gender 
concatenates with the perception of age and therefore creates an intersec-
tional stereotype. As a common Chinese saying goes, women have long 
hair but little wisdom (头发长见识短). Men are believed to be wiser when 
they grow older, but women turn to be more shortsighted when they are 
older. When a girl is young, she is considered naïve, inexperienced, and 
unprepared for leadership positions. As a woman gets a little older, she 
becomes unreliable because she will have too many family responsibili-
ties, such as motherhood and taking care of aging parents. Thus, mid-age 
women are thought to be unable to spend enough energy on their lead-
ership responsibilities because of their family duties. After a woman finally 
overcomes these unfair hurdles and arrives at her senior years, she should
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be seen as someone who has sufficient professional experience to serve 
as a leader and is unlikely to be distracted by family duties. However, 
she continues facing another common bias that older women might not 
have the cognitive or physical capabilities to be strong leaders like their 
younger men counterparts (Tsang et al., 2011). A combination of these 
discriminatory cultural values and social norms results in the predicament 
in which Chinese women have generally not been selected as leadership 
candidates historically. 

It was not until the May Fourth Movement that people began to 
question the gendered Confucian norms and demanded institutionalized 
changes to eliminate gender inequality. The movement pleaded for abol-
ishing polygamy, promoting justice for women, urging gender equality, 
and supporting women’s civil rights in marriage freedom and educa-
tion. Many women joined the movement to confront discrimination and 
gender objectification and promote women’s equal rights. During this 
time, issues of gender equality and desires for women’s liberation drew the 
public’s attention and became prominent in social discourses (Changli, 
2010; Lianfen,  2012). As one of the turning points in Chinese history, 
the May Fourth movement challenged the old patriarchal rules and raised 
issues of gender inequality (Lianfen, 2012), along with all other cultural, 
social, and political transformations it sparked. 

The changes in perceptions toward women furthered when the CPC 
took power in 1949. The CPC has long been a proponent of gender 
equality. Mao Zedong, the founding President of the PRC, proclaimed 
that women make equal contributions to society as men through a 
metaphorical statement, “Women can hold up half the sky” (Tian & Bush, 
2020, p. 70; Yao & You, 2018, p. 221). This simple yet powerful rhetoric 
unmasked the country’s vision for promoting equality between men and 
women. Since then, the CPC has affirmed the significance of women’s 
equal contributions to society’s economic and social advancement. The 
CPC has been dedicated to improving women’s equal rights and social 
status (Hu, 2016) and working with the UN and other countries to 
promote gender equality worldwide (Zhiping, 2015). 

Nonetheless, systemic discrimination against women has remained an 
issue in China (Li, 2016). There have been improvements in women’s 
participation in education and gaining equal rights in marriage and 
divorce. However, violations of women’s rights are still not uncommon. 
Women’s stereotypical career choices are still teachers, nurses, office 
clerks, and homemakers. While more and more women are thriving in the
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workplace and being promoted to leadership positions, being promoted 
into key decision-making positions in large corporate organizations or 
government offices is still rare. Recently, the number of women in key 
leadership positions has increased in the private sector. However, in many 
instances, the women either inherited the family-owned businesses or 
founded the companies independently (Zhang, 2012). In conclusion, 
although society’s perceptions toward women have been changed to some 
degree, the traditional social barriers still exist and prevent women from 
attaining a high level of power in business and government sectors. 

Legislative Efforts 

The CPC supports women’s equal rights and sees them as a part of its 
political objectives. The Constitution of the PRC declares that women are 
granted the same rights as men across all areas of political, economic, and 
social functions (Zhou, 2003). Women’s rights and interests in receiving 
equal compensation and employment opportunities shall be vigorously 
protected. Additionally, the government of the PRC released several laws, 
policies, and decrees to protect such rights (Li, 2016). It was manifested 
through the legislation of Marriage Reform Law soon after the CPC 
established the new PRC government in 1949 (Cherng et al., 2019; 
Dong, 2014; Hu,  2016). The Marriage Reform Law gives women the 
freedom to marry who they wish to marry and the freedom of divorce 
and denounces forced and arranged marriage. It also abolishes concubi-
nage and child betrothal and gives women equal rights to own family 
property as other family members and the right to keep their last name 
after marriage. 

Amendments of the 1950 Marriage Law were issued in 1980 and 2001 
to further clarify the husband’s and wife’s marital rights and obligations 
concerning family planning, property possession, at-fault divorce, and so 
forth (Dong, 2014). In addition, other laws were also promulgated to 
support women’s fundamental rights (Li, 2016), including the Law on 
the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests (Chen, 2016a, b) and  the  
Employment Promotion Law (Zhiping, 2015). What is more, improving 
and supporting women’s overall development has been articulated in 
every China’s national five-year development plan (Zhiping, 2015). 

Other legislative efforts have also been made to enhance women’s 
political participation in China. The first Electoral Law of the PRC passed 
in 1953 articulates that women have equal rights to vote and be elected
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for governmental and political positions (Zhou, 2003). Recognizing the 
shortage of women in leadership positions, the Chinese government 
encourages local governments to hire and promote more women officials. 
The Organic Law of Village Committees introduced a quota mecha-
nism to ensure a certain number of women representatives in lower-level 
village governments (Jacka & Sargeson, 2015; Sargeson & Jacka, 2018). 
It states that each government committee shall contain at least one 
women member or one-third of women representatives at the village 
level. Enforcing the quota system has successfully increased women’s 
participation in local governance. A noticeable increase in the percentage 
of women’s representation in county/village-level government leader-
ship positions was observed (Zeng, 2014). A similar trend, if not more 
significant, was also detected in urban government offices (Wang & Dai, 
2013). However, the number of women officials and representatives rarely 
surpassed the required quota, suggesting the glass ceiling effects that 
women leaders encountered (Ho & Li, 2014; Wang & Dai,  2013). 

The Electoral Law of the PRC was passed over half a century ago and 
gave women equal political rights, but women’s political and govern-
mental leadership participation is lagging far behind today. On the 
surface, women have equal rights. For example, they can attend school to 
get an education and enter the workforce, but they are not released from 
traditional values and household responsibilities. The Chinese govern-
ment and the CPC leaders have recognized this issue and continued 
their efforts in advocating gender equality through launching a series of 
programs designed to support women’s rights. Some of these programs 
focused on promoting equality between spouses, combating domestic 
violence, and stopping sex trafficking (Li, 2016). Others increased 
women’s representation in the government sectors and enhanced access 
to education, employment, economic resources, and health care. Even 
so, navigating the conflicts between the laws that promote women’s 
rights and the traditional patriarchal values that have dominated Chinese 
society for thousands of years remains a challenge for Chinese women and 
policymakers. 

Economic Advancement and Globalization 

In the late 1970s, China launched an open-door policy to attract interna-
tional business opportunities and to open the country’s economic market 
for foreign investment and international trade. Since then, China has
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experienced the fastest economic development period in its history and 
has grown into one of the economic superpowers in the world. 

The soaring economy has uplifted the living conditions of Chinese 
people and brought changes to women’s lives in China in the following 
ways. First, it opened more opportunities for women to receive a 
quality higher education and gain professional knowledge and skills. In 
2018, approximately 53% of undergraduate students and 40% of doctoral 
students in China were women (Tang & Horta, 2021). In addition, 
almost 60% of the students in adult education programs were women 
(National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2019). As a result, more compe-
tent and qualified women have entered the workforce. A strong education 
background and advanced career readiness competencies are essential for 
women to compete for equal opportunities in both private and public 
sectors. 

Second, economic development is often correlated with women’s 
empowerment (Shuai et al., 2019). Historically, Chinese women lacked 
financial independence because they had to rely on their husband’s 
income and were usually not allowed to work outside the house. There-
fore, women’s economic status was low, and their participation as leaders 
in local governance was almost nonexistent before 1949 (Wang & Dai, 
2013). The laws and policies legislated by the PRC urged fair opportu-
nities for women and accelerated economic growth that spawned more 
employment opportunities. In this way, women can have a source of 
income that allows them to be financially independent and improve their 
economic status. Hence, women are empowered through education and 
financial independence. They can choose a political career if they want, 
and opportunities have become more attainable. 

China’s open-door policy and worldwide globalization have progressed 
the development of feminism in China to a certain degree. Channels to 
receive up-to-date information have become widely available. Western 
countries’ ideation of feminism and advocacy for gender equality and 
justice have been dispersed across the country (Sun & Li, 2017). With 
expanded reach to the global community, women in China now can learn 
about other countries’ efforts to promote equal rights. However, it is not 
without resistance to women’s freedom to achieve the goals of equality in 
China. In recent years, traditional perceptions of women as child-bearers 
and homemakers are gaining popularity, and women are often required 
to retire five to ten years earlier than men (Otis, 2015).
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Family Obligations and Work-life Balance 

Despite the country’s success in passing legislation and reforming the 
economic system, due to the penetrating influences from Confucianism, 
biases against women remain prevalent in society. Men, and even women 
themselves, still hold gendered and sexist prejudice, particularly those 
living in rural villages (Ho & Li, 2014; Jacka & Sargeson, 2015). Women 
are sometimes seen as less socially and intellectually developed and should 
only work on family-related matters. This stereotype has been reflected 
in work assignments for women leaders in government sectors. Usually, 
women cadres head offices like family planning (Sargeson & Jacka, 2018; 
Wang & Dai, 2013) and typically do not have actual political power or 
authoritative influence. 

Impacted by the reviving gender-based social norms, nowadays, 
women in China often battle difficult situations where they have to 
manage between pursuing their career aspirations and fulfilling expecta-
tions of being a wife and mother at the same time (Luo & Chui, 2018). 
They face double-sided pressures from their husband and relatives to fulfill 
wifely duties and their supervisors to deliver satisfactory job performance. 
In addition, many women take the sole responsibilities to help their chil-
dren with schoolwork, arrange weekend activities for the family, and care 
for both their own and their husband’s aging parents. A national survey 
showed that Chinese women’s participation in political life was negatively 
impacted by the overwhelming family obligations (Zeng, 2014). Thus, 
even though some women are determined to pursue a career in govern-
ment sectors, it can be exceedingly exhausting and stressful for them to 
balance work and personal life. 

Future of Women’s Participation in Governance 

With support and advocacy from the CPC, China has endeavored to 
address issues of gender inequality and tried to rectify gender imbalance 
in government offices. Yet, compared to many other countries around 
the world, it still has a long way to go to obtain women’s equal repre-
sentation in government sectors. UN Women, a United Nations entity of 
women empowerment and gender equality, published a map of Women 
in Politics: 2021 and reported record high data of countries with women 
serving as the Heads of State or Heads of Government in 2021 (UN 
Women, 2021). According to this map, China is ranked much lower than
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many countries for women in ministerial positions and is not a country 
where women are in the highest positions of State. 

Moving forward, China must overcome several challenges to succeed 
in promoting gender equality in government sectors. First, China needs to 
continuously increase women’s descriptive representation (Joshi & Och, 
2014) at every level of government, especially for high-ranking leadership 
positions. As mentioned earlier, it is still rare for women to occupy key 
government leadership positions at the state level. A few women are in 
leadership positions at the provincial and lower-level offices, but women 
are still underrepresented in positions that yield true political decision-
making authority. In addition, it requires more than enforcing the quota 
systems to increase the number of women leaders in government posi-
tions. Changes are needed to create an organizational culture free of 
discrimination for women to flourish. Enhanced training programs can be 
helpful to raise awareness of gender inequality and bias. Women leaders 
must also be recognized for their professional accomplishments through 
fair compensation and promotions in the workplace. In this way, we may 
see more and more women leaders in key policy decision-making positions 
in the nation’s state, provincial, and municipal governments. 

Second, China must improve women’s substantive representation. 
Substantive representation refers to women’s ability to campaign and 
approve meaningful policy changes that represent women’s interests, such 
as women’s rights, collective needs, and resources to resolve women’s 
issues. It demands real changes beyond numerical increases (Sargeson & 
Jacka, 2018). For example, imposing a quota system may increase the 
number of women in government offices, but if most of them are low-
level positions, they may not have the power to make meaningful changes. 
If that is the case, gender-related issues may never be addressed or 
resolved through policy- and lawmaking. Ultimately, women leaders use 
their political influences to improve women’s lives by promoting equal 
employment opportunities and benefits, health care and well-being, family 
planning, education, and beyond (Mastracci, 2017). Unfortunately, in the 
history of the PRC, it was scarce for women to occupy top political lead-
ership positions in both state and provincial governments. To truly break 
the glass ceiling, more women must be granted a path to climb to the top 
ranks of the political ladder. 

The third challenge is building a pathway that will cultivate the success 
of future women leaders. The country must recruit more female college 
graduates to work for the government. The current recruitment practice
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for government job openings still favor male college graduates because 
working in government sectors as a political leader is a traditionally 
popular career choice for men (Gao et al., 2019). Therefore, the current 
recruitment practice must change and offer equal entry opportunities 
for women. To achieve that, the current leaders of the Chinese govern-
ment must truly believe that women can excel in leadership positions as 
men. Additional support and resources in training and career develop-
ment will also be helpful. Besides, China can develop human resources 
policies to implement women-friendly practice, such as on-site daycare, 
to assist women government officials in maintaining work-life balance. 

Finally, women’s empowerment must start with improving women’s 
self-efficacy. Influenced by traditional values, many women agree that 
only men can become political leaders. Building a supportive profes-
sional network can help women gain confidence and guidance in pursuing 
government sector careers. Education and training, including higher 
education and professional development programs, can prepare women 
with up-to-date leadership knowledge and skills. In addition, organiza-
tions dedicated to protecting women’s rights and supporting women’s 
social and political status should be promoted. One example of such an 
organization is the All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF; Li, 2016; 
Sun & Li, 2017). We hope to see a growing number of women 
organizations like ACWF in the near future. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Gender disparity in government and political leadership positions 
continues to be a critical problem worldwide (True, 2013). More efforts 
are needed to thoroughly understand gender-based bias and inadequacy 
of resources to support women leaders in government sectors in China. 
Upon reviewing the current status of women leaders in Chinese govern-
ment offices, future research can explore women’s leadership develop-
ment, career development in government positions, effective mentoring 
and coaching approaches, and strategies to facilitate cultural changes in 
government sectors. The research outcomes can inform the practice of 
preparing women with advanced leadership skills and promoting gender 
equality in the workplace. Additionally, topics such as how to assist 
women leaders with professional networking and what resources can 
improve their work-life balance should also be probed further in future 
research.
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Countries and regions that share similar cultural roots and heritage, 
such as Vietnam and the Philippines, had increased women leaders in 
politics (Zeng, 2014). Therefore, it will be beneficial to conduct compar-
ative research to examine and compare governmental policies to identify 
factors affecting women’s political leadership participation. In addition, 
best practice can be learned through benchmarking and cross-national 
studies. 

Future research on women’s leadership in Chinese government sectors 
should also pay attention to regional differences. Certain areas in China, 
such as the metropolitan cities like Beijing and Shanghai, and many coastal 
provinces in eastern China are much more economically advantaged 
than other inner land regions, such as the northwestern or southwestern 
villages. The impacts of socio-economic-induced divergence on women’s 
political participation in local governance need to be carefully analyzed 
and investigated. 

Conclusion 

In summary, China has improved gender equality in many ways. Women’s 
representation in government offices has increased since the founding 
of the PRC. However, fundamental issues of gender inequality stay 
unsolved, especially in rural and undeveloped regions. Moreover, insuf-
ficient community support, mentoring, and developmental opportunities 
continue to hinder the improvement of women’s participation in govern-
ment leadership positions. 

The combined influences of ideological shift, legislative efforts, 
economic development, and work-life balance concerns present complex-
ities for promoting gender equality and adding more women to govern-
ment leadership positions in China. These factors are interlaced and 
provide a unique social and political context to increase Chinese women 
leaders in government positions through a top-down approach by 
assigning quotas and implementing legislative changes. As a result, the 
number of women leaders has grown due to the mandated process. Hope-
fully, new cultural norms will eventually be adapted in a positive way to 
build a woman-friendly society.
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CHAPTER 9  

Women Leaders in the Non-Governmental 
Organization (NGO) Sector 

Yuanlu Niu and Cynthia Sims  

Although women face many common challenges and barriers to leader-
ship positions globally, China presents a distinct case. Chinese women are 
significantly underrepresented in leadership positions (World Economic 
Forum, 2021). The reasons for the gap between men and women in 
leadership include cultural impact, discrimination policies, and the diffi-
culties of feminism development in China (Adnane, 2012; Sun, 2017; 
Zhao & Jones, 2017). Since the Han Dynasty (B.C. 207–A.D. 202), 
social and official ideology was influenced by Confucianism, which is said 
to have attributed to the subordination of women (Mak, 2013). Tradi-
tionally, under this regime, a woman was required to obey her father
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before marriage, her husband during married life, and her sons in widow-
hood (Cheng, 2008). Therefore, with the historical and cultural impacts, 
leadership is viewed as male-gendered while the idealized image of women 
is caring and assisting men (Zhao & Jones, 2017). 

According to the current retirement policy, there is a gap in the manda-
tory retirement age between males and females in public service (Sun, 
2017). For public servants, including those at state-owned enterprises, 
men are required to retire at the age of 60, while women retire at 50 (for 
female workers) or 55 (for female cadres). Therefore, women have shorter 
life at work to achieve leadership positions compared to men. Moreover, 
young women are usually considered inexperienced and unprepared for 
leadership roles, while middle-aged women are perceived as “tied down 
by family demands” (Tsang et al., 2011, p. 315). The age of Chinese 
women is used as a reason to obstruct them from achieving leadership 
positions (Tsang et al., 2011). 

Chinese women’s leadership development is also influenced by feminist 
development. The goal of post-2000 feminism is to “change perceptions, 
create public attention, and put pressure on government policies using the 
leverage of public attention” (Wang, 2018, p. 13). However, the current 
status of feminism in China reflects “its precariousness as a school of 
thought, and activist practice, and a topic of study” (Liao, 2020, p. 259). 
The mere concept of feminism is not supported by the mainstream in 
China (Sun, 2017). 

The Purpose of the Chapter 

This chapter focuses on exploring women leaders in Chinese non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) to contribute to the research of 
Chinese women in leadership. While a growing body of work is building 
around women’s leadership development, there are still many questions 
that need to be addressed (Jennings, 2018). Women are still underrep-
resented in both the public and private sectors globally. Although a few 
studies have been conducted regarding women’s leadership development 
in China, there is very limited research focused on the NGO sector, and 
knowledge of women’s roles in NGOs is scarce in China. It is important 
to understand the factors that influence women leaders’ success in Chinese 
NGOs and highlight their roles. The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is 
to provide a comprehensive understanding of NGO women leaders’ lived 
experiences in China. In the following sections, we discuss (1) gender
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issues in Chinese NGOs, (2) women leadership and women NGOs devel-
opment, and (3) women leaders’ experience in Chinese NGOs. At the end 
of this chapter, we provide recommendations for practice, policymakers, 
and future research to enhance women’s leadership development in the 
NGOs sector in China. 

A Brief Overview of Chinese NGOs 

In the Chinese context, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) operate 
within restricted political environments (Lu et al., 2021). The NGOs 
cover areas of education, poverty alleviation, community development, 
environment, and health (Corsetti, 2019). The term NGO was intro-
duced to China when Beijing was preparing to host the United Nations’ 
4th World Congress on Women in 1995 (Hsiung, 2021). And, research 
on NGOs in China has examined their development in the context 
of state and civil society. There are various definitions and categories 
of the term “NGO.” For example, He and Wang (2008) stated that 
the Domestic Chinese NGOs were developed into four categories: 
mass organizations, quasi-governmental organizations, registered groups, 
and grassroots social groups. China’s mass organizations were estab-
lished by the “incumbent regime…to augment [its] control over the 
rest of society” (Kasza, 1995, p. 8); “execute the various policies and 
orders of the [Communist Party of China (CPC) and the state]”; and 
“understand and collect the opinions, perspectives and interests of the 
masses” (He & Wang, 2008, p. 135). Both mass organizations and 
quasi-governmental organizations have Communist affiliations. Quasi-
governmental organizations are started by the Chinese government and 
have more limited political autonomy than mass organizations while 
assisting relevant government agencies. Registered groups include social 
groups, non-state non-commercial groups, and foundations. The majority 
of these registered groups were found and limited in daily operations by 
government or CPC agencies. Grassroots social groups were created by 
individuals, also including state officials who fund their own NGOs and 
operate the organizations by using power but not be influenced by the 
state. 

More recently, Lu and Li (2020) noted that there are two types of 
NGOs in China: civic NGOs and government-organized NGOs. While 
Chinese civic NGOs are initiated by private citizens, which are similar to
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western NGOs, government-organized NGOs are funded by the govern-
ment and assist relevant government agencies in daily operations (Lu & 
Li, 2020). Civic NGOs are allowed to fulfill social welfare needs (Hsu & 
Hasmath, 2014). For example, they utilize local knowledge to identify 
and flexibly implement sources provided by the government to meet the 
community’s needs (Xu et al., 2018). Also, civic NGOs provide programs 
that focus on building community capacity and individuals’ confidence to 
improve their lives sustainably (Lu & Li, 2020). However, there is limited 
space for civic NGOs in China because of China’s authoritarian political 
structure. Civic NGOs are limited in their advocacy, which could be seen 
as a challenge to government policies and result in political risks (Hsu & 
Hasmath, 2014; Li et al.,  2017). For example, the NGOs work on the 
frontline with communities and advocate on behalf of the communities to 
represent their rights and opinions, so they work with the government to 
provide equitable social services and help the communities comprehend 
government policies (Lu & Li, 2020). 

It is difficult to find the total number of domestic NGOs in Main-
land China because of the various definitions of the term NGO in China. 
Previous scholars or observers tend to estimate the numbers of NGOs in 
China based on the number of “social organizations” that have officially 
registered with the country’s Civil Affairs (Corsetti, 2019). According to 
the Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic of China (2020), 
by the end of 2019, there were over 860,000 registered social organi-
zations. However, there are more non-registered NGOs. Chinese NGOs 
were born, socialized, and evolved in an authoritarian institutional envi-
ronment with tight government supervision and limitations (Hasmath, 
2016). It is difficult to register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs for many 
Chinese grassroots NGOs because of burdensome requirements, such as 
the need to find a government sponsor. 

In the early years of NGO development in China, many organi-
zations depended on universities and colleges to survive because they 
provided both a legal, organizational form and a talent pool (Cao, 2016). 
Then, in order to control the NGOs, the Chinese government requested 
all Chinese NGOs to register with the government to meet the legal 
requirement (Tai, 2015). The Civil Affairs agencies take responsibility 
for registering and managing NGOs, and they are legally empowered to 
evaluate and make decisions for denying or accepting the applications for 
registration. Also, they tend to create and support NGOs that are more 
controllable, while they limit the political influence of NGOs and take
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precautions to manage less trustworthy NGOs (Cai, 2017). Moreover, 
the government controls the NGOs through the management of sources 
of funding. Therefore, NGOs have to develop good relations with the 
government to ensure both the operations and financial support sustain-
ably. In 2016, China implemented a new Charity Law, which changed the 
ways domestic charitable organizations can register and fundraise (China 
File, 2017). Then, the government took a more cautious approach to 
manage overseas NGOs operated in China through implementing a new 
law, “Management of Foreign Non-Government Organizations Activi-
ties in China,” in 2017 (Corsetti, 2019). All foreign NGOs must find 
approved Chinese sponsors and register with public security bureaus for 
authorization to conduct their activities. About 10,000 overseas NGOs in 
China were impacted by the new law because it is hard for them to find 
government agencies or public institutions as their sponsors due to the 
political responsibilities involved (Cai, 2017). 

China’s government, as a one-party authoritarian regime, dominates 
the development of the NGO sector. The government recognizes that 
the contributing role of NGOs in social governance, as well as under-
stand that NGOs have help to reduce the state’s burden of social service 
provision and address a variety of issues (e.g., poverty, public health, envi-
ronmental protection, rural development, education, children, women, 
legal aid, community issues, migrant workers, and disaster relief) arising 
from the fast-socio-economic changes in China (Cai, 2017). Therefore, 
the government becomes tolerant of NGOs, which leads to their prolif-
eration. As a result, the number of registered NGOs has increased from 
just over 4000 in 1988 (Fang, 2019), around 200 times. However, the 
central government still has a concern about the potential political threat 
arising from NGOs independent of the state’s control, while the local 
government is worried about the political responsibilities related to the 
management of NGOs (Cai, 2017). Currently, the development of NGOs 
is still at a very young age and has a unique path in the Chinese context. 

Gender Issues in NGOs 

In 1976, Xiaoping Deng launched the “open-door” and reform policies. 
Chinese economics has transitioned “from a centrally planned economy 
based mainly on import substitution to a guided market economy open to 
foreign investment in the late1970s” (Frenkel & Kuruvilla, 2002, p. 398). 
It brought many benefits and opportunities to Chinese women in the
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labor force (Edwards, 2000). However, at the same time, women also 
faced many problems in society. By 2021, according to World Economic 
Forum (2021): 

Ranking 107th overall, China has closed 68.2% of its gender gap to date, 
improving by 0.6 percentage points over last year’s edition. This progress 
can be attributed to improving its Economic Participation and Opportu-
nity pillar, where the gap has been closed by five percentage points this 
year, passing the 70% milestone (70.1%, 69th globally). Notably, wage and 
income gaps between women and men have been reduced: 80.6% of the 
wage gap and 61.2% of the income gaps are now closed. However, large 
gaps remain in terms of labor force participation (82.9% closed so far) as 
well as in terms of senior roles, where only 11.4% of board members are 
women, and 16.7% of senior managers are women, corresponding to a 
gender gap of 80%. The limited presence of women in leadership positions 
is also reflected in large Political Empowerment gaps. Only 11.8% of this 
gap has closed so far, ranking China 118th globally. Only 24.9% of parlia-
mentarians and 3.2% of ministers are women, and a woman has been in a 
head-of-state position for less than one year in the past 50. (p. 36) 

Women in NGOs in China are highly represented as employees, but 
there are fewer women than men in leadership positions (IFeng News, 
2018). Women continue to experience gender discrimination, stereo-
typing, and lack of leadership development in NGOs in China. In the 
Chinese context, women are forced to take more family caring respon-
sibilities than men, which is a barrier to women’s career development 
(IFeng News, 2018). However, men are expected to support their families 
financially, so men are preferred to have more opportunities for promo-
tion and increased salaries. Yang (2015) investigated 37 NGOs in China 
and indicated that 25 (67.5%) of the 37 NGOs had women employees. In 
the results, six of 37 NGOs reported that they prefer to hire male appli-
cants when both male and female applicants have the same qualities in 
recruitment advertisements. They provided reasons, such as the position 
requires employees to travel or heavy labor; women employees’ work may 
be influenced by absence during childbirth or taking responsibilities for 
their family; the position requires employees to network with other male 
leaders. Women are perceived to be deficient in leadership and managerial 
characteristics, which are the qualities required for success in upper-level 
positions in Asian culture (Chao & Ha, 2019). There is a huge need
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for gender equality education in the workplace of NGOs (IFeng News, 
2018). Also, there is a lack of empirical research to investigate the gender 
issues in NGOs. 

Women Leadership and NGOs Development 

In NGOs, women volunteers, employees, and leaders make important 
contributions. Empowering more women and providing them with equal 
resources and opportunities can attract more women to participate in 
and donate to NGOs, as well as make the organizations more profes-
sional, diverse, and sustainable (Shanxi Association of Women Marriage 
and Family Studies, 2015). It is no secret that there is a lack of gender 
diversity in leadership within Chinese NGOs, and there are still a lot 
of challenges and barriers for Chinese women in the NGOs to over-
come. However, in some NGOs, Chinese women are breaking barriers 
and leading with innovative ideas regarding the lives of Chinese people 
while they are achieving their own career success. Many Chinese women 
are doing remarkable work in NGOs, from youth leadership development 
to women’s empowerment. 

The founders of many NGOs that support women and children are 
women in China. Chinese women participate in NGOs and even estab-
lish NGOs because of their experiences in daily life (Shen, 2019). They 
want to help others with the same problems while they overcome their 
personal difficulties. For example, the founder of an NGO, Angel House, 
Wang Fang, is a mother of a child with cerebral palsy, and the experience 
of supporting her child inspired her to create this NGO (Wang, 2014). 
Angel House was established in 2002 and provides rehabilitation therapy 
and online consulting service to help cerebral palsy children recover 
(Angel House, 2018a). Also, they provide career counseling and voca-
tional training to youths with disabilities (Angel House, 2018b). Fang 
Wang has become the most influential leader in this field. In 2019, Angel 
House helped 145 children or youths who had cerebral palsy (Angel 
House, 2020). 

Tian Huiping is another mother who decided to participate in the 
NGO sector because of her child. In 1993, she founded Beijing Stars 
and Rain, which is China’s first educational NGO to serve children with 
autism (Xin, n.d.). The organization is dedicated to helping children with 
autism by providing special education. It offers education programs to
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both children and parents to understand autism and increase the profes-
sional treatment of autism. Specifically, Tian led Stars and Rain to focus 
on the therapy of Applied Behavior Analysis and provide training about 
this therapy so parents can then continue working with their children 
more effectively. In February 2010, Tian joined the board and became 
its president, and she kept in constant communication with the council 
members. 

Although open-door and reform policies brought many benefits and 
opportunities to Chinese women, they still have many barriers in the 
workplace and life. Under this context, in 1988, Wang Xingjuan estab-
lished China’s first women’s studies NGO, which is the predecessor of 
the Beijing Maple Women’s Psychological Counseling Center, Beijing 
(Guo, 2015). In past years, Wang has devoted her life to the center that 
focuses on helping disadvantaged women and children to care for their 
physical and psychological health by providing psychological consulta-
tions and other social services. Her work has contributed to protecting 
human rights, promoting gender equality, strengthening democracy, 
increasing economic opportunities, and making a difference for thousands 
of Chinese women’s lives. 

Gao Xiaoxian is another outstanding woman who worked on women’s 
issues following the economic reform in China. In the 1980s, she estab-
lished the Shaanxi Research Association of Marriage and Family (Hsiung, 
2021). Gao is a pioneer who studied the issues of women’s unemploy-
ment, being laid off, employment discrimination, and women’s poverty in 
rural areas. In addition, she produced seminars on the law of protecting 
women’s rights. Therefore, she led the organization to promote research 
on women’s theories and enlightened a group of women to enhance their 
gender awareness. 

Since the 1980s, rural women have also been influenced by China’s 
economic reform, and more and more rural women became workers in 
urban areas (Hsiung, 2021). Xie Lihua established the Rural Women 
magazine and a comprehensive NGO, the Home for Women Migrant 
Workers and School for Rural Women, which focuses on rural women’s 
issues (Tai, 2015). Xie led the organization to promote and protect “the 
interests and rights of women in China’s rural areas, which has included 
helping female migrant workers in urban areas to acquire the necessary 
skills and awareness to transition successfully to urban life” (Tai, 2015, 
p. 33). Several programs were developed to teach illiterate women to 
read and reduce their suicide rates. In 2001, Xie established the Cultural
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and Development Center for Rural Women, a Beijing-based organization 
committed to the development of Chinese women. 

Guo Jianmei was the first public interest lawyer working full-time in 
legal aid to assist thousands of disadvantaged women in getting access 
to justice in China (Right Livelihood, 2019). She and several faculty 
members from Peking University founded the Center for Women’s Law 
Studies and Services of Peking University that was the predecessor of 
Beijing Zhongze Women’s Legal Counseling Service Center (Cao, 2016). 
Also, she has founded and directed several other organizations for the 
protection of women’s rights. Since 1995, she and her teams have offered 
free legal counseling to over 120,000 women and have been involved in 
over 4000 lawsuits to enforce women’s rights and advance gender equality 
all over China (Right Livelihood, 2019). She consistently addressed 
gender bias in the justice system and helped raise gender awareness in 
China. She led her teams to guide women through lawsuits and carries 
out legal advocacy at a national level on issues like unequal pay, sexual 
harassment, women’s land rights in rural China, work contracts that 
prohibit pregnancies, and forced early retirement without compensation. 

Women are not only leading women’s NGOs but are also making 
significant contributions to other fields in the NGO sector. Liao Xiao 
founded the Global Village of Beijing (GVB), which became China’s 
first environmental protection NGO (Zhou, 2010). In past years, Liao 
traveled to many places to present her studies to increase public and 
government awareness of environmental protection. To advocate for an 
eco-friendly lifestyle, she led GVB to issue two guidebooks for the public. 
In addition, she created models for green neighborhood complexes 
and rural communities, as well as organized many social movements 
regarding pollution, recycling, and consumption reduction. In 2008, she 
also led her team to Sichuan Province, which was destroyed by a strong 
earthquake, to help with reconstruction efforts. 

Zhang Ying founded China’s first anti-AIDS NGO, Fuyang AIDS 
Orphan Salvation Association, in 2003 (Xu, 2010). Zhang led the orga-
nization to help Chinese children who are infected with HIV as well as 
poverty-stricken children without HIV but who have family members 
who died from AIDS. She worked closely with these children and 
provided financial support for their lives and education. 

Yang Xueqin worked as a teacher at the program “Teach for China” in 
Yunnan from 2012 to 2014, and she witnessed the lack of vocational and
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career education resources for students in rural areas (China Development 
Brief, 2018). Therefore, she established Shenzhen Tomoroe Education 
and Public Welfare Development Centre in 2016. While the organization 
still faces many challenges as an online platform, the aim of this orga-
nization is to provide 40 million rural middle-school students and 30 
million urban middle-school students with career development education 
through online courses and learning. Yang wants to find a more sustain-
able way to provide free career development education for students in 
rural areas through exploring revenue options for businesses. 

Wang Juan established iHEARu Charity Fund in 2016. She and her 
team provide professional support to hearing-impaired children. By 2021 
April, the organization had provided financial aids to 19,000 hearing-
impaired children and families. Among them, 1758 hearing-impaired 
children and adolescents were implanted with cochlear implants, and 
3393 hearing-impaired children were funded for rehabilitation training 
(iHEARu Charity Fund, n.d.). Also, the organization provided training 
to 1673 parents of hearing-impaired children. More than 1000 volun-
teers (including voluntary organizations and individuals) participated in 
the training, visits, and charity activities supported by iHEARu Charity 
Fund. 

Women Leaders’ Experience in NGOs 

There is a gap in the literature focused on women leaders’ experiences 
and perceptions regarding the challenges faced and support received for 
their leadership development. Therefore, the authors conducted in-depth, 
semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with six NGO women leaders to 
understand their experience of being women leaders in NGOs in China. 
A purposeful sampling strategy was utilized to recruit potential partici-
pants on the research topic and the availability of resources. To ensure 
diverse samples, we recruited women leaders in different types of NGOs 
(e.g., grassroots NGOs, International NGOs, and Foundations). Their 
work has made significant contributions to gender equity, human rights, 
health, environment protection, etc. The selection criteria for participants 
included: (1) worked or have worked in a leadership position in an NGO 
in China, (2) being a woman, and (3) willing to share their experiences 
and perceptions of the challenges they faced and support they received 
for their leadership development. We contacted participants who met the 
selection criteria through personal connections via WeChat in China. A
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snowball approach was then used to recruit additional potential partic-
ipants. Six NGO women leaders participated in the interviews online 
during June and July 2021. The age of participants ranged from 29 to 
51. The major interview questions were: 

1. What challenges have you faced as a leader? 
2. How have you addressed these challenges? 
3. What support have you received for leadership development? 

All participants were provided the informed consent request form prior 
to the interview, and they gave their permission to audio record the 
conversations. Each interview was conducted in Mandarin Chinese and 
lasted approximately 1 h. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and 
anonymized before data analysis. The Mandarin Chinese transcripts were 
translated into English for data analysis. To decrease translation bias, 
the researcher used the translation-back-translation approach. A thematic 
approach was applied for data analysis. The authors used Nvivo 12 to code 
the interview transcripts. The findings are presented as themes that were 
generated in the following sections. These include gender impact, support, 
and strategies for leadership development , and  women leaders’ efforts on 
gender equity and equality. 

Gender Impact 

During the interviews, these leaders talked about the impact of gender in 
their work and leadership development. Different views were reported by 
the women leaders. They seem to oscillate from negating and to admit-
ting the gender impact. For example, NGO04, 32 years old, has worked 
in the NGOs sector for four years. Currently, she is the Secretary-General 
in an Environmental Protection NGO. She said that “to be honest, I 
rarely see gender discrimination in NGO sectors…Maybe the reason is 
that my organization emphasizes the value of gender equality, so no one 
practices gender discrimination” (NGO04). Also, another women leader, 
NGO06, 30 years old, established an NGO that provides psychological 
healing and community support to women with disabilities in 2019. She 
said that “I do not believe gender is a big issue to influence my work. 
I think the personality or resources are more important to my work. 
Also, maybe the disability is another bigger problem than gender for
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me” (NGO06). However, some of them then contradicted themselves 
by sharing examples of issues regarding gender discrimination in NGO 
sectors. 

Gender Discrimination 
Most of the women leaders shared their experiences of gender discrimi-
nation in NGO sectors. They experienced issues of gender stereotyping, 
unequal pay, poor working conditions, fewer opportunities, lookism, 
and childbirth responsibilities. For example, NGO01, 38 years old with 
11 years experience in NGOs, the founder of an NGO that assists sexual 
minority women, said: 

In fact, most of the practitioners in NGOs in China are women, but the 
leaders are men. Why are most of the practitioners women? Because the 
income in this industry is low, and social workers are viewed as a female-
type occupation. However, the leaders in these social organizations are men 
because the position of the person in charge actually has power, including 
higher salaries. (NGO01) 

NGO02, 36 years old with seven years of work experience in NGOs, is 
the founder of an NGO working on quality education issues among ethnic 
minority adolescents. She also explained: 

The pay and compensations are very low in our grassroots NGO. The work 
condition is not good. We work in rural areas. In Chinese society, men are 
expected to provide financial support to their families. Our NGO position 
is not attractive to young men or graduates because of the low pay and 
poor work condition in the rural area. This is not a competitive occupa-
tion. Also, this job does not have high social status. However, if you work 
in Foundations, there will be good pay and compensation. Foundations 
could provide better opportunities. And men are more likely to work in 
Foundations compared to the grassroots NGOs like ours. (NGO02) 

And NGO05, 29 years old, with three years of work experience in NGOs, 
works in the NGO to address the issues regarding business and human 
rights area. She explained: 

When I went to a meeting with my male assistant, others think my assistant 
is the leader or the person they should communicate with rather than me
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because he is a male…Also, in some public speaking, most speakers are 
males. (NGO05) 

Unequal pay between genders is another issue to show gender discrim-
ination exists in NGOs. NGO03, 51 years old, has worked in NGOs for 
13 years. She was the office head of an NGO for addressing gender issues. 
Her current position is the program policy officer in an international 
organization addressing agriculture issues. She said: 

I experienced a problem that men and women are not given equal pay 
for equal work in my previous organization. I was in the same position as 
a male colleague. I found his salary was higher than mine, and it is not 
based on work abilities or work performance…Therefore, I reported this 
problem to HR. Then, they increased my salary, but it was still lower than 
the male colleague. (NGO03) 

Besides less pay, women leaders also experienced fewer opportunities. 
For example, NGO01 said: 

There was a one-year leadership development program. There were eight 
participants only including two females. In another leadership development 
program for sexual minorities, all of the participants were males in the very 
beginning. Latterly, there were not enough male applicants, and then they 
accept female applicants to participate in the program…One year, someone 
said it is not fair to women, then the program intentionally recruited female 
applicants…I think maybe there are two reasons. One reason is that there 
were fewer lesbian NGOs, fewer women might apply for the program. The 
other reason is that the leaders of the leadership development program 
were all men at the time, so women were not paid much attention to in 
leadership training. (NGO01) 

Furthermore, women experienced gender-based lookism, which is 
physical appearance discrimination. Youthful looks are a negative factor 
for women leaders in the workplace. 

Women’s physical appearance is more likely to be judged. The problem 
exists not just in the NGOs sector but also in other industries…I am not 
tall. Although I am 37 years old, my face looks younger than my age, so 
my appearance is a problem at work. People think I am too young to carry 
out the project well, and they do not trust I have sufficient management 
capabilities. (NGO02)
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Marriage and childbirth responsibilities are other barriers to women’s 
career development. Women are discriminated against based on their 
marital status and childbearing potential. 

In some NGOs, male leaders worry about women’s marriage and child-
birth. After a woman gives birth and takes her maternity leave, she will be 
dismissed or assigned to another position with lower pay but less workload. 
They think taking care of a baby will decrease job performance. For some 
grassroots NGOs, they do not have enough money to guarantee women’s 
rights and benefits…However, I think society should take the responsi-
bility and work with the organizations together to address the problem. 
(NGO06) 

Work Context 
It is important to understand work contextual factors when discussing 
gender issues in NGOs sections. Women leaders feel more challenges 
when they work in a male-dominated environment. 

Our organization actually has to work with foundations and the govern-
ment. Most of the heads of foundations or the government are mainly 
men. No matter what, you are naturally separated from them. For example, 
there is a grant United Nations agency, and the project officer is a male. 
If a mem deals with him, it will definitely be easier. If a woman deals 
with him, he prefers to give the funding to the male…. Therefore, there 
are fewer women in the decision-making level positions, so there are actu-
ally restrictions for female practitioners in NGOs, and sometimes they are 
excluded. (NGO01) 

And 

I attended a conference a few days ago, and the challenge is very obvious. 
It is more like a middle-aged man who is a leader of an NGO in some 
fields or topics. At the conference, they call me a “young girl”. It is very 
unprofessional. (NGO05) 

And 

In women NGOs, there are more women leaders. In fact, I haven’t seen a 
male leader in the women NGOs. However, in the organizations in which 
I worked previously if they are not in the women issues field, then the
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leaders are all males…However, in my current organization, I am the only 
female who works as a senior professional. (NGO03) 

Support and Strategies for Leadership Development 

All these women leaders shared their experience and perceptions of 
seeking support and strategies for their career success and leadership 
development. 

Role Model 
The women used role models in their workplaces as their emotional and 
professional support. 

It is important to have women role models in the NGOs sector. They 
can send a very powerful signal to other women and make other women 
feel like it is possible to be a leader…There were some opportunities I can 
visit them one-on-one, so I asked questions related to working and learned 
from them. (NGO05) 

Mentorship 
Establishing a mentorship with an experienced professional was an impor-
tant strategy to receive advice and support. 

I have a mentor, and she provides me a lot of professional support. She 
taught me how to write a proposal. She leads me to write project proposals, 
project reports and helped me review and revised the proposals and reports. 
(NGO01) 

And 

There are a lot of women leaders in my family. They work in different fields 
with me, and they have many years of leadership experience. They taught 
me how to manage an organization, how to be a leader, how to address 
some complicated problems in the workplace, and how to communicate 
with people internally and externally. (NGO06) 

And 

I prefer to communicate with experienced professionals in the NGOs sector 
to learn from them and improve my abilities. When I worked in my last
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position, I needed to work with different NGOs, so I have a lot of oppor-
tunities to communicate with some experts in the NGOs sector. I learn a 
lot through asking questions and practicing in the process. (NGO04) 

Self-Efficacy 
It was important for the participants to establish women’s confidence in 
their ability to succeed. To overcome the challenges faced on their path 
to leadership positions, women leaders recognized the significance of self-
efficacy. 

I think that sometimes we women should not give ourselves such thoughts 
that I am a female, and I cannot do the same job and compete with men. 
Because I went out to work when I was 13 years old, and I have been 
working hard and improving myself…If you believe in yourself, you can 
actually show your abilities and talents, and you can do it…I do not care 
about others’ opinions, and I don’t think there is any difference between 
them and me. I believe I can do anything whatever men do… I think we 
should help women establish their confidence through making policies and 
education. (NGO02) 

Leadership Development Training and Programs 
Pursuing leadership development training and programs is another 
common strategy that helped the women expand their knowledge and 
skills and get ready for leadership positions. 

When I started to prepare for a full-time position in the NGO, I partic-
ipated in a program of team leadership. They provide one-year training 
in leadership development. The topics covered leadership models, project 
management, volunteer management, fundraising, strategic planning, etc. 
Then, I participated in another leadership development program for sexual 
minorities. I went to a queer center in Los Angeles for an internship for 
two months. I learned about how they operate and how they carry out the 
projects. They are very useful. (NGO01) 

And 

There is a lot of training, so I participated in a few training camps…Also, 
I meet and communicate with organizations related to capacity building. 
We learn from them. (NGO05)
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And 

I prefer to participate in leadership training provided by the business 
industry rather than the NGO sector. I can learn more from large compa-
nies…so I think it is important to go outside of the NGOs sector when 
you want to improve the leadership to see more possibilities. (NGO06) 

Self-Directed Learning 
Besides attending formal training, most women leaders mentioned they 
are self-directed learners. They keep learning to improve their leadership 
skills and professional knowledge. NGO06 said that “based on my expe-
rience, I improve myself through self-directed learning. I read a lot of 
books about sociology.” Also, NGO02 said that “I learned professional 
knowledge through taking some certification exams. I learn knowledge 
of marketing, management, and psychology through reading and online 
platform.” And another participant added: 

First, I reviewed many cases in our database to learn negotiation skills and 
strategies. Then, I practice the skills at work. Also, I search for articles or 
video clips online to learn how to improve my negotiation skills. Second, 
I observe others in the workplace and immediately use what I learned to 
see if it works in my workplace. Third, since I do not have any educational 
background in management, so I have to improve my management skills 
through learning by doing. (NGO05) 

Women Leaders’ Efforts on Gender Equity and Equality 

Several women leaders expressed they made efforts to improve gender 
equity and equality in NGOs. They provided training to their own 
employees and other organizations. For example, NGO05 said that 
“In our organization, we have training about gender equity and anti-
sexual harassment…We also communicate with our employees to ask for 
feedback.” 

NGO01 stated: 
We provide gender equality education to many young people. We bring it 
to different fields, such as the disability field and environmental protection 
field. At least, it increases the awareness [of gender issues]. And young 
people will give us some feedback. Even a few words, we that at least 
there are still some changes, and the future can always be expected.
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Women leaders would like to provide more opportunities to women 
in employment, development, and empowerment. For example, NGO06 
said “I prefer to hire a woman in the recruitment, especially a woman 
with disabilities.” Another participant said: 

In my team, I receive enough space and opportunities for career devel-
opment and leadership development. However, for the NGOs sector, we 
are the generation who establish gender equity…In my organization, we 
prefer to provide opportunities for public speaking in conferences to female 
employees. We intentionally provide them more opportunities. (NGO05) 

And 

Most of our community is actually women. Generally speaking, women 
are not encouraged to express themselves and become leaders in China. 
In our own community, we often organize salons and gatherings among 
lesbians. Our salons and gatherings enhance women’s empowerment. The 
women, who have frequently participated in our activities, feel like easier 
for her to express her opinions…As a result, women in our community 
are particularly willing to express and refute some of the men’s views. 
Therefore, I think if we want to enhance the leadership of women. We 
can use our community’s story as an example. We should give women the 
opportunity to exercise or train this kind of expression, which may include 
empowerment, and let them know that they can express and have the right 
to express. We often have some gender equality discussions and salons in 
the community, and then they will realize this problem. (NGO01) 

Recommendations 

For Practice 

Although NGOs in China have improved in past years, more effort is 
needed to develop work environments that increase women employees’ 
participation in leadership roles, improve opportunities for leadership 
development, and engender equality and equality (Gao, 2014). There-
fore, it is important and necessary for NGOs to provide diversity and 
inclusion training that explores gender issues, discrimination, and stereo-
types for their leaders and workers. NGOs should also establish a system 
or a mechanism that encourages and supports women to become leaders. 
Initiatives can include mentoring programs, women’s resource groups,



9 WOMEN LEADERS IN THE NON-GOVERNMENTAL … 221

establishing more women leader role models, and special recruitment 
events that target women specific roles. 

Feminist-inspired NGO activism is another mechanism that can be 
utilized to empower women in Chinese NGOs. Hsiung (2021) analyzed  
feminist praxis and NGO activism that was utilized to increase women’s 
political participation in rural governance and found that there are some 
empowering practices for women. These include offering gender training 
workshops “to encourage women to step forward as candidates and 
succeed once they were elected” (p. 10). This type of training would be 
devoted to women to boost their confidence, assess their job competence 
and leadership qualities, and promote upward mobility as an aspirational 
goal. 

It is necessary to increase communication between feminist NGOs and 
other NGOs to understand the importance of women’s contributions and 
leadership in NGOs. Moreover, NGOs should increase the awareness of 
women’s leadership and invest in management and leadership programs 
to help women develop and achieve their career goals. These programs 
can help women build their skills in managing complexity and encourage 
a cross-section of women in management and other executive positions. 

For Policymakers 

There are several ways that policymakers can address the lack of women 
leaders in NGOs in China. In order to ensure equity and inclusion, poli-
cies that promote the recruitment and promotion of Chinese women 
into leadership roles are needed. Organizations should be held account-
able for implementing initiatives that create opportunities for women to 
secure positions and advance to higher levels with NGOs. Policies that 
consider work-life balance are also needed. Since women in China are still 
heavily responsible for rearing their children, there is a need for policies 
that ensure women are not penalized or overlooked due to family obli-
gations. Women should be allowed the flexibility and freedom to pursue 
their career goals without fear of being stigmatized or stifled. 

More government funding should be allocated to organizations that 
promote and support the empowerment of women leaders in China. 
This financial support will allow them to provide resources to enhance 
women’s professional and career development, preparing them for roles 
that require higher-level skills and knowledge. The gender index should 
be used as a criterion to evaluate an NGO when the organization is 
funded or applies for funding.
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For Future Research 

With fewer women occupying leadership positions, most leadership 
studies reflect men’s perspectives (McLean & Beigi, 2016). Also, the 
majority of previous studies focused on political issues of NGOs and the 
development of NGOs. There is very little research that studies women’s 
leadership in the NGOs sector in China. Therefore, more empirical 
studies should be conducted to fill the gap in the research. 

More research is needed to explore women’s experiences in Chinese 
NGOs. This topic is an emerging area of interest as global diversity 
and inclusion efforts are being implemented in non-profit and non-
governmental organizations. A larger sample of NGOs and more women 
within these organizations should be surveyed to learn of their intentions 
to pursue leadership roles, their opportunities, challenges, and support of 
their leadership development. 

It is also important to research the impact of cultural factors on 
women’s leadership development. For example, Chinese culture and 
society are influenced by Confucianism and collectivism. Therefore, future 
research questions may include: What is the role of Confucianism in 
women’s leadership development in China? What is the role of collec-
tivism in women’s leadership development in China? How do women 
develop their leadership in the Chinese cultural context? 

Finally, future research should explore the contextual factors that 
influence women’s leadership development. For example, a study could 
be conducted to investigate the difference in the opportunities for 
women’s leadership development in male-dominated organizations and 
female-dominated organizations. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we discussed the experiences of women leaders in Chinese 
NCOs, which included gender discrimination and a lack of opportu-
nities, as well as their self-empowerment and self-efficacy. To increase 
women’s participation in leadership positions in NGOs, it is important to 
establish gender equality and equity in workplaces via diversity training 
and initiatives. Education is always the sustainable way to empower 
women, increase awareness of gender issues, and improve women leaders’ 
opportunities.
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CHAPTER 10  

China in an Asian Context 

Xue Yang Coleman and Jessica Li 

China in an Asian Context 

Asia, as a fast-growing region, has been through rapid economic devel-
opment. Particularly China, the largest economy in Asia and the second 
largest in the world, is adjusting to the transitions brought about by 
this rapid development. China has clearly benefited financially from a 
strong labor market, but the talent shortage has always been an issue. 
Zhang (2021) reported that mainland China has struggled with talent 
shortage year after year (Zhang, 2021). Increasing women’s participation 
in the workforce could be a solution to China’s talent shortage. In fact, 
increasing gender diversity in corporate leadership links directly to the 
improved business performance and environmental benefits (Liu, 2018; 
Moreno-Gómez et al., 2018). Firms with at least one woman on the
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board significantly outperformed the others. Companies with a woman 
director are positively associated with its return on assets (ROA) and 
return on equity (ROE) based on data from Asian corporations (Qian, 
2016). Hence, women’s roles in leadership are not only a gender equality 
issue, but also an important topic in corporate performance, and social 
development. 

The gender gap in workforce participation in China has improved over 
recent history. China was ranked 69th on the 2021 Gender Gap Index 
on Economic Participant and Opportunity compared to its 92nd place 
in 2010 (World Economic Forum, 2021). The percentage of woman 
senior leaders in corporate boardrooms increased from 8% in 2016 to 
13.8% in 2021 (Milhomem, 2022). China has the highest women labor 
force participant rate in the Asian Pacific’s region (Asian Development 
Bank, 2017), while 61.8% of Chinese working-aged women were actively 
engaged in work or looking for work, which is higher than Japan (53.1%) 
and South Korea (53.07%). However, the World Bank (2022) reported  
a downward trend in Chinese women’s labor participation since 2000, 
whereas an increasing trend is observed in Japan and South Korea. This 
reveals that the economic reforms in China might have brought some 
setbacks for women participating in the workforce. For example, post-
reform care policies have reduced care benefits, especially for childcare 
and eldercare. This reduced care has disproportionally burdened women 
and reduced their workforce participation (Connelly et al., 2018). In 
China, cultural norms have always put more responsibilities on girls and 
women for the unpaid domestic work and eldercare (Asian Development 
Bank, 2017). This calls for action to review current policies and explore 
more innovative ways to empower and increase women’s participation 
in the workforce, especially in leadership positions. Because of China’s 
size and the interconnectedness of neighboring countries, China’s human 
resource policies and social changes also affect other Asian countries. In 
this chapter, we focused on Chinese women’s leadership in the context 
of Asia and compared the approaches for women’s leadership empow-
erment between China and other Asian countries. We first adopted a 
comparative framework to discuss cultural, political, social, and economic 
contexts of women’s leadership in China and other Asian countries. 
Second, we briefly reviewed the current state of women’s leadership in 
Asia. Finally, we provided suggestions on how to develop women’s lead-
ership in decision making, vocational training, and career development at 
both organizational and national levels.
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Historical and Cultural Influences 
on Women’s Leadership in Asia 

In this section, we explored historical and cultural factors that have 
influenced women’s leadership in Asia. 

Overview of Asia 

Asia is the largest and most diverse continent in the world. The geograph-
ical region of Asia can be categorized into six groups: Central Asia, 
Eastern Asia, Southern Asia, South-Eastern Asia, Western Asia, and 
Northern Asia (Boudreau et al., 2012). Asian countries are diverse in 
culture, language, politics, and economy. Buddhism used to be the major 
influence in Asia, particularly in China, Japan, South Korea, and Vietnam. 
As of 2010, Hinduism became the largest religious group in Asia. It is 
projected that, by 2050, the Muslim population will grow by about 50% 
and become the largest religious group in the Asia–Pacific region. The 
religious unaffiliated group, folk religion, and Buddhism are, and will 
continue to be, the majority, close to 90% of the population in China, 
Japan, and South Korea (Wormald, 2015). 

The political landscape of Asia also varies. Colonialism and imperialism 
influenced most parts of Asia historically. Asia has multi-party democra-
cies and repressive regimes. Although it is the fastest growing economic 
region, economic development is imbalanced. For example, Japan is one 
of the most developed and industrialized countries. China and India are 
the two emerging countries ranking the world’s second and sixth largest 
economies (Silver, 2022). North Korea, Afghanistan, Syria, Yemen, Pales-
tine, and Myanmar, among others, are still plagued by repressive regimes, 
impoverishment, and war or isolation (Ero & Atwood, 2021). Central 
Asia countries are usually studied separately from other Asian countries 
because of their distinct culture and historical influences from Russia, 
China, European countries, and the US (Soutullo et al., 2021). Western 
Asia, known as the Middle East, is also very different from other Asian 
countries. In this chapter, we will focus our discussion and review on 
Eastern and Southern Asian countries. 

Historically, China has close ties with Eastern and Southern Asian 
countries. Japan, Korea, and Vietnam have adopted Chinese characters 
in their language system for centuries (Kornicki, 2019). Confucianism 
unify these countries on basic social and societal values (Weiming, 2017).
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Over the past decade, China has been the leading engine for the overall 
prosperity and economic growth in Asia. China’s massive infrastructure 
investment and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) are expected to boost 
trade that runs from western China through Central Asia and South Asia 
to Europe (Freeman, 2021; Hoh, 2019). BRI will also transform China’s 
influence on its immediate neighborhood in East Asia (Heiduk & Sakaki, 
2019). 

Regional and National Cultures 

Although some of the Asian countries share historical and cultural ties 
with China, the differences in local and national cultures are still signif-
icant. Here we reviewed these differences based on two cross-cultural 
frameworks–the GLOBE project and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. 
Both frameworks are based on obsolete data, unfortunately. However, 
they are the only available frameworks. As such, caution must be exercised 
in understanding these frameworks in current contexts. 

GLOBE Project and Leadership Style 
GLOBE is short for global leadership and organizational behavior effec-
tiveness. This collaborative research project studied cultural influences 
on societal leadership expectations and behaviors. In a study in 2014, 
researchers collected information from more than 1000 CEOs and 6000 
top management team members from 24 countries (House et al., 2014). 
GLOBE used nine cultural dimensions for its intercultural leadership 
research: (1) performance orientation (community culture encourages, 
rewards, and improves performance, innovation, and excellence), (2) 
uncertainty avoidance (groups depend on social norms, procedures, and 
rules to reduce uncertainty of future events), (3) humane orientation 
(group reward qualities, such as fairness, altruism, generosity, kindness, 
and caring), (4) institutional collectivism (organizational or institutional 
culture encourages collective distribution of resources and actions), (5) 
in-group collectivism (individual’s pride, loyalty, and dependence in their 
group, families, or organizations), (6) assertiveness (individuals being 
confrontational and aggressive in relation to others), (7) gender egal-
itarianism (individuals lead the group collectively to minimize gender 
inequality), (8) future orientation (groups favor and reward planning 
and delaying instant gratification and other future-oriented behaviors), 
and (9) power distance (group expectation of power being distributed
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equally) (Moore, 2018). It categorized Asian countries into two groups: 
Confusion Asia and Southern Asia. China, Japan, Singapore, and South 
Korea belong to the Confusion Asia cluster. This group has high scores 
in the dimensions of power distance, institutional and in-group collec-
tivism, which indicate that they endorse authority and power differentials 
for social order and stability. They have low scores on gender egalitari-
anism, which mean that they have a higher degree of gender inequality 
compared to other culture clusters. In general, Confucian Asian coun-
tries are very group- and family-oriented. Their cultures emphasize the 
value of clearly defined roles and a rigid structure of relationships. 
This cluster views leadership as charismatic, value-based, and team- and 
performance-oriented. 

The Southern Asia group included India, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, and Thailand. These countries highly value in-group 
collectivism, power distance, and humane orientation. They encourage 
individuals to show generous caring and fair treatment to others. Their 
cultures also have low scores on gender egalitarianism, which portrays 
a picture of a highly family- and group-oriented, men-dominated, and 
hieratical society. 

In general, according to the data from the GLOBE 2004 and 2014 
projects, Asian countries share the following societal leadership expec-
tations and preferences: (1) endorsing authority and power distance 
between different levels in organizations and family, (2) emphasizing 
in-group loyalty in both organizations and relatives, and (3) accepting 
gender inequality (Chai et al., 2016; Fu et al.,  2016). 

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 
Besides the regional similarities in cultural dimensions, we can also 
generalize cultural values at the country level using Hofstede’s model. 
Hofstede defined national culture as the collective programming of the 
mind that makes this collective group distinct from others. He initially 
explored the data from a large survey database of values and sentiments 
of IBM employees across 50 countries and identified national-level values 
(Minkov & Hofstede, 2012). Hofstede (2011) continually updated the 
database based on other researchers’ use of the base survey, proposed six 
dimensions in their cross-cultural studies of national culture. They are 
(a) power distance (degree to which people expect to distribute power 
unequally), (b) individualism versus collectivism (preference for individ-
uals to take care of themselves or their immediate families versus their
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loyalty to other groups to which they belong), (c) masculinity versus femi-
ninity (preferences of a society on achievement, heroism, assertiveness, 
and success in competition or in the opposite to collaboration, modesty, 
caring, and relationships), (d) uncertainty avoidance (how much a society 
can tolerate uncertainty and ambiguity), (e) long-term orientation versus 
short-term normative orientation (individual choices of focus for their 
efforts either in the future or the present and past), and (f) indulgence 
versus restraint (how much freedom or control societies allow for natural 
gratification in life). 

Hofstede’s 6-D (dimension) model provides a framework to compare 
national cultures in those six dimensions. For example, we can compare 
China with Japan and South Korea as in Fig. 10.1. 

As the figure illustrates, China, Japan, and South Korea share the 
similar national values on long-term orientation and indulgence. It 
suggests that the three countries focus more on long-term goals and 
do not indulge in short-term entertainment or quick wins. China scores 
higher in power distance than the other two countries. Chinese national 
culture prefers more hierarchy and structures than Japan and Korea. 
Scores in individualism show a similar preference on collective mindset 
for China and South Korea. Japan has a very high score on masculinity 
followed by China and South Korea. Japanese culture emphasizes achieve-
ment, assertiveness, and competitive power more than China and South

Power Distance Individualism Masculinity Uncertainty 
Avoidance 

Long Term 
Orientation Indulgence 

China 80 20 66 30 87 24 
Japan 54 46 95 92 88 42 
South Korea 60 18 39 85 100 29 
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China in comparison with Japan and South Korea 

Fig. 10.1 China in comparison with Japan and South Korea using the Culture 
Compass tool (Data retrieved from https://geert-hofstede.com/china.html. 
Copyright 2016 by ITIM International. Reprinted with permission) 

https://geert-hofstede.com/china.html
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Korea. Korean culture is collaborative, modest, relationships building, and 
focused on maintenance. This figure presents a sharp contrast in uncer-
tainty avoidance. China is very tolerant of uncertainty, whereas Japan and 
South Korea are more rigid and cannot tolerate ambiguous behaviors and 
ideas. This distinct cultural perspective speaks not only to social and orga-
nizational practices, but also to performing and the fine arts. For example, 
the traditional Chinese idiom, (nan de hu tu; sometimes ignorance 
is bliss, so don’t try to be wise and calculate everything) contrasts with 
Japan’s landscape design that tells us that every little element is a symbol 
and has its unique role and meaning. 

Confucianism, Communist Ideology, and Other Cultural Values 
Prejudice against women has been pervasive in traditional value systems 
in Asian countries. Confucianism ideology has been explained as the 
driving force in traditional feudal dynasties in China where marriage 
was bondage of women, being treated as men’s possessions (Littlejohn, 
2017). (nan zun nv bei) means that men are superior to women, a 
concept that is deeply rooted in Confucian social values. Especially in the 
Qing Dynasty (1644–1912 CE), where sexual immorality was pervasive, 
the controlling authority promoted stricter rules for women, leading to 
twisted practices, such as “ ” (san cun jin lian), three-inch golden 
lotus feet. Women needed to bind their feet to the point of broken bones 
and limited growth of their feet to be no more than three inches long. 
Before the end of the Qing Dynasty, women’s education was confined 
to the teaching of social ethics and family traditions so that they would 
become a good wife and mother (Dworkin, 2018). 

The fight for women’s liberty has had some victories since then in 
China. The first women’s movement in China was the May Fourth Move-
ment (1915–1921 CE) to fight for free choice of marriage and the end 
of polygamy. Early Communist thinkers and leaders influenced the May 
Fourth Movement; the main support was from the intellectual class in 
urban China (Schwartz, 2020). However, unlike feminists, Communists 
did not consider the patriarchal family as the core issue of prejudice 
against women. They believed that woman’s emancipation depends on 
their involvement and participation in the workforce. The Communist 
ideology on women focused women’s legal and political equality, work-
force labor participation, and civic engagement. Women’s oppression was 
attributed to systems of capitalism and private property (Harsch, 2014). 
Therefore, later Communist Party leaders in China combined the efforts
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of peasant liberation and women’s emancipation together to fight in class 
struggle. Marxist-Leninist-Maoist views of gender equality significantly 
influenced early gender relations in China. The Chinese Communist Party 
prioritized the goal of women’s equality and mobilized movements in the 
1930s and 1940s (Sun, 2017). 

After 1949, the Chinese government undertook legal reform to 
abandon arranged marriages and subordination of self to family and 
marriage. In 1950, it issued the New Marriage Law to end marriages 
by proxy and stopped rural Chinese women from being sold to prop-
erty owners (Zhang, 2019). Nevertheless, women’s identity was strictly 
controlled by the government and its national policies. Senses and voices 
of self-awareness were still underdeveloped. During the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution, gender was considered erased in the name of equality (Li, 
2020). Mao’s slogan, ‘The times have changed, men and women are the 
same’ ( ), was highly promoted for political purposes. 
Gender neutrality was portrayed so women had similar strength and 
power to do the same work as men (Zheng, 2020). During the Urban 
Sent-Down Movement, women were encouraged to sacrificially marry 
rural peasants to change their social status and embrace the different 
social status (Yang & Yan, 2017). The Urban Sent-Down Movement 
happened from 1967 to 1978 during the Cultural Revolution. During 
this period, more than 17 million urban youth in China were systemat-
ically migrated to the rural countryside. Many of them were middle or 
high school teenagers who left the academic education environment and 
their family to be educated in the open classroom of the rural countryside. 
The negative impacts of the Cultural Revolution were enormous and are 
still experienced by individuals and families today. 

In the post-Mao era, Deng’s theory of Socialism with Chinese Charac-
teristics led to a series of gender reforms. They were based on presumed 
biological differences between the genders. For example, Labor Insur-
ance Regulations in 1984 stated that women should be entitled to five 
years of early retirement in high-risk occupations. This particular policy 
has led to discrimination in recruitment and selection of women (Sun & 
Li, 2017). Women were especially disadvantaged in the economic restruc-
turing. More women than men were laid off. They were forced to retire 
younger than men and receive less social support. The chances for them 
to be rehired were scarce (Roy, 2019). In the post-reform era, after 1977, 
capitalism and individualism influenced Chinese social values.
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In modern China, Japan, and South Korea, the traditional patriarchal 
structures have been merged with current values, yet they still impede 
women’s self-development. For example, Asian cultures in general put 
more pressure on women than men in terms of outward appearances. 
Parents might express explicit comments on their daughters’ look and/or 
implicit expectations (Kawamura, 2012). Women must be the icons of 
fashion and beauty and still take care of housework and childcare. The 
booming business of fashion salon, fitness centers, makeup, and plastic 
surgery are some examples (Kim & Lee, 2018). The pressure to get 
married is unusually high for single Chinese women. When a single 
woman passes the age of late 20s, they are considered incomplete and 
leftover (Chen, 2016). In part, this is due to the huge surplus of single 
men of marriage age as a result of the one-child policy and preference 
for a male child. This social pressure discourages Chinese women from 
pursuing their dreams and career advancement. The more powerful and 
capable a single woman is, the harder for her to find the right man to 
marry. Chinese men would prefer a more submissive, young, and beautiful 
wife instead of a competitor whose social and economic status threaten 
their supremacy. 

This is also true in other Asian countries where traditional patriarchal 
values of women joined forces with modern individualism, causing new 
struggles and pressure. South Korea has the highest rate of plastic surgery 
per capita in the world (Baer, 2015). Objectified beauty has been widely 
accepted in Korea and other Eastern Asian countries. The Confucian 
code of ethical conduct is deeply rooted in social relationships and busi-
ness activities in Korea. Respect for and obedience to seniors are highly 
valued to maintain social order. High loyalty to the leader is also required 
(Choi & Woo, 2018). Korean working mothers struggle to maintain their 
professional work and their traditional values in their daily lives. Work and 
family balance is a constant struggle, especially in Korea. Among OECD 
countries, Korea has the longest working hours with husbands spending 
the shortest time on housework. Korean mothers are also under social 
pressure to raise their children to achieve high academic performance in 
school, which is the pathway to professional success (Cho et al., 2015). 
When a working mother withdraws from her work to help the children 
to achieve academic success, it causes much more career damage than 
maternity leave alone. 

Confucianism also influences Japan. The values of showing respect for 
and obedience to leaders correspond with highly paternalistic attitudes
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towards subordinates. Japanese organizations are extremely hierarchical 
and structurally rigid (Xi, 2018). Japanese society assesses women on 
the value of their motherhood even when they join the workforce. Most 
Japanese men and mainstream media portray an ideal image of Japanese 
women who enjoy the home as their principal status and power. Husbands 
hand off their paychecks to their wives who take care of finances and 
housework of the family. Japanese mothers often assume the full respon-
sibility for rearing and education of the children. If a woman wants to 
pursue a managerial career track, she must choose between marriage and 
a men-dominated workplace (Kobayashi et al., 2017). 

Current State of Women Leadership 
in China and Other Asian Countries 

Along with economic growth and welfare in Asia, more and more women 
have gained access to education and participation in the workforce. 
However, there is an obvious disparity of women’s labor participation 
rate in Asia. In 2020, 72% of women from age 25–54 were in the labor 
force in South-East Asia, whereas there were only 29% in Central Asia 
and Southern Asia (Gammarano, 2020). United Nations Development 
Programs created three indexes to measure and assess the current human 
development of a country: Human Development Index (HDI) (including 
healthy life, education, and standard of living). HDI also covers the 
Gender Development Index (GDI) (gender gaps in health, knowledge, 
and living standards), and the Gender Inequality Index (GII) (gender 
inequalities in reproductive health, empowerment, and economic status). 
According to the Human Development Report (UNDP, 2020), Singa-
pore, Hong Kong (China), South Korea, and Japan are very high in 
human development indexes. China, Thailand, Indonesia, Philippines, 
and Vietnam are countries with high human development indexes. India, 
Laos, Nepal, Pakistan, and Myanmar are in the medium human develop-
ment indexes. In general, the Eastern Asian region has a higher value 
than the South Asian regions in HDI, GDI, and GII. Central Asian 
countries team up with other European developing countries in the 
data. As expected, they were heavily influenced by European social and 
economic development and outperformed other developing countries in 
Asia. Although China has more women in parliament or government seats 
and women’s labor force participation rate, overall gender development 
is still lower than South Korea and Japan.
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Traditional values and social norms are still the major impeding factors 
for gender equality and women’s leadership development in Asia. Tradi-
tional gender roles remain untangled and resistant to change. In the 
legal realm, inheritance laws and traditions are still prevalent and disfavor 
women. For example, in Bangladesh, the Hindu communities’ women 
cannot inherit property. There is a tendency for women not to claim 
their inheritance (Begum, 2018). Similarly, in Pakistan, according to 
Islamic laws, women inherit less than men siblings (Bacha, 2022). In 
Vanuatu, women are not involved in decision-making processes for land 
management and control (Peralta, 2022). Sex selection abortion and son 
preferences over the years have caused socio-economic damage to China 
and India (Eklund & Purewal, 2017). It has significantly shrunk women’s 
talent pool. 

Domestic work is the main responsibility of women, constraining 
women’s social and career mobility. Young women professionals are under 
pressure to choose between marriage and their career. This is a factor 
contributing to the non-marriage surge in Japan, Taiwan, Thailand, and 
Singapore. It is bad news for countries battling with the issue of an aging 
society. Meanwhile, due to the extremely competitive educational system 
in Asian countries, working mothers take leave from work to coach their 
children through exam preparation. Cases like that can be found in China, 
South Korea, Japan, and Singapore, among others. 

Work and life balance become difficult for women employees, e.g., 
Korean mothers (Cho et al., 2015). Although policies like maternity leave 
and flexible working hours are in place, there are obstacles and limitations 
to use them. For example, in Singapore, using these benefits is a sign of 
reduced commitment to work. In addition, lack of a home office and 
privacy makes it difficult for mothers to stay at home and focus on work 
(The Economist Corporate Network, 2016). While some have reported 
that the new generation of Chinese women would no longer sacrifice their 
careers for their husbands, but they will do so for their children (China 
News Network, 2020). 

Asian women also struggle with low confidence due to traditional 
social norms. Asian women were not encouraged to be outspoken and 
were inhibited from competition for advancement to leadership posi-
tions. When women are in leadership position at work, men may feel 
insecurity (Ro, 2020). In China, women leaders from the baby-boom 
generation have not pursued their careers at the expense of their family. 
They have coordinated their careers with the needs of their husbands and
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delicately handled husband and wife relationships (Tsang et al., 2011). 
As mentioned earlier, the younger generation of women may choose to 
pursue their career over marriage (Chinese News Network, 2020). 

There are also some promising drivers that empower and develop 
women leaders in Asia. Frist, the increasing incomes and social welfare 
benefits allow urban Asian families to have affordable household help. 
Wealth created from economic development has allowed both the govern-
ments and families to invest more in high quality childcare and eldercare. 
Thus, there is an increase in high quality professional development and 
facilities for childcare and eldercare. Second, economic growth also boosts 
the education and graduation rates of girls. It theoretically provides a 
good starting point to enlarge the talent pool to develop future women 
leaders. Third, Asian countries have witnessed more changes in legislation 
and economic policies. For example, the South Korea Supreme Court 
abolished the legal basis for the traditional preference for men in the 
family registry system in 2005. The family registration system (hoju in 
Korean) was introduced in 1953 to register all family members under the 
family head. In the patriarchal system, only men and sons of the family 
could be the family head (hojus). Daughters would be registered in their 
husbands’ families when they got married. Women would not inherit the 
position of the family head unless there are no surviving men in the 
family (Koh, 2008). Other normative changes in South Korea included 
women leaders’ preeminent presence in both the political realm and the 
business community (Tuminez et al., 2012). The number of women-
owned startups in South Korea tripled between 2008 and 2016 (Korea 
Venture Business Association, 2017). Both individual abilities (i.e., posi-
tive outlook and industry expertise) and the contextual resources (i.e., 
family support and government’s family-friendly polic) contribute to the 
career success of women entrepreneurs in South Korea (Cho et al., 2020a, 
2020b). 

The Japanese government expects women to play a more vital role in 
the workforce to revive the Japanese economy. Specific strategies were put 
in place to: (1) increase the availability of day care and after-school care, 
(2) recruit and monitor women’s career development in both govern-
ment and corporations, and (3) review and revise tax and social security 
systems to be neutral to encourage women’s work participation (Chanlett-
Avery & Nelson, 2014). In Japan, working age women’s (age of 25–54) 
labor participation rate increased from 66.5% in 2000 to 76.3% in 2016 
(Shambaugh et al., 2017). More access to quality daycare facilities has
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increased Japanese women’s maternal employment rate (Nishitateno & 
Shikata, 2017). Fourth, as information communication technology (ICT) 
continues to advance, it gradually changes the way people interact with 
each other in life and work. Flexible hours has become more acceptable 
in organizational culture where virtual teamwork and remote collabo-
ration are common. ICT-based networking is one of the best tools to 
empower women entrepreneurs in developing countries (Sardar et al., 
2019; UNCTAD, 2014). ICT also makes the influence of the women’s 
movement from North America and Europe more attainable. Multina-
tional corporations based in Asian countries have the freedom to carry 
out a global campaign and promote women leaders’ representation in 
management and the boardroom. The Covid-19 pandemic has been 
a major factor in moving companies to experience virtual platforms, 
allowing more women to work from home. 

Strategies for Women’s Leadership Empowerment 

To increase women’s participation in senior management positions in Asia 
takes persistence in approach and holistic in strategies. Progress towards 
this goal requires actions and commitment from government, business 
sectors, the public, and women. 

From our review of the past and current statuses of women’s leader-
ship development, traditional gender stereotypes are still deeply rooted 
in China and many other Asian countries. They not only influence 
familial relationships and marriages, but also Asian women’s identity. We 
encourage developing holistic strategies to promote gender equality in 
domestic care, education, legislation, and business practices to benefit 
both women and men. This will empower and encourage women to enter 
the workforce and create a balanced view of both genders inside and 
outside of the family unit. In China, President Xi determined to embrace 
and promote Confucianism as the state ideology. Many western media 
criticized this initiative as it will cause more harm for women’s rights in 
China (Confucius says, Xi does, 2015). The task could be risky if the 
Chinese government and society adopt the traditional philosophy without 
moderations. However, it might not be the case. Modern Confucianism 
starts to form a much healthier view on womanhood. Gender equality 
in modern Confucianism is neither about masculinity nor feminism. Men 
and women are both honorable beings under Heaven. They are inherently
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distinct in biological, psychological, and social forms. Modern Confu-
cianism rejects any one-sidedness. Instead, it emphasizes the unity and 
collaboration between man and women to achieve human reproduction, 
prosperity, and happiness (Wang, 2011). If China could continue to culti-
vate this healthy view of gender in career development, marriage, child, 
and senior care, it is possible to empower women to take more leadership 
roles and gain the support from their counterparts. 

On the other hand, consistent commitment from the government 
and business leaders is very crucial for women leaders’ development in 
Asia. To include women in powerful network circles and boardrooms 
will change the dynamics and norms of leadership teams. It might also 
challenge the traditional methods of business management and leader-
ship practices. Therefore, we encourage the continuous efforts in business 
practice and research on issues of diversity, women leadership, and change 
management. We need more close collaboration between research and 
business practice on these matters and more measurable actions to be 
in place. Regarding public policies, it would be beneficial to expand the 
mandatory law of parental leave and childcare and promote equitable 
distribution of domestic responsibilities between husbands and wives. We 
also advise the re-examination of the social security systems to encourage 
both genders’ workforce participation. 

Organizational policies and developmental programs are suggested 
both within corporations and across agencies and industries. Some orga-
nizations have already started talent management programs and strate-
gies. For example, sponsors/mentorship programs for women leadership 
candidates, data-driven recruitment, talent development strategies for 
women employees, and building up a support network of women leaders’ 
role models are all positive steps in developing women leaders. Asian 
countries could also take advantage of the fast growing ICT, the potential 
of open source online education (e.g., massive open online courses) and 
other micro-credential opportunities for workforce development. Online 
skills and vocational training and certification programs for women would 
also benefit their career development even if they are still on mater-
nity leave and in career transition. Other services, such as job matching, 
career counseling, and sponsorship would also help overcome information 
constraints, bargain for better wages and working conditions, and increase 
employability and social networks (Ang, 2019; Tuminez et al., 2012).
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Conclusion 

Developing a leader takes time and support. To empower women taking 
leadership roles requires commitment and effort from both genders in 
the family, organization, and society. Both men and women need to 
review and recognize the differences in their strengths and weaknesses 
humbly. A model for Asian women’s leadership development is needed; it 
will not entirely resemble western leadership development models or the 
western women’s movement. Asian women should learn to voice their 
opinions and demonstrate their power and confidence in their own iden-
tity and roles in families, organizations, and society. Gender equality starts 
from within and from each individual household. Family and marriage 
should maintain integrity with balanced gender roles in which men and 
women can collaborate and share leadership roles both at home and in 
the workplace. 
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CHAPTER 11  

China in a Non-Asian Context 

Jie Ke and Millard J. Bingham 

Women make up almost half of the world population (Anonymous, 
2021). Yet, this is not the case when examining the gender of those in 
leadership/management positions. Men continue to dominate leadership 
positions and women still lag far behind their men counterparts. The 
think manager-think male paradigm is prevalent not only in China, but 
also around the globe (Ryan et al., 2011; Schein et al.,  1996; Sczesny, 
2003). Men are perceived to be more appropriate and effective in lead-
ership positions although it has been shown to be a myth in many 
research studies (Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014; Shen & Joseph, 2021). 
However, the display of such gender role stereotyping, implicit/explicit, 
and its impact on women’s participation and their success in leadership
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positions vary from country to country under the influence of many 
contextual factors and the interactions among those factors (Engen et al., 
2001; Snaebjornsson & Edvardsson, 2013). In China, the prevalent 
leadership style associated with women leaders is benevolent leader-
ship (i.e., caring about subordinates’ well-being) because it is congruent 
with women’s gender-stereotyped characteristics in the Confucius society 
(Wang et al., 2013). In the U.S. and some other western countries where 
Christianity is deeply embedded in the culture, leaders with stereotypical 
masculine characteristics and management styles are more likely to move 
up to top leadership positions and be successful, and it is generally accept-
able for women to take leadership roles (Snaebjornsson & Edvardsson, 
2013). 

The past two decades witnessed a growing interest in studying 
women’s leadership, especially in China where fast economic growth 
demands a higher level of women’s participation in the workforce. 
However, a systematic review of literature has revealed that global 
women’s leadership in context, especially for developing countries and/or 
emerging economies, is still an understudied area (Bullough, 2008; Snae-
bjornsson & Edvardsson, 2013). Country/nationality has been proposed 
as the best unit of analysis in contextual leadership study. Therefore, it 
would be meaningful to compare women’s leadership development across 
countries. The chapter focuses on non-Asian countries, and countries 
studied include Australia, Brazil, Sweden, and the United States. Within 
each country, however, there is no one stream of logic that can explain 
everything due to the differences demographically and geographically. 
Therefore, instead of attempting to generalize, the researchers present 
what has been manifested through the literature on women leaders world-
wide, on women’s leadership development in context and how contextual 
factors promoted and prevented the development of leaders. The purpose 
of this chapter is to showcase how contextual factors impact women’s 
participation and performance in China and selected non-Asian countries. 

Data in this chapter were collected through searching the most recently 
published major international business journals, as well as the most 
recently published secondary data sources, including the World Bank 
World Development Indicators (WBWDI), the World Bank Enterprise 
Survey (WBES), the United Nation Human Development Indicators 
(UNHDI), the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD), the World Economic Forum (WEF), the World Bank 
Doing Business Project (WBDB), Global Leadership and Organizational
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Behavior Effectiveness Research Project (GLOBE), and Social Axioms 
Survey (SAS). In this chapter, we study women leaders in business 
because developing business women leaders is critical to the growth of 
the economy (Bullough, 2008). 

Context factors closely related to women’s leadership participation 
and widely used in literature are economic, social, cultural, and polit-
ical. The scope of each contextual factor is defined next. The factors and 
subfactors are mainly summarized from World Gender Gap Reports of 
World Economic Forum (WEF, 2017, 2018, 2020–2022) and Gender 
Inequality Repors (UNDP, 2022). 

Economic Factor 

In the economic context, we look mainly at the country’s basic economic 
systems (capitalist/socialist); the nation’s GDP or GNP; labor force 
participation (employment and unemployment rate); average number of 
temporary workers; average number of permanent full-time workers, or 
number of full-time women workers, if available; income inequality index, 
if available; the country’s business environment, such as opportunities for 
new businesses and new products; credit extended to the private sector; 
and access to affordable suppliers, contactors, and professional, legal, and 
banking services. 

Social Factor 

In the social context, we look mainly at education systems (literacy, 
mean years of schooling); women’s roles and status in the family, which 
impacts the work-family balance of women leaders (discriminatory family 
code and violence against women); how women leaders are perceived 
in society, community, family, and among friends; human capital (the 
total combined education of boys/men from primary through tertiary 
schools); the age of the population and human health. 

Cultural Factor 

Leung, et al. (2005) defined culture as “values, beliefs, norms, and behav-
ioral patterns of a national group” (p. 357). In this study, we use this 
definition as it focuses on culture at the national level. In this cate-
gory, we look mainly at cultural values and practices; major religions/
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ideologies/beliefs (collectivism vs. individualism; uncertainty avoidance, 
gender stereotypes, gender egalitarianism, women’s self-efficacy); and 
how women are perceived based on these characteristics. 

Political Factor 

In the political context, what we primarily examine are basic political 
system; women’s political voice, which can be defined as having a voice in 
society and an ability to influence governmental policy at the city, state, 
and national level. Political voice is also synonymous with having political 
participation and the ability to fully engage in public life. For women to 
have adequate political voice, they must be free from the risk of violence, 
have freedom of movement, and have decision-making over family forma-
tion (Markham, 2013); political freedom (based on both individual civil 
liberties and political rights) (Bullough & De Luque, 2015); and policies 
on gender equality and/or workforce gender diversity. 

Context Matters 

Brief Overview of Chinese Context 

Economic 
China is a socialist country with a GDP per capita of USD$16,400 in 
2020 (CIA, 2022). Deng Xiaoping, China’s permanent leader from 1978 
until 1989 and reformist who initiated the idea of socialism with Chinese 
characteristics and economic reform since 1978. He also established the 
one-child policy in 1979 to limit population growth. Although the policy 
did limit population growth, it has had a negative impact on gender parity 
and economic growth of China over the years, which will be discussed 
further in later sections. The policy was lifted by the Chinese government 
in 2021 as a result. The sex ratio (female/male) in 2021 is 0.95 (Textor, 
2022). The human capital index of the country is 67.72 (ranked 34th 
among all 155 countries) with a deployment subindex of 74.06 (ranked 
19th) (WEF, 2017). The human capital index indicates the degree to 
which China is a success in developing and deploying the full range of its 
human capital potential (WEF, 2017). 

Economic reform in 1978 started the new socialist-market economy 
that separated reproduction from production and provided more oppor-
tunities to use their capabilities and be rewarded for their efforts. Women
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finally stepped out of their house where they had been confined only to 
have and raise their children and take care of elderly family members for 
thousands of years. 

Although women’s participation in the workforce is currently high 
(70%), the pay gap between women and men is high, also. China’s 
women earn on average 36% less than men for doing similar work, ranking 
them in the bottom third of the Global Gender Gap Index (ranked 106 
out of 153 countries). The estimated earned income of China’s women 
was USD12,200, but it is USD$19,900 for China’s men (WEF, 2020). 
Women in China’s average annual income is two-thirds (67.3%) of men’s 
income in urban areas, and just over half (56%) of men’s income in rural 
areas. In 1978 just 17.9% of China’s population lived in an urban area 
compared to 59.6% in 2018 (Catalyst, 2020). 

In the WEF (2018), women have equal access to financial services, 
as 76.4% of women vs. 81.4% of men have an account at a financial 
institution. But, in Chinese families, the possibility of daughters’ gaining 
inheritance rights is 50% lower than that of sons’. It is the same rate for 
women’s access to land and non-land use, control, and ownership. 

Social 
China was a feudal society for over 2000 years. Females were viewed as 
much inferior in the family and discriminated against. Forty-nine percent 
of women still endure violence (OECD, 2014). The typical characteristic 
of gender division of labor used to be that men were primarily outside the 
home and women were primarily inside the home. Sons are preferred in 
the family, especially in rural areas, not only because of their physical and 
economic ability to contribute to the family, but also because only sons 
can carry the last name of the family as well. It is also believed that only 
sons can properly venerate their ancestors (Abraham, 2015). 

However, since the founding of the New China in 1949, gender 
stereotyping has dramatically been alleviated thanks to many polit-
ical/economic movements and woman liberation policies initiated by the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which will be elaborated on in the 
political context section. Women are able to contribute more to the 
family: in the city, they go to work just as men do; in the rural area, 
women are able to help with sideline businesses or migrate to cities for 
better job opportunities. Therefore, women are much more independent 
and confident than ever, which results in a more equal status with their 
husbands in the family. The idea of women leaders is widely accepted
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and supported in the family. However, the traditional view of a woman’s 
role as a wife and mother is deeply rooted in Chinese society so that a 
woman who chooses to work more than spending time with her chil-
dren and family needs to be able to undergo a lot of pressure from her 
family and/or the society. This prevents many women from realizing their 
potential and becoming top leaders, which demands time and effort that 
they cannot afford. 

In China, all citizens are required to complete nine years of compulsory 
education funded by the government and run by the Ministry of Educa-
tion. This compulsory education consists of six years of primary education 
and three years of junior secondary education (junior or middle school). 
The family or individuals decide whether they will continue on to senior 
secondary education or above depending on their financial ability and will. 

The mean years of education of females are 6.9 vs. 8.2 for males 
(UNDP, 2020). The literacy rate of women in China is 94%, while that 
of men is 98%. The female enrollment rate in secondary education is 47% 
with males at 53%; the percentage of women with at least a secondary 
education is 19%, compared to 25% of men. For tertiary education, the 
enrollment rate of females is 43% vs. 37% for males (WEF, 2021). More 
women are college educated today than ever before. The representation 
of women in higher education has steadily increased in the past decade: 
Over half (50.7%) of enrolled students in tertiary (post-secondary) educa-
tion were women. The tertiary education attainment rates of women and 
men aged 25 or above are low, 3% for women and 4% for men (UNDP, 
2020). 

As a result of the one-child policy for almost four decades, women 
are 48.6% of China’s population because China is a strong boy-preferred 
country, especially in rural areas. Families that prefer boys but can only 
have one child will do everything to get a boy as their only child. The 
current sex ratio at birth is 0.87/1 (girls/boys). China is becoming an 
aging society. China’s fertility rate (1.6 births per woman) has fallen 
below the replacement level. Almost half (48%) of China’s population 
is between 25 and 54 years old. In 2021, 10% of China’s population was 
over 65 years old. The elderly (65+) population is expected to rise to 
17.2% by 2030 and 27.6% by 2050, a projected increase of almost 20% 
over 35 years. In WEF (2020), healthy life expectancy rate is another 
important indicator, which shows number of years that a person can 
expect to live in full health, calculated by taking into account years lived 
in less than full health due to disease and/or injury” (p. 73). The average 
ag“the averagee for women is 69 vs. 67 for men. On the other hand, equal
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opportunity is deeply embedded in Chinese society, which has helped 
boost gender equality (Mao Zedong, a Chairman of China) famously said 
that “women hold up half the sky”. This rapid urbanization and low child-
care burdens from China’s one-child policy have enabled more women to 
work. 

Cultural 
The beliefs and practices in gender issues in China have been influenced 
by three dominant ideologies and two dominant religions: Confucianism, 
Socialism/Maoism, Capitalism, Buddhism, and Daoism. 

Confucianism 
Confucius (551 BC–479 BC) was a teacher, politician, and philosopher 
in ancient China, and he accepted traditional gender hierarchies and the 
patriarchal kinship system from before his time (Gao, 2021). “Although 
the society has since undergone many changes, the fundamental values of 
Confucianism still influence the behaviors of individuals and the order of 
the society” (Ke et al., 2006, p. 30). 

In Analects , individual records of conversations between Confucian 
masters and disciples, the Three Cardinal Guides, and the Five Constant 
Virtues (三纲五常) were proposed. The Three Cardinal Guides are Ruler 
Guides Subject (君为臣纲), Father Guides Son (父为子纲), and Husband 
Guides Wife (夫为妻纲). The Five Constant Virtues are benevolence (仁), 
righteousness (义), propriety (礼), knowledge (智), and sincerity (信). 
The Three Cardinal Guides dictate women to be subject to their fathers, 
then husbands, and then to sons during widowhood. Being submissive as 
a wife and mother is women’s way (妇道). Confucianism reached its peak 
during Song Dynasty (960–1279), when the Cult of Chastity was advo-
cated. Chasity was considered the highest virtue for women, who would 
rather die than get remarried after the passing of their husbands. Those 
chaste widows were elevated to the role of cultural heroes (Adler, 2005). 

Clark and Wang (2004) argued that Confucians had no intention to 
promote gender inequality in their teaching, and later Confucians actu-
ally focused more on the Five Constant Virtues, which were used to 
teach rulers how to become noble enlightened leaders (Jun Zi). Jun Zi 
can be a woman or a man. Whoever can manage to cultivate the five 
constant virtues can be a leader. However, Confucianism, especially the 
Three Cardinal Guides, did support the patriarchal character of society
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and was used by many emperors and bureaucrats as a ruling tool to 
suppress Chinese women in imperial China. 

Buddhism and Daoism 
While Confucianism created gender stereotyping and inequality in the 
society, Buddhism and Daoism provided some alternatives for women 
in the Chinese culture. Buddhism originated in India and, over time, 
changed to become more feminist-friendly. For instance, Guanyin, a  
female Buddha is known as Goddess of Compassion, was not a woman 
figure originally (Adler, 2005). Unlike many other religions in the world, 
Buddhism has no one central God. Instead, anyone who follows Buddhist 
doctrines, meditating and cultivating him/herself, can become a Buddha 
such as Guanyin and live a fulfilling, happy life. Buddhism believes in 
Karma and everything happens for a reason. Buddhism does not exclude 
women or provide justice for discrimination against women. Instead, 
“Buddhist nunneries provided alternative vocations not only for those 
women who chose not to marry, but also for widows and those women 
who, once their children had grown, felt limited by Confucian social 
restrictions” (Adler, 2005, para. 11). 

Before Confucius, I Chang, a book of changes and the great book of 
divination, coined the theory of Yin and Yang. Yin, originally meaning 
“shady, secret, dark, mysterious, cold,” represents everything of this 
nature, such as feminine; and Yang, originally meaning “clear, bright, 
the sun, heat,” represents everything of this nature, such as masculine. 
Despite the clear division between Yin (feminine) and Yang (masculine), 
everything in the world is actually a mixture of Yin and Yang, which might 
turn out to be the opposite to each other under certain circumstances. 
Yin-yang theory recognizes the differences between yin (female) and 
yang (male) but also confirms that they are equally good. Yin and yang 
are reciprocal and contribute to an integrated whole (Adler, 2005). This 
belief has a substantial influence in Chinese leadership theories, which will 
be detailed later. 

It is generally believed that Confucianism focuses more on the mascu-
line aspect of Yin-Yang, while Daoism focuses more on the feminine 
aspect of Yin-Yang. Confucianism highlights the dominance of the 
masculinity in its doctrine, and Daoism embraces harmony and believes 
in the importance of developing women and cultivating femininity in 
a culture. Therefore, in Daoism, women can be priests, libationers 
(religious professionals), teachers, or even immortals (Kohn, 2004). “In
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medieval Daoist monasteries, women were equal in status to men in all 
ways, distinguished only by the type of cap they wore” (Kohn, 2004, p.  
65). Both Buddhism and Daoism call for respect from men to women in 
their practices. 

Socialism/Maoism 
From the early twentieth century, the May 4th generation of intellectuals 
started to reject Confucianism as an obstacle to Chinese advancement. 
The rejection was formalized by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
after the founding of the New China. CCP viewed Confucianism as a 
feudal ideology that was inimical to socialism and, therefore, tried to 
establish a new socialist ideology that defined women in a different way 
through a series of economic and political movements (as elaborated in 
the Political Context). 

The famous quote from Chairman Mao, the first and founding leader 
of the New China, opened a new chapter for contemporary women in 
China. It says: “Women hold up half of the sky” (Cooke, 2013, p. 285). 
This quote instilled the idea of gender equality into Chinese society 
and has a long-lasting effect on Chinese women and China’s economic 
development. 

To support this new ideology, the government supported many educa-
tional, consciousness-raising programs, during which the old codes of 
ethics, such as women should not participate in public matters, were crit-
icized. Furthermore, women were encouraged to voice their opinions in 
small groups and forego the idea of depending on men (Luo, 1997). 
Chinese women today believe that they are entitled to rights and status 
equal to men. 

Capitalism 
With the economic reform, the country opened its doors not only to 
a new economic form, but also a new ideology: capitalism. As Marcus 
(2016) put it, capitalism sponsors feminism, if not more, because it does 
not create gender division of labor. Business does not care who produces 
the products, a woman or a man; they care only for the quality of products 
for which consumers are willing to pay. In this case, women are provided 
freedom of choice between housework and work outside the house, as 
well as an equal opportunity to perform if they do choose to work as men.
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Compared to socialist feminism, capitalist feminism, often called individ-
ualism/libertarian feminism, provides legitimate options to women when 
approaching equality, freedom, and justice. 

Under the influence of both socialist feminism and libertarian femi-
nism, Chinese women who were oppressed for over 2000 years were 
liberated faster than those in many other societies in the world. 

However, further analysis of ideologies and religions disclosed that 
Chinese society has seemingly accepted the idea of gender equality, but 
it actually does not when social injustice to women is still allowed. The 
reasons are: (1) Although the yin-yang theory and Daoism posit that yin 
(female) and yang (male) are equally important, males still dominate posi-
tions of power. In other words, gender division of labor still exists. “The 
fact that yin and yang are equal and interrelated aspects of the cosmos 
does not imply that males and females must be treated equally” (Clark & 
Wang, 2004, p. 408); (2), despite the fact that Buddhism encourages 
everyone to cultivate themselves to become a Buddha. The kinds of wives 
endorsed by the religion clearly shows similar personal traits expected 
from men to women as a patriarchal culture. They are friends, caregivers, 
and sisters/slaves to their husbands; and (3) in the new market economy; 
Chinese women are offered great freedom in choosing what they can do 
to contribute to their family: housewives or work outside the house. For 
most who choose to work as their husbands do, there is a dual burden 
because raising and educating children are still mainly the responsibility of 
women. The glass ceiling effect is, therefore, a result of the work-balance 
issue. Furthermore, despite women’s rights and interests protection laws, 
the enforcement of the laws is lacking; (4) probably the most important, 
the self-efficacy of Chinese women for high leadership positions is low. 
Due to the long-term influence of Confucius ideology, the traditional 
view that wives should take care of internal family affairs primarily and 
husbands external business for the family is deeply embedded in Chinese 
women’s minds. 

Political 
The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has been the ruling party in China 
since the establishment of the new China in 1949, when all women were 
granted voting rights and the same rights for divorce as men. The China 
Women’s Federation was established at the same time to represent and 
protect women’s rights and interests.
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The cooperative movement (1952–1956) and the communication 
movement (1956–1958) entitled women to do fieldwork and totally 
changed the gender division of labor for the first time: these movements 
allowed them to enter the wage labor force and to be rewarded on the 
same work points (Gong Feng) system as men. 

Furthermore, the state played an important role in promoting women’s 
rights by developing legislation and policies to protect women’s rights 
and interests. For instance, the Marriage Law of 1950 ruled out many 
discriminating practices against women, such as arranged marriages, 
concubinage, dowries, and child brides. Article 6 of the Marriage Law 
in 2017 stipulated that the legal marriage age for men and women is 
22 and 20, respectively, and late marriage and childbearing should be 
encouraged, which indirectly grants more time for women to develop in 
work and life. In the Special Provisions on Labor Protection for Women 
Workers promulgated by the State Council’s 200th executive meeting in 
2012, women can get paid maternity leave of at least 98 days. However, 
the cost is shared by the government and employer. Therefore, employers 
tend to hire men instead of women due to the long maternity leave; some 
employers hire women only who have already had children, deny preg-
nant women statutory leave, or dismiss women during pregnancy. Those 
discriminatory practices reported by the United Nation Human Rights 
Council were unlawful according to Chinese National Labor Law, but 
only strong enforcement of the law can help to prevent them (Catalyst, 
2020). 

The 1979 one-child policy is the most controversial policy that was 
designed to control population growth and relieve women’s burden at 
home. On the one hand, girls became the immediate victims of this policy: 
With advanced technology, such as ultrasound detection, families with 
a traditional preference for boys aborted girls before full term, leaving 
China with a significant gender imbalance. On the other hand, girls are 
cherished as much as boys because they were singletons in the family. In 
bigger cities, some families prefer girls over boys because girls are natu-
rally closer to their biological parents and families, and it costs much less 
when they get married later on (it is a tradition that the groom’s family 
needs to show his family’s financial ability to raise his wife and children 
by providing housing and covering all or most of the wedding expenses). 
The girls cherished by their families are showered with all of their fami-
lies’ resources and a top-notch education; they are able to go to the
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best universities and gain employment in the most competitive compa-
nies (Abraham, 2015). In October 2015, China abolished the one-child 
policy, and starting from 2021, the country has encouraged to have more 
than two children for a family. The effect of the new birth promotion 
policies has yet to be seen. 

Despite these improvements in women’s rights and status, the polit-
ical voice and representation of women are low. Only 23% of women 
in China have a political voice (OECD, 2019). Less than one-quarter 
(24.9%) of all positions in China’s parliament are held by women, and 
only 3.2% of all ministerial positions are held by women. In the past 
50 years, there were only four years with a female head of state (WEF, 
2021). No woman has ever been among the nine members of China’s 
top level of decision-making, the Political Standing Committee of the 
Communist Party (Catalyst, 2021a, 2021b). 

Leadership Development 
Context in Non-Asian Countries 

North America: United States and Its Contexts 

Economic 
The U.S. per capita income was USD$59,500 in 2020 (CIA, 2022). The 
pay gap between women and men is high. Women in the USA earn on 
average 35% less than men for doing similar work, and the estimated 
earned income of women was USD$43,122 compared with USD$66,338 
for men (WEF, 2022). Ninety-five percent of women and 92% of men 
have a checking/savings account with a financial institution. Women’s 
access to financial services is on par with men. In addition, women have 
achieved parity in regards to inheritance rights, with access to, control 
of, and ownership of land. The current gender ratio is 0.98. The human 
capital index of the country is 74.84 (ranked 4th) with a deployment 
subindex of 68.74 (ranked 43th) (WEF, 2017). Women’s participation in 
the workforce is 67% and men’s rate of participation is 78% (WEF, 2020). 

Social 
The current gender ratio at birth in the US is 0.98/1 (girls/boys). 
Today’s American women are having 2 children per woman, the replace-
ment rate. The mean years of schooling for women is 13 and 12.9 for 
men (UNDP, 2020). The literacy rate of women is the same as that of
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men, 99%. The enrollment rate of girls in secondary education is 92% 
and for boys, 89%; in tertiary education, the enrollment rate of women is 
93% vs. 75% for men, which indicates outperformance of women vs. men 
in higher education (WEF, 2020). The healthy life expectancy age for 
women is 70.1 vs. 66.9 for men (WEF, 2020). When looking at these 
numbers, you would expect that women would have achieved equity, 
but it is not the case. It becomes evident that lack of education or lesser 
educational level is not the root cause of gender inequity in the US. 

The notion of family in North American changed from a nuclear two-
generational group with parents and children sharing the same household 
in the1950s and 1960s to a family system in which family and business 
have been embedded together after the 60s (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003). In 
the former family structure, few women worked outside the home, while 
it is not rare for women to do so in the current family structure. However, 
spillovers exist between family and business, which influence the processes 
of women making decision to take leadership positions outside their 
homes. In other words, family members’ perceptions of women’s lead-
ership will decide whether women will be engaged in leadership roles in 
business. In this type of family, women are still expected to be the primary 
caregivers of their children even when they work outside the home. Men, 
on the other hand, are expected to be good economic providers for their 
families. This dual role of women unfairly requires women not only to be 
the financial provider, but also the family caregiver. An often repeated 
phrase the author (grown up in the south) always heard in his rural 
community while growing up was “men work from sun up to sun down, 
but women’s work is never done”. This rural saying captures the plight 
of women today who venture out of the home but are still expected to 
fulfill the role of homemaker. 

Cultural 
The primary religion is Protestant Christian (46.5%), and secondly is 
Roman Catholic (20.8%) (CIA, 2022). Some Christian denominations 
put the man as the head of the household, and this cultural mindset 
permeates U.S. American society. Some Christian religious leaders feel 
that women should not retain positions of leadership in the church. 
Some Protestant churches do not let women serve as pastors or heads 
of the church. It should be noted that this is slowly changing, but this 
mindset is still in the majority (Masci, 2014). However, in contrast to
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this conservative position, there are many progressive Christian denom-
inations who are strongly pro-feminist and encourage women to enter 
the ministry, e.g., Episcopal Church, some Lutheran synods, the United 
Church of Christ, the United Methodist Church, the United Presbyterian 
Church, and many others, supporting the movement toward feminism 
in the U.S. culture. The conservative belief systems (Roman Catholic, 
some Lutheran synods, Mormons, and most evangelical churches) causes 
some U.S. Americans to feel that women should not aspire to political 
or business leadership. This cultural ideology reinforces the thinking that 
“women should know their place” and that “men are supposed to wear 
the pants in the family”. 

Political 
The United States government is best categorized as a constitutional 
federal republic. Political parties are essentially organizations designed for 
ideological advocacy and achieving control of the government through 
elections. The U.S. American political sphere has been historically domi-
nated by a two-party system. The first major national political party 
was the Federalist Party, followed by the Democratic-Republican Party 
(predecessor to the current Democratic Party), both of which domi-
nated the early U.S. American political scene for nearly thirty years. 
The demise of the Federalist Party saw the Whig Party taking center 
stage for about two decades. The emergence of the Republican Party 
toward the middle of the nineteenth century established a two-century 
long duopoly with the Democratic Party lasting until today (Wallach, 
2017). Only 26% of women in the United States have political voice 
(OECD, 2019).The United States has never had a woman as head of 
state, though there has been one woman as a candidate for President, 
and, in 2020, a woman senator is running as vice-president for the 
Democrats. Other women have been nominated as vice-president, by 
both parties. “In 2020, 144 (105D, 39R) women held seats in the United 
States Congress, comprising 27% of the 539 members; 24 women (24%) 
served in the United States Senate, and 120 women (27%) served in 
the United States House of Representatives” (Blazina & Desilver, 2021). 
These numbers show that women have made inroads into the polit-
ical sphere, but that much more needs to be done for women in the 
USA to have political equality with their men peers. “The U.S. Consti-
tution does not guarantee equal rights for women. According to the 
Equal Rights Coalition, 96% of Americans think the Equal Rights Amend-
ment (ERA) has passed. Without the ERA, the status quo, which needs
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to change, is changing more slowly” (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ 
tabby-biddle/wait-women-dont-have-equa_b_6098120.html). The ERA 
needs only one more state to affirm the constitutional amendment. It 
should be noted that a woman has still been unable to achieve the presi-
dency of the United States; however, Senator Hillary Clinton came very 
close to breaking this ultimate glass ceiling for women in the United 
States during the 2016 election. It was encouraging that she was able 
to win the popular vote, yet was defeated by the Electoral College vote. 

South America: Brazil and Its Contexts 

Economic 
Brazil is the sixth-largest economy and had a per capita GDP 
of USD$14,100 in 2020 (WEF, 2022). The current gender ratio 
(female/male) is 0.95. The human capital index of the country is 59.73 
(ranked 77th) with a deployment subindex of 62.4 (ranked 76th) (WEF, 
2017). Women’s participation in the workforce is 62%, and men’s rate 
of participation is 83%. The pay gap between women and men is high. 
Women in Brazil earn on average 42% less than men for doing similar 
work, and the estimated earned income of women was USD$11,666 
and USD$20,263 for men. Women in Brazil also lag behind their male 
counterparts in regards to banking access as 65% of women and have 
a checking/savings account with a financial institution, but 72% of men 
possess a checking/savings account. Women’s access to financial services is 
only 50% of the rate of access for men. In Brazilian families, the possibility 
of daughters’ gaining inheritance rights is half (50%) that of sons. Women 
do have equal access to land and non-land use, control, and ownership. 

Social 
In Brazil, it is mandatory for children to go to school from age 6 to 
14. These compulsory nine years of education are known as Funda-
mental Education (Ensino Fundamental) and are divided into two levels: 
Ensino Fundamental I and Ensino Fundamental II. During the Ensino 
Fundamental I , children study mathematics, Portuguese, science, arts, 
history, geography, and physical education. During Ensino Fundamental 
II, students study at least one other compulsory language (Angloinfo, 
2017). 

The literacy rate of women is 93% and that of men is 92%. Girls’ 
enrollment rate in secondary education is 85% and boys, 79%; for tertiary

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/tabby-biddle/wait-women-dont-have-equa_b_6098120.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/tabby-biddle/wait-women-dont-have-equa_b_6098120.html
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education, the enrollment rate of women is 53% vs. 40% for men. The 
average healthy life expectancy age for women is 68 vs. 63 for men 
(Forum, 2016). Women are more successful at persisting in higher educa-
tion. In 2007, 48.4% of men enrolled in college earned their degree, while 
62.9% of women graduated (Greco et al., 2016). 

Families are valued and usually big. Women take care of kids for their 
families and/or work at low-paid jobs, such as teaching and nursing. 
Brazilian women are leading in the science field and are successful in 
entrepreneurship, thanks to support from the government. 

Cultural 
Brazil’s primary religions are Roman Catholic (64.6%) and Protestant 
(22.2%) (CIA, 2022). Brazilian culture is a melting pot of nationalities, 
as a result of centuries of European (mostly Portuguese) domination and 
slavery, which brought hordes of African migrants across Brazil’s borders 
to live in and influence the local cultures with their ancient customs and 
ideas. The European settlers also brought ideas, innovations, and belief 
systems with them, shaping local societies significantly. All of these influ-
ences have meant that the modern-day Brazilian culture is unique and 
very complex. More than half are white, just fewer than 40% are mixed 
black and white, and less than 10% are black. 

Political 
The Brazilian government is a federal representative democratic republic 
with a presidential system. Brazil has 32 official political parties, and 
five political parties dominate the political environment of the country. 
While Brazilian women are doing well in business and education, the 
same cannot be said in the political sphere. Only 53 of 513 congressional 
representatives are women. The female political voice in Brazil is only 9%. 

Europe: Sweden and Its Contexts 

Economic 
Sweden had a per capita GDP of USD$50,700 in 2020 (CIA, 2022). 
Sweden has a diverse, highly competitive and successful, capitalistic 
economy. The WEF (2021) ranked Sweden as one of the top ten coun-
tries leading gender equality in the world. The gender ratio (female/male) 
was 0.94. The human capital index of the country was 73.95 (ranked 8th) 
with a deployment subindex of 69.60 (ranked 39th) (WEF, 2017). The
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unemployment rate in 2021 was 6.78%. Nearly ninety-one (90.6) percent 
of the population are internet users, which is the highest rate among the 
countries examined (CIA, 2022). 

Women’s participation in the workforce was high (79%), and the pay 
gap between women and men is shrinking. Women in Sweden earn 
on average 22% less than men doing similar work, and the estimated 
earned income of women was USD$39,804 with USD$50,796 for men 
(WEF World Economic Forum [WEF], 2021). In the WEF Gender Gap 
Report (2021), women have equal access to financial services as men. One 
hundred percent of men and women have an account at a financial insti-
tution. Women have also achieved parity in regards to inheritance rights, 
access to land and non-land use, control, and ownership. 

Social 
The sex ratio at birth is 1.00 male/female. Nearly eighty-six (85.8) 
percent of the population lived in urban areas. Life expectancy for men 
was 80.4, with 83.9 for women (CIA, 2022). The mean years of schooling 
for women were 12.2 with 12 for men (UNDP, 2020). The birth rate was 
1.88 children born/woman. 

From the age of six, every child has equal access to free education 
in Sweden. The Swedish school system is regulated through the Educa-
tion Act, which ensures a safe and friendly environment for students. The 
act mandates nine years of school attendance for all children from the 
year they turn seven. Sweden, förskola (pre-school) is provided by munic-
ipalities for children ages one to five. The amount of municipal subsidy 
for pre-school depends on the child’s age and whether the parents work, 
study, are unemployed, or on parental leave for other children. Swedish 
pre-school emphasizes the importance of play in a child’s development, 
with a curriculum aiming to ensure children’s individual needs and inter-
ests. Gender-aware education is increasingly common, striving to provide 
children with the same opportunities in life regardless of gender. 

The current sex ratio at birth is 1.00 (girls/boys). Today’s Swedish 
women are having 2 children per woman. The mean years of schooling 
for females is 12.2 and 12 for males (UNDP, 2020). There are more 
women than men who participate in higher education. The average life 
expectancy age for women is 73 vs. 70 for men.



264 J. KE ET AL.

Cultural 
The racial makeup of the country is primarily of indigenous persons: 
Swedes with Finnish and Sami notherners, formerly known in English 
as Laplanders) minorities; with immigrants coming from Finland, Syria, 
Iraq, Poland, and Iran. The official language is Swedish. The primary 
religion is the Church of Sweden, which is Lutheran, a major branch of 
Protestant Christianity (CIA, 2022). 

Swedish people believe that everyone, regardless of gender, has the 
right to work and support themselves, to balance career and family life, 
and to live without the fear of abuse or violence. They also believe 
that men and women should have equal distribution among all levels of 
society. The Education Act of Sweden states that gender equality should 
reach all levels of the educational system. A welfare system that promotes 
a healthy work-life balance is of great utility to women. In addition, 
generous paid family leave policies have helped women achieve unprece-
dented levels of equality in the workplace. Parents are allowed to share 
480 days of paid family leave when a child is born or adopted (Sweden, 
2017). 

Sweden’s egalitarian society builds on historical circumstances that 
favor a sense of solidarity. One of the key characteristics of Swedish culture 
is that Swedes are egalitarian in nature, humble, and boasting absolutely 
unacceptable. In many ways, Swedes prefer to listen to others as opposed 
to ensuring that their own voice is heard. When speaking, Swedes speak 
softly and calmly. It is rare that you witness a Swede demonstrating anger 
or strong emotion in public. 

Swedes rarely take hospitality or kindness for granted, and, as such, 
they will often give thanks. Failing to say thank you for something 
is perceived negatively in Sweden. Behaviors in Sweden are strongly 
balanced toward lagom or, everything in moderation. Excess, flashiness, 
and boasting are abhorred in Sweden, and individuals strive toward the 
middle way. As an example, working hard and playing hard are not 
common concepts in Sweden. People work hard but not too hard; they go 
out and enjoy themselves, but without participating in anything extreme. 
Due to the strong leaning toward egalitarianism in Sweden, competition 
is not encouraged, and children are not raised to believe that they are any 
more special than any other child.
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Political 
Sweden is a parliamentary democracy with general elections every four 
years. The Swedish Parliament is referred to as the Riksdag. The Swedish 
Constitution regulates the relationships between decision-making, exec-
utive power, and the basic rights and freedoms of citizens. Four major 
laws make up the Constitution: the Instrument of Government, the Act 
of Succession, the Freedom of the Press Act, and the Fundamental Law 
on Freedom of Expression. The Instrument of Government guarantees 
citizens the right to obtain information freely, hold demonstrations, form 
political parties, and practice their religion. Gender equality is strongly 
emphasized in the Education Act, the law that governs all education in 
Sweden. Gender equality starts from pre-school. Currently, girls outper-
form boys in school in general (12% higher grade points than boys), 
and more girls complete upper secondary education (88.6% vs. 66.4%) 
(OECD, 2019). 

The family in Sweden is extremely important, and, as such, the rights 
of children are well protected. The rights afforded to Swedish families to 
ensure that they are able to care adequately for their children are some of 
the best rights in the world. An overview of these rights includes: Either 
the mother or father is entitled to be absent from work until their child 
reaches 18 months. Either parent has the right to reduce their work-
load by 25% until their child reaches 8 years old (and is formally ready 
for school). A parental allowance is paid for 480 days, which is intended 
for both parents. For this reason, this element of the allowance is often 
known as Daddy’s months. One has the right to up to 60 days off per 
year to care for a sick child. A number of people in Sweden, however, 
challenge the degree to which these rights are truly positive as statistics 
suggest that women often fall way behind men colleagues in respect to 
position and pay. 

Sweden has made great strides in achieving gender pay parity, but 
more work remains before parity will be achieved. Sweden still struggles 
with a lack of women in top jobs. The Gender Discrimination Act helps 
regulate gender equality. The law ensures that employers will promote 
equal rights and prohibits discrimination, and it requires employers to 
investigate discrimination complaints and take preventative measures to 
prohibit reoccurrence. Additionally, protections are given to parents who 
have requested parental leave. The Swedish government is very proactive 
and has created a climate in which women can be guaranteed the same 
rights and protections as men. (Sweden, 2017). Political voice of women
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is 45%, and Women’s representation in parliament is also very high: 44% 
(WEF, 2021). 

Oceania: Australia and Its Contexts 

Economic 
Sweden had a per capita GDP of USD$48,700 in 2020 (CIA, 2022). 
The pay gap between women and men is high. Women in Australia earn 
on average 37% less than men for doing similar work, and the estimated 
earned income of women was USD$35,414 for women and USD$56,452 
for men (WEF, 2021). The human capital index of the country was 71.56 
(ranked 20th) with a deployment subindex of 66.2 (ranked 63th) (WEF, 
2017). 

In the WEF Gender Gap Report (2021), women have equal access 
to financial services. Ninety-nine percent of women and of men have an 
account at a financial institution. In Australian families, the possibility of 
daughters’ gaining inheritance rights is equal to that of sons. Women also 
have equal access to land and non-land use, control, and ownership. 

In 2009-2010, average superannuation payouts for women were just over 
half (57%) those of men. Average retirement payouts in 2009-10 were of 
the order of USD$198,000 for men and only USD$112,600 for women. 
As a result, women are more likely to experience poverty in their retirement 
years and be far more reliant on the Age Pension (AHRC, 2017, para. 6). 

Social 
The literacy rate of women and men in Australia is 99%. Girls’ enroll-
ment rate in secondary education is 88% and for boys, 86%; in tertiary 
education, the enrollment rate of women is 100% vs. 72% for men (WEF, 
2021). The current gender ratio at birth is 0.94/1 (girls/boys). Today’s 
Australian women are having 1.77 children per woman. Nearly thirty-
one percent (30.8) of the population is 24 years of age and younger and 
27.64% of the population is 55 years of age and older. Forty-two percent 
are 25–54 years of age (UNDP, 2020). The average health expectancy 
age for women is 77 vs. 71 for men. Larger numbers of women are 
gaining access to leadership positions in both public and private sectors. 
A quarter of women in Australia experience harassment in the work-
place, with inappropriate jokes and sexually suggestive comments being 
the most common type of harassment. Fifty percent of Australian women
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report experiencing discrimination in the workplace during their preg-
nancy. “Mothers spend twice as many hours (8 h and 33 min) each week 
looking after children under 15, compared to fathers (3 h and 55 min)” 
(AHRC, 2017, para. 6). 

Cultural 
The primary religions are Protestant (30.1%) and Catholic (25.3%) (CIA, 
2022). Australia began as a penal colony, shaping its national character. 
Furthermore, Australia was formed by immigration and diverse races. The 
bushman mythology has also helped to shape Australian culture. Colo-
nials subjugated the aboriginal populations by force, but thankfully, more 
humane policies were developed. 

Political 
Australia is a representative democracy with Queen Elizabeth II serving 
as the head of state. The powers of government are divided between the 
central government and individual states. Women’s political voice through 
election to central government bodies in Australia is a fraction above 17%. 
“Following the 2016 election the total number of women in Parliament 
has risen slightly from 69 (31%) to 73 (32%). The number of women in 
the House of Representatives has risen to 43 (29%), up from 40 (27%) 
at the end of the 44th Parliament. The number of women in the Senate 
has increased by one since the end of the 44th Parliament to 30 senators 
(39%). As is the case in many parliaments around the world, women 
remain significantly under-represented in the Australian parliament. “The 
Australian figures are similar to those of comparable countries, such 
as Canada, where women make up 29% of the parliament, and New 
Zealand, where women make up 31% of the parliament” (Hough, 2016, 
para. 1–3). These numbers clearly indicate that women in Australia are 
making improvements in their political empowerment, but more work is 
to be done if they hope to close the gap with their men counterparts. 

Country Comparisons of Contextual Impact 
on Women’s Leadership Development 

This section discusses where women stand on their way to becoming 
leaders in different contexts, and how far they are from their men coun-
terparts. According to UNDP (2020), Australia, Sweden, and the U.S.



268 J. KE ET AL.

are countries of high human development; Brazil and China of moder-
ately high human development. However, the development level does 
not necessarily indicate or dictate the gap between women and men. 
Table 11.1 also shows that China has a much larger gender gap to fill 
than the other countries studied. China scored 0.682 and ranked 107 
out of 144 countries. China’s rank varies in each of the four sub-indices: 
economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health 
and survival, and political empowerment. WEF (2021) used these four 
sub-indices as indicators for underlying contextual factors: economic, 
cultural, social, and political, while the overall index evaluates each 
country’s environment for women to participate and perform in lead-
ership. Each subindex and its contextual implications for China and other 
non-Asian countries are discussed.

Economic Participation 
Opportunity Subindex–Economic 

This subindex measures the gap between women and men in terms of 
participation, earned income, and the advancement into senior manage-
ment, technical, and professional positions. Based on this measurement, 
the country that shows the least gap between women and men is Sweden, 
followed by the U.S.A., Australia, China, and Brazil. China is ranked low 
in this category, but slightly better than Australia, Brazil. The ranking 
is better than five years ago, when Australia ranked higher than China 
(WEF, 2021). China needs to continue working on providing more 
opportunities for women to participate in leadership and help them move 
into senior leadership positions. In addition, the issue of pay disparity still 
needs to be addressed. 

Educational Attainment Subindex–Cultural 
This subindex measures the gap between women and men in terms of 
access to primary, secondary, and tertiary education, as well as literacy 
rate. The country that boasts the least gender gap is Australia, followed 
by USA, Brazil, Sweden, and China. The finding is surprising for sure 
because USA is no longer leading in the educating women, which 
might explain why women’s leadership development has not made much 
progress during recent years. In the U.S.A., women earn 60% of under-
graduate degrees and 60% of all master’s degrees, out of which 38% are in
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business and management. 47% of all law degrees and 48% of all medical 
degrees are acquired by women (CAP, 2021). 

Again, this indicator shows that China lags behind in providing educa-
tion to girls/women. China has a long history of valuing education; 
however, education for a long time has been reserved as a privilege of 
boys/men and remains more or less as is in some backwards regions 
currently. This phenomenon has its cultural roots; although sons are 
more preferred than girls in many patriarchy societies, it is especially so 
in China. The notion of men’s superiority over women was established 
by Confucianism over 2000 years ago. A girl is viewed as a property of 
her future married family, as the birth of a daughter, as a Chinese saying 
goes, is: A married out daughter is like spilt water. And, the notion that 
ignorance is women’s virtue reflects the class oppression against women 
in Chinese society. Therefore, for many families, especially those with 
limited financial resources in China, it is not deemed necessary to have 
girls educated. 

Health and Survival Subindex–Social 
This subindex sets the social environment for women’s development and 
measures the gap between women and men in terms of gender ratio at 
birth, life expectancy, and survival rate. Based on the WEF (2021) data, 
the countries that have health and survival gaps ranging from the least to 
the most are: Brazil, U.S.A., Australia, Sweden, and China. Again, China 
is the lowest-ranked country among all the examined economies, which 
indicates that healthcare is greatly needed for Chinese women in order 
to achieve more success in women’s leadership development. However, 
Brazil ranked the first among all the countries reported, which is quite an 
achievement compared to its performance in the areas. More research to 
find out the reasons behind the phenomenon will provide more insights 
for the rest of the world in terms of improving women’s health and 
survival rate. 

Political Empowerment Subindex–Political 
This sub-index measures the gap between men and women at the highest 
level of political decision-making through the ratio of women to men in 
minister-level, parliamentary, and executive offices. The subindex indicates
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that women in Sweden have been more empowered politically compared 
to women in the other countries examined, which is thanks to the legisla-
tive quota system that has been in place since the 1970s. The countries 
ranked below Sweden are U.S., Australia, Brazil, and China. China is on 
the bottom of the ranking, 118 of 144 countries, once again. 

After the contextual factors of each country are reviewed, women’s 
participation and performance are presented in the following Tables 
(11.2 and 11.3). Gender equality is the most critical element that 
women’s leadership development should focus on because it remains as 
a major barrier to human and women’s development. Therefore, the 
Gender Inequality Index provided by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) was analyzed. The Gender Inequality Index was 
introduced by UNDP in 2010 to measure the gender disparity of 188 
countries in the world. Three important aspects of human development— 
reproductive health, empowerment, and economic status are included in 
the index. Table 11.2 compares the results between the 2020 Gender 
Inequality Index from the United Nations and the 2021 Gender Gap 
Index from World Economic Forum. 

As shown in Table 11.2, Sweden remains the highest ranked country 
in both indices, showing the least gender gap, while the U.S. remains the 
middle ranked, and China and Brazil remain as lower ranked countries. 
And, it is interesting to see the change of ranking when different gender 
contextual factors are considered: when secondary education instead of 
overall education situation was considered without including women’s 
health and survival rate (more social contextual factors such as family

Table 11.2 Gender Gap Index 2021 versus Gender Inequality Index 2020 

Gender Gap Index, 2021 
(World Economic Forum) 

Gender Inequality Index, 2020 
(UNDP) 

Rank Score Rank among 144 
countries 

Rank Score Rank among 188 
countries 

Sweden 1 0.823 5 1 0.039 3 
United States 2 0.763 30 4 0.204 46 
Australia 3 0.731 50 2 0.069 14 
Brazil 4 0.687 79 5 0.408 95 
China 5 0.682 107 3 0.168 39 

Source WEF (2021), UNDP (2020) 
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discrimination and violence against women), China moved from the 
bottom to the middle in rank, and Australia moved from the fourth place 
to the second place. This again confirms the importance of examining 
and analyzing different contextual factors in studying women’s leadership 
issues. It is also noticeable that China surpassed USA in reaching gender 
equality in 2019, indicated by the gender inequality index in UNDP 
(2020) while China was far behind USA in terms of gender gap in 2020 
(WEF, 2021). Future study on what has contributed to the conflicting 
result is greatly needed. 

Due to the fact that data for all countries were not complete in one 
source, data from different sources of 2015–2020 were extracted to 
compare in Table 11.3. Data within a three-year range normally do not 
vary much and can be considered comparable. 

Table 11.3 lists countries in the order of high to low in terms 
of women’s labor participation rate. Although China has the highest 
women’s labor participation rate, its women’s participation rates in key 
management positions and senior management roles are the lowest 
among all the countries selected. In other words, fewer women who work 
become leaders compared to women who work in non-Asian countries 
due to the gender stereotyping from traditional ideologies and beliefs. In

Table 11.3 Percentage of womenleaders 

Women’s labor 
participation 

Key management 
positions 

Senior management 
roles 

China 63.9%1 17.5%4 10.7% of board 
directors in 2014 
and 3.2% of CEOs3 

Sweden 60.3%1 24% in 20144 33.6% board of 
director5 and 

Brazil 59.4%1 19.4%4 6.3% of board 
directors4 

Australia 58.8%1 27.4%2 23.6% of board 
directors and 15.4% 
of CEOs2 

United States 56.3%1 37%3 19% of board 
directors3 and 4% of 
CEOs of S&P 500 
Companies2 

Sources 1. UNDP (2020); 2. Catalyst (2020); 3. CAP (2015); 4. WBDB (2015); 5. Hora (2015) 
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the United States, women’s labor participation rate is the lowest among 
the developed countries, but women who entered lower- and middle-
level leadership positions were more than those in Australia and Sweden, 
which leads to the alarming phenomenon: very few business women got 
to the top of organizations. Only 4% of CEOs of Unites States’ S&P 
500 companies were women in 2021, compared to 15.4% in Australia. 
Brazil has the third highest level of women’s labor participation rate but 
has the next to the last place in regards to percentage of women in senior 
management roles. Sweden’s higher women’s participation rate in politics 
did not reflect in the business arena. Women make up 45% of parliament 
but only 13% of corporate leadership. In other words, the quota system 
did not help women in business as much as it did in politics. In Australia, 
the number of women in the lower- and middle-level management posi-
tions and in the top positions of organizations are quite balanced, which 
can be explained by the fact that Australia is a more equalitarian society, 
and women suffer less from gender stereotyping and glass ceiling effect 
than the other countries studied. 

Conclusion 

Kabeer and Natali (2013) argued that the relationship between gender 
equality and economic growth is an asymmetrical one: the contributing 
effect of gender equality on a society’s economic growth is more consis-
tent and robust than the reverse effect. The review and analysis of 
literature and data on world women’s leadership development in this 
chapter echoes that. Despite being the second largest economy, China 
has a much bigger gender gap to fill than many other countries of 
less economic power such as Australia, Sweden and Brazil. Among the 
highly developed countries—U.S.A., Sweden, and Australia, the U.S.A. 
lags behind in the number of top women business leaders. Saab (2014) 
presented a surprising fact: “The highest proportions of women with 
senior roles are in the BRICS nations–Brazil, Russia, India, China, and 
South Africa. There, women comprise 30% of senior management posi-
tions, which is higher than the global average (24%)” (para. 10). More 
contextual factors than economic factors need to be examined in order 
to understand how different women leadership’s development in China is 
from those of some non-Asian countries, which will provide insights on
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how to develop future women leaders on the national level. More contex-
tual factors other than economic factors are also analyzed in this chapter: 
social, cultural, and political. 

Contextual Catalysts and Impediments for Women’s 
Success in China and Non-Asian Countries 

Some contextual catalysts and impediments are persistent and consistent 
across cultures despite their divergent contexts. Some prominent contex-
tual catalysts are educational opportunity, socio-economic support, and 
political advocacy for gender equality/diversity. And some prominent 
contextual impediments to women’s success are traditional perceptions 
of gender roles, work-life imbalance, and the glass ceiling effect. 

Contextual Catalysts 

Some contextual catalysts and impediments are persistent and consistent 
across cultures despite their divergent contexts. Some prominent contex-
tual catalysts are educational opportunity, socio-economic support, and 
political advocacy for gender equality/diversity. The following catalysts 
are of great utility in fostering the success of future women leaders. 

(1) Educational opportunity: More access to education, especially 
higher education, for women makes it possible for them to partic-
ipate more in the workforce and be better prepared for leadership 
positions. Education is valued highly in Chinese society, and girls 
have more opportunities to be educated as a result of economic 
reform and the one-child policy. Women’s labor participation rate 
in China was as high as 64% in 2015. The same is true for women 
from highly developed countries, such as Sweden, the U.S.A., and 
Australia. 

(2) Socio-economic support : The traditional role of women is as wife and 
mother for all cultures. In order for women to become leaders, 
social support, such as child care from family (grandparents in 
China), and government (paid maternity leave in Sweden and 
Australia) are needed to alleviate dual burdens from life and work. 
In addition, for women who would like to start their own busi-
ness to circumvent the glass ceiling effect, easily accessed internet,
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technology, small business loans, and/or other financial resources 
will help them achieve their leadership goals. For instance, Brazil’s 
high percentage of women ownership in small firms (50.2% in 
participation and 19.4% in top management) is attributed to its 
microfinance system available to women entrepreneurs. 

(3) Political advocacy for gender equality/diversity: Governmental 
strong support for gender equality not only helped change tradi-
tional discrimination against women in China, but also challenged 
the idea that women should take responsibility for raising children 
in Sweden. Maternity leave policies in Sweden are no doubt a 
booster for more persistent women’s participation in leadership. 
Sweden is also an exemplar of women’s participation in politics 
thanks to its quota system. The Australian Council of Superannu-
ation Investors (ACSI), an environmental, social, and corporate 
governance body, promoted gender diversity in boards of directors 
for businesses by setting up diversity targets. Political support 
and government’s participation are the most important step in 
institutionalizing gender equality and developing women leaders. 

Contextual Impediments 

Some prominent contextual impediments to women’s success are the 
traditional perceptions of gender roles, work-life imbalance, and the glass 
ceiling effect. These contextual impediments must be overcome in order 
to prevent marginalization of women. These contextual impediments 
were found in all countries that were examined. 

(1) Traditional perceptions of gender roles 

Stereotyping and prejudice/unfavorable perceptions are the persistent 
roadblocks to women’s success across cultures. “Stereotyping happens 
when individuals cognitively categorize people into groups and then 
acquire beliefs that certain attributes are common among members of 
those groups, including their own” (Bullough, 2008, p. 21). Stereotyping 
normally stems from ideologies, religions, and beliefs that the society 
holds, and the traditional belief that a woman should take care of only 
internal family businesses has a history of thousands of years in China so 
it is embedded in Chinese women’s mind. As the idiom goes, one is one’s
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worst enemy. This is the case for Chinese women’s development: The 
stereotyping lowers women’s self-efficacy and aspiration for leadership 
positions; this holds them back from those positions, especially top ones. 
Similar gender stereotyping has the same detrimental effects on women’s 
leadership development. Women firmly believe that being leaders is not 
a woman’s business; therefore, they are willing to follow the patriarchal 
system and woe against women who would like to climb to the top of the 
ladder. This explains the small percentage of women CEOs, even though 
women’s labor participation rate for both China and the U.S.A. is high. 

(2) Work-family imbalance 

This is one of the hot topics in gender literature. In western societies, 
women who climbed into higher positions in organizations had to master 
the task of wearing multiple hats at the same time (Bullough & De 
Luque, 2015). In the U.S.A. family, men are perceived as breadwinners, 
and women, on the other hand, have to sacrifice their work responsi-
bilities for family duties, which cause reduced hours for work, increased 
stress, and more work-family conflicts that become roadblocks on their 
way to business leadership. Although the U.S.’s education attainment 
index ranks No. 1 in 2021, its overall gender gap index is ranked No. 45 
(score: 0.722), lagging far behind Sweden, which has the same education 
attainment index. The women’s political empowerment is even lower, 
scored at 0.162, ranked number 73. Eagly and Carli (2004) offered a 
good explanation in terms of social context of the country: U.S. women’s 
greater involvement in housework caused their attention to be diverted 
from their paid work and experience more interruptions than their men 
co-workers, which created an image that women’s working styles are 
inconsistent with the role expectations of leaders; therefore causing 
more instances of prejudice and discrimination against women in the 
workplace. In her recent United Nation speech, Anne Hathaway pointed 
out that the U.S.A. is the only high-income country that does not have 
paid maternity leave. With 12-week unpaid leaves, many women cannot 
afford to take it. “One in four American [U.S.A.] mothers has to return 
to work two weeks after they give birth because they are economically 
unable to stay at home” (Hathaway, 2017, para. 7).



11 CHINA IN A NON-ASIAN CONTEXT 277

(3) Glass ceiling effect 

This is still a major impediment to women’s participation and success 
in leadership (Chisholm-Burns et al., 2017). The glass ceiling for women 
is defined by Powell et al. (2002) as “a barrier to entry into top-level 
management positions… simply because they are women rather than 
because they lack the ability to handle jobs at higher levels” (p. 68). Of all 
the countries studied, only women in Sweden and Australia have nearly a 
decent share in boards of directors: 33% and 15.4%, respectively (Catalyst, 
2017; Hora,  2015). 

Implications for Practice and Research 

This chapter presents the leadership development contexts worldwide and 
compares the leadership development context in China with those of 
other countries. The comparison acknowledges the impact of contexts 
(social, economic, political, and cultural) on women’s participation in 
leadership, on one hand, and on the other recognizes the dynamic nature 
of any given context, which is the changing of the external economic, 
technological, societal, and development contexts of their surroundings 
(Lowe & Gardner, 2000). Accordingly, some implications are presented 
for developing women and women leaders in different contexts in practice 
and research. 

Implications for Practice 

The following implications for practice were identified and emerged from 
this research. 

1. Provide emotional and financial support for women to start their 
own businesses. 

2. Extend further education and training to women to make them 
more active in leadership participation. 

3. Provide small loans or customized loan system to women, such as 
micro-credit, to assist them in launching small businesses (Berns 
et al., 2020). 

4. Institutionalize the idea of women’s leadership in society. In order 
to realize gender equality, institutionalize the idea of women’s lead-
ership in society through the growth of schools and education for 
girls and promotion of women to government, professional, and 
technical positions.
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5. Extend the quota system. Constant debates surround the quota 
system about the higher level leadership positions for women. Some 
argued that more women at the top will inspire women to strive 
to the top, while others have argued that the quota system is 
flawed because there is no quality talent to promote. It is, there-
fore, proposed to strengthen the talent pool of mid-career women 
along with a quota system. 

6. Provide management incentives. As proposed by Sofia Falk, the 
founder of the Swedish company, Wiminvest, management incen-
tives to women, such as private child care, grocery shopping, shared 
management responsibility, or technical solutions to work from 
home, work better than more compensation or a company car. 

7. Shatter the glass ceiling. Use women mentor programs to set up 
role models. Family support policies and equal pay structure or 
system should be implemented. In societal cultures “where women 
are generally accepted at higher levels of leadership, glass ceiling 
effects may be considerably minimized” (Bullough, 2008, p. 19). 
However, the glass ceiling effect on women’s participation in lead-
ership in a country can be moderated by the characteristics of the 
political, economic, social, technological, infrastructural, business, 
and cultural contexts (Bullough, 2008). Favorable political envi-
ronments, such as reinforcement rules, requirements, and norms 
provide support and legitimacy, such as in Sweden. Additionally, the 
society can encourage women to start their own businesses. Using 
this strategy, women can not only avoid the issue of glass ceiling, 
but they also have flexible hours for themselves and balance their 
work and life better (Olarewaju & Fernanado, 2020). 

Implications for Research 

Most recent research studies on world women’s leadership are based on 
U.S. Americans or western theories and focus more on gender differences 
in leadership styles and behaviors on the individual and organizational 
levels. The pitfalls of the trend are disclosed through this chapter: (1) 
important contextual factors, especially at the national level, are over-
looked, causing the limited use of leadership theories of one culture in 
another culture; and (2) theories on gender differences in leadership styles 
and behaviors have fewer practical implications than theories on partici-
pation and development strategies to be an effective leader in different
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contexts for men and women (Bullough, 2008). Therefore, more empir-
ically based women’s leadership theories in cultural and contextual scope 
need to be further developed, with the focus on how to help women 
become effective leaders in different contexts. The authors of this chapter 
concur with Earley (2006) in that research in women’s leadership should 
move from viewing gender as a value-based impediment to developing 
new applicable theories and frameworks built upon discussions of the 
relationship of culture, context, and practice. 
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CHAPTER 12  

Butterflies Emerging: Women’s Leadership 
in China 

Gary N. McLean 

Butterflies Emerging: 

Women’s Leadership in China 
When we admire a beautiful butterfly, we seldom remember the arduous 
journey it has gone through to become such a beauty. A butterfly goes 
through four distinct and difficult phases of development, known as its 
metamorphosis: egg, larva or caterpillar, pupa or chrysalis, and adult. 
Throughout this book, we have seen how Chinese women have gone 
through many phases of leadership, from leadership in the home through 
leadership in the community and, gradually, leadership in local levels of 
leadership in business and government. Gradually, and with the struggle 
of the butterfly breaking free of the chrysalis, they are slowly moving into 
senior leadership roles in education, in politics, and in business, including 
business ownership through entrepreneurship.

G. N. McLean (B) 
National Institute for Development Administration, Bangkok, Thailand 
e-mail: mclea002@umn.edu 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2023 
J. Ke and G. N. McLean (eds.), Chinese Women in Leadership, 
Current Perspectives on Asian Women in Leadership, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-68819-0_12 

285

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-68819-0_12&domain=pdf
mailto:mclea002@umn.edu
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-68819-0_12


286 G. N. MCLEAN

As emphasized by this book’s authors, the advancement of Chinese 
women into leadership positions has been much more than just good 
luck. It has taken hard work, persistence, collaboration, political action, 
education, global exposure, family culture change, academic research, and 
so much more to get them where they are today. And these factors will 
continue to be needed for the beautiful butterfly to finally break free with 
women achieving equity in all aspects of Chinese life and sharing senior 
leadership roles equally with men. 

But the butterfly has not yet fully emerged from its chrysalis. Before 
Chinese women can fully experience equity, especially in leadership, many 
additional steps are needed. In this chapter, I outline many of the steps 
that are still needed for this to occur and who might be responsible 
for ensuring that these changes take place. I organized this chapter 
into major themes included in this book: family structure; education; 
technology; politics, Communist party, and legislation; non-profit and 
non-governmental organizations (NPOs/NGOs), regional impact, glob-
alization; corporate world, including entrepreneurship; and I added one 
theme that is not included in this book, agriculture. 

Family Structures 

As we have seen, a major factor inhibiting Chinese women from moving 
into leadership roles has been the cultural influence on the family, 
primarily through Confucianism. With women having primary respon-
sibility for childcare, eldercare, children’s education, and housework, it 
has been nearly impossible to have sufficient time and energy for full-
time work, usually essential for leadership roles. Such work is especially 
difficult if those roles require traveling away from the home city. 

However, the strengths of cultural influences are shifting. One factor 
supporting this shift has been the growth in availability and acceptability 
of daycare and early childhood education, reducing the need for women 
to be constantly available in the home for childcare. While Shiyu (2021) 
pointed to an 11% annual growth in revenues in childcare over the past 
five years, fewer than 5% of families are able to take advantage of such 
services because of availability and cost. Associated with this is the accept-
ability of both daycare and long-term care for elders who are unable to 
be independent (Xinhua, 2021), with an annual growth rate of over 10%, 
beginning with an accelerated government push beginning in 2020. In 
spite of these beginnings, however, much more is needed. Not only are
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more facilities needed, but there must be governmental support to cover 
the costs of such services, and trained personnel are needed, with few 
trained staff currently available (Habib, 2019). 

Another factor has to do with shared housework. Husbands are begin-
ning to support their wives in doing housework, but women still spend 
much more time in housework than do their husbands, especially in rural 
areas (Yang, 2017). This change will be long term, as it needs to begin 
when boys are young. Parents must instill a sense of equality between 
boys and girls in doing their housework chores. As they become older, 
there is a better chance that both genders will expect to share housework 
as adults. Further, as girls consider marriage partners, one expectation will 
increasingly be focused on a husband who is willing to share housework. 
Conversely, for economic reasons, men will expect wives to share in work 
outside of the home. 

The Confucian value of harmony through hierarchy, as it is applied 
here, has put Chinese women in secondary roles, to their fathers, their 
husbands, their sons, their parents, and their parents-in-law. Experiencing 
this secondary role throughout their lives, women find it difficult to exer-
cise authority in work roles, and to disagree with their bosses, even when 
they are wrong. This is another cultural influence that will be difficult to 
overcome. Nevertheless, if equity is really going to be achieved, families 
and educational settings must focus on teaching children how to disagree 
in a way that does not disrupt harmony. Learning to disagree respectfully 
with parents, husbands, teachers, siblings, and employers will be difficult, 
especially for older generations who will need to be charged with such a 
change, but disagreement leads to better decisions, more creativity, and 
greater egalitarianism in the workplace, community, home, and nation. 

Education 

I firmly believe that education is a cornerstone of change, and, on the 
flip side, a way to reinforce tradition and culture. Because of the size 
of China’s population, gaining a seat in high-quality schools has been 
very competitive. But high quality does not have to be highly selective 
with the subsequent pressure that this places on students and parents 
for high scores on tests. Having a sufficient number of schools with 
virtual curricula with well-trained teachers can offer the strong educa-
tional foundation students need. And, if there is commitment to change,
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teacher education programs can turn out teachers who can be change-
makers, dramatically changing the culture of the country toward greater 
gender egalitarianism. This step will require improved teacher education 
programs, the building of more schools (especially in rural areas), and 
the implementation of a curriculum focused on gender equity. Further, 
teacher education can help future teachers develop two-way forms of 
communications in the classroom and thus help students develop critical 
thinking to an extent that is not possible through one-way communica-
tions, which is typical in classrooms in traditional Asian cultures. 

Children frequently model what they see in the behaviors of their 
parents and teachers. As with many countries, women teachers dominate 
in elementary schools, with more men and fewer women teachers as the 
students age. This models inequity at an age when the students are most 
impressionable. Efforts are needed, then, to recruit men to teach during 
early years of schooling, with women being recruited to teach at later years 
of schooling. Effort must also be taken, either through encouragement or 
even through mandated quotas, to place more women in leadership roles 
at all years of schooling. 

To achieve this equity, it is necessary that both genders be attracted to 
all majors without gender distinction. Career development programs will 
be necessary to expose both genders to a broad range of career options 
and, thus, university and vocational education majors. This will become 
easier as students are exposed throughout their education to a diversity of 
teachers representing all areas of potential interest to the students. Again, 
mandated quotas might be effective in recruiting students of both genders 
to all majors. 

At both college and university levels, students should be encouraged 
to participate in study abroad programs, opening their homes to inter-
national students while they travel to other countries to experience their 
cultures and educational systems. Given the size of the Chinese educa-
tional system, it is unlikely that a large percentage of students will be able 
to participate in such programs. However, expanding cultural outlooks 
through such programs will enhance cultural understanding of other 
countries and of the Chinese culture for students from other countries. 

School is also a place where leadership skills can be developed and 
nurtured. Encouraging girls to participate in athletics can give them 
confidence in their abilities. Participation in school government and 
extracurricular activities can be very successful in laying the foundation 
for leadership. Debate clubs, political and ideological organizations, and
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special career focused clubs (similar, for example, to the Future Farmers 
of America; Distributive Education Clubs of America; Business Profes-
sionals of America; Future Business Leaders of America; Family, Careers, 
and Community Leaders of America; and Skills USA) can all be extremely 
useful in career development. Girl Guides exist in China, associated with 
the UK, as are the Girl Scouts, associated with the USA. All of these orga-
nizations can be effective in creating leadership opportunities for both 
genders (through scouting programs), but especially for girls when equity 
exists in these activities throughout their schooling. While the govern-
ment may wish to rebrand the scouting programs for both genders, 
having these programs and encouraging participation can be effective 
leadership development tools. 

Technology 

It is a truism to suggest that we live in a technological world. Our experi-
ences during these past two years of the Covid-19 pandemic have shown 
how technology can fill the void when in-person meetings and classes 
cannot be held. As mentioned earlier, virtual classes can also be a way for 
China to compensate for the shortage of buildings in which to hold in-
person classes, especially in rural areas. For this to be effective, however, 
students must have access to the necessary technology, which is not always 
the case, especially for students from low-income families. High-quality 
virtual classes also require teachers who are competent in teaching in a 
virtual environment. Quality teacher education can assist in ensuring that 
this is possible. 

But, beyond virtual learning, technology is important in almost every 
aspect of our lives and will become increasingly important, especially as 
artificial intelligence takes a firmer grip on society. We see the impor-
tance of technology in all disciplines, including the arts. One of my sons 
is a graphic artist. Some of the artwork he has produced that are my 
favorites were produced through technology. I do not even begin to 
understand how he does it. A friend is a music professor and composer; he 
does all of his composing through synthesizer technology. Musical instru-
ments can all use some form of technology. Research and development, 
with its accompanying innovation and creativity, requires technology. 
Fashion, cooking, manufacturing, military, natural resource discovery 
and extraction, transportation of all sorts (including automobiles), law
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enforcement, medical sciences, athletics, ad infinitum, can all require tech-
nology. Perhaps expertise in technology is not required to use all of these 
technologies, but it is certainly necessary to create them. China is second 
only to the USA as a leader in such creation (van der Merwe, 2021). With 
China’s dominance in AI, and its rapidly growing applications, it becomes 
extremely important that young women approaching the job market have 
familiarity and comfort with AI. 

One of the concerns highlighted earlier in this book preventing women 
from moving into high-level management is the need for such leaders to 
travel, sometimes long distances, raising concerns about safety for women 
who aspire to leadership roles. With the increasing reliance on technology 
for conducting business at a distance, this concern is being increasingly 
diminished. Without leaving her home, women leaders can conduct their 
business virtually. In fact, in some companies, this has become the norm 
for the long term. 

Social media have imprinted themselves, in varying degrees, on all of 
us. These have had mixed impact on our lives. The struggle among greater 
information versus misinformation versus disinformation has created both 
societal and business dilemmas. Hacking has become common, not just 
for large corporate and governmental organizations, but also at the indi-
vidual level. Phishing, spams, invasion of privacy, and other technological 
crimes, or at least discomforts, are everywhere. What can be done about 
these problems? Professionals in this field need to have a high level of 
ethics. Technology is a field in which gender distinctions should not exist, 
though they continue to exist. Thus, with the application of technology 
in every field, opportunities for women to excel have become unlimited. 
And, with these expanded opportunities has come unlimited opportuni-
ties for women to occupy top-level leadership roles in every field in every 
organization. 

Politics, Policies, and Legislation 

As with many other countries in Asia, even in those in which mandates 
have been put in place, China has not been very successful in recog-
nizing women as political leaders. Not one woman has served on the 
seven-member Politburo’s Standing Committee from the beginning of 
the country in 1949 (James, 2021). Vice Premier Sun Chunlan is the 
only woman on the Politburo, a 25-member panel that reports to the 
Standing Committee (James, 2021). Beyond the national level, things do
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not get much better. James (2021) quoted 2021 statistics showing how 
far women still have to go:

• While 10% of provincial, municipal, and county-level leadership posi-
tions are supposed to be reserved for women, quotas are rarely met 
due to a deep-seated preference for men.

• Women occupy a mere 9.33% of county-level posts as head of 
government or party secretary, falling to 5.29% in cities and 3.23% 
at the provincial level. (2nd set of bullets) 

Given that government mandates (quotas) do not appear to have been 
effective, what can be done to change this situation? A major cause for 
this ineffectiveness appears to lie in the early age of mandatory retire-
ment at age 55 for women in office jobs and 50 for blue-collar women 
workers—ages established 70 years ago (Sun, 2022). Given the length of 
time it takes for local and regional leaders to move through the layers of 
leadership, by the time women have reached the point where they could 
take a national level of leadership, it is time for their retirement (James, 
2021). To overcome this problem, either general or specific exceptions to 
this requirement need to be removed or increased. 

Of the 92 million members of the Chinese Communist Party, fewer 
than 30% are women (James, 2021). As the CCP is a major pool for 
recruiting leaders, women automatically receive fewer opportunities for 
leadership development. To change this, the first step would be for the 
CCP to take an intentional step in recruiting women into membership 
and then focusing on moving women members into influential positions. 

Another point highlighted by James (2021) is that Chinese women are 
typically placed in leadership in sectors from which there are few oppor-
tunities for promotion, such as education, social work, propaganda, and 
administration. In comparison, men are placed in sectors with high possi-
bility of promotion, such as the military, internet censorship, and policing. 
Given experiences in other countries, it is not necessarily the case that 
Chinese women do not want to work in these fields. Thus, the govern-
ment can act to ensure that women are recruited into all sectors, allowing 
them to move into occupations where promotions become more likely. As 
women move into promotions in sectors viewed as critical to the coun-
try’s welfare and safety, they are then more likely to move into high level 
positions in government and in the Party.
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There is much that remains to be done through legislation. First, 
companies have shown reluctance to hire young women because of the 
possibility of pregnancy. They do not want to pay them during maternity 
leaves, especially as the period of their maternity leaves has continued to 
extend. If the government were willing to pay employers, at least partially, 
for maternity leaves, companies would be more likely to hire women. 
Second, the cost of childcare has become high, especially as families have 
been encouraged to expand their family size. Subsidizing companies that 
put nurseries or daycare centers in company buildings would assist compa-
nies extensively, while at the same time saving mothers time, allow for 
on-site nursing, and give mothers greater peace of mind as a parent. 

Another form of government subsidy that would help women move 
into management roles would be providing companies with bonuses for 
every woman hired and every woman moved into a higher position. If 
companies saw a direct financial benefit to hiring and promoting women, 
they would be much more likely to do so. 

It seems absurd in today’s world to think that women need to retire at 
a younger age than men. At age 55, the average Chinese woman will live 
an additional 24 years, two more years than a Chinese man will live at the 
same age (Macreotrends, 2022). The same is true around the concept 
of risky work and prohibiting women from such work, even though it 
pays generally much higher. People should be hired for their skills and 
abilities. If a woman can perform in a risky occupation, such as a police 
officer or firefighter, why should they be prohibited from doing so? There 
may always be fewer women than men in these positions because of their 
demands physically, but, if a woman can carry a 50-pound bag down three 
flights of stairs, a standard test for firefighters, then why should she not be 
trained to become a firefighter? So, removing restrictions on risky work 
will benefit women in the workforce. 

Another factor that inhibits women from moving into management 
roles is the cultural practice of conducting business over meals and drinks 
after work. Companies have a role to play in thwarting such a practice, but 
it could also be reduced if labor laws required companies to pay employees 
overtime whenever they are performing their job, even if it is informally 
over dinner and drinks or while playing golf. 

While not requiring new legislation, there are many laws that would 
help women at work that are simply not practiced and not enforced. One 
of these has to do with the prohibition from asking about one’s marital 
status and plans and whether one has children, is pregnant, or is planning
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on becoming pregnant. In spite of its illegality, it is almost universal in 
practice (Yi, 2019). The dark side of this, however, is that companies may 
avoid the law by simply not recruiting women. 

NGOs/NPOs 

In many countries globally, women have developed their leadership skills 
by undertaking such roles in non-government (or non-profit) organi-
zations (NGOs/NPOs). The same is proving to be true in China. By 
working at grassroots levels in their communities, women have been able 
to work closer to home and develop leadership skills in a friendlier, more 
inviting environment. 

To increase these venues throughout the country, opportunities for 
such organizations to be initiated must expand. While there may be 
some concern on the part of the government that such organizations 
will threaten the established order, regulations can be put in place to 
control this to ensure that NGOs/NPOs do not challenge the power 
of the government. Further, the government can provide leadership 
development to the leadership of such emerging organizations, thus 
strengthening the organizations and also preparing these women leaders 
for leadership roles in industry, in government, and in the Party. 

Regional Impact 

There are two ways to view how China, and its women leaders, can have 
a regional impact: within regions of the country and within its geographic 
regions globally. 

As women assume leadership roles (in NGOs/NPOs, industry, and 
government), they are able to access their social networks to improve 
their success in whatever organization they are offering leadership. By 
accessing these networks within their country, they are able to draw on 
more experience and expertise, while at the same time being able to influ-
ence others around their country. To maximize this impact, women must 
be intentional about connecting with their networks and expanding them. 

Likewise, they can impact women leaders in countries around the 
world as their networks expand outside of China. This may require that 
women leaders attend professional conferences that are held both within 
their country and outside. Because leaders are likely to attend confer-
ences that are close to home, their impact is likely to expand within their
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in-country region. Chinese women who attend conferences held in the 
Asian region are more likely to influence and be impacted by women 
who are also in Asia. And, of course, international or global conferences 
give Chinese women leaders an opportunity that extends beyond their 
region. This impact can be enhanced if women leaders present or, even 
better, deliver a keynote at such conferences. Another way to become 
noticed within the region is to publish in practice or academic journals or 
books. These tactics must be intentional as part of a woman’s career path 
planning. 

As Chinese women are faced with many of the same challenges as 
women in other parts of Asia, especially those in South Korea, Japan, 
and Vietnam, collaboration, both in business and personal development, 
can have a huge payoff. Again, such efforts must be deliberate. 

Globalization 

Extending the circle further, globalization has the potential for helping 
women in China to move into leadership roles. First, this happens as 
companies in other parts of the globe enter the Chinese market. For 
example, as companies headquartered in the USA move into China, they 
institute human resource practices and begin to influence the company 
culture to become more egalitarian in relation to gender. Second, while 
interacting with companies outside of China in which women experience 
more opportunity for leadership, Chinese women can identify role models 
of how this has been done. It might even be that such companies mandate 
certain behaviors in Chinese companies before non-Chinese companies 
will interact with the Chinese companies in doing business. 

Among the many ways in which Covid-19 has influenced the world 
of business, it may have limited the opportunities for Chinese women to 
move into leadership roles in China. Business has declined as a result of 
the lockdowns. There have been disruptions in the supply chain. As a 
result, opportunities that might have developed for Chinese women to 
move into leadership roles may not have been realized. On the other 
hand, as companies have had to resort to doing business virtually, women 
may have had experiences that might not have been possible if they 
had continued working on site, thus improving their opportunities for 
doing things they would not otherwise have done globally, opening 
opportunities for leadership experiences.
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Corporate World, Including Entrepreneurship 

If an organization is serious about supporting working women and 
moving women into leadership roles, then the culture of most organi-
zations must change. And the source of the culture in most organizations 
lies at the top. Thus, CEOs, or at least the people in the C-suite of organi-
zations, must be committed to having this happen in their organizations. 
Culture is often determined by how people at the top behave. If they 
make disparaging comments about women in the organization, others 
will feel that this is appropriate behavior and will follow suit. On the other 
hand, if women are invited to participate equally in a meeting, and if their 
contributions to a discussion are honored, without interruption, then the 
organization will learn that this behavior is also expected of them. If 
inappropriate behavior is addressed immediately, then the organizational 
members will learn that they must avoid such behavior themselves. 

Listening to women in the workplace, either through periodic surveys 
or in group interviews, top management will soon learn (once trust is 
established) what issues still need to be addressed for women to feel 
safe and have barriers to leadership addressed. This will not be easy, 
as several aspects of the Chinese culture that are embedded into orga-
nizational culture are the sources of barriers to women in leadership. 
These include the Confucian concept of hierarchy with men being above 
women, so-called respect in which women must allow men to speak and 
then invite them to speak, interruption of women being acceptable, while 
interruption of men by women is not, and so on. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter with the suggestion that govern-
ment legislation could reduce the number of informal, after-work meals 
and drinks, so, too, could the corporate culture encourage the reduction 
of such meetings. Not only will this reduce the pressure on all employees, 
but also, and especially, women, to participate in such meals when they 
are uncomfortable with this practice; it will also encourage all employees 
to return home to have dinner with their families, enhancing family life. 

With the change in inheritance laws, more and more, daughters and 
wives are inheriting businesses from their fathers and husbands (Chen 
et al., 2018). Nevertheless, barriers continue to exist for women in 
entrepreneurships. Because it was not automatically assumed that they 
would take over the business, they often have not had the same experi-
ences as men would have had in being prepared for business management. 
Further, because they are unlikely to have a social network of men, who
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are likely to be their suppliers and clients, it is more difficult for them 
to develop their markets and their supply chains. With time, this will 
change, but it will take time. Chen et al. (2018) found that women’s 
leadership in entrepreneurial family firms differs from men’s; women are 
likely to be more participative in decision making, more attuned to work-
family balance, and more dependent on family resources. This may be 
difficult for employees in early stages of the business, until they become 
comfortable with such a management style. 

Agriculture 

Because we were unable to recruit authors competent to write about 
Chinese women in leadership roles in agriculture, we do not have such 
a chapter. However, the role of women in agriculture is much too 
important in China to ignore. 

Traditionally, women in rural areas were thought of as left behind 
as their husbands moved into cities for better-paying jobs, leaving their 
wives, children, and elders behind to cope as best they could. However, 
this concept has now been re-imagined (Zhang, 2020). As China strug-
gles with its food supply security, women are no longer finding themselves 
left behind, but they have found ways to exert leadership in agriculture 
through both production and distribution. 

By moving to an organic farming model, and by using some of the 
techniques from the west, women have established peasant farmer coop-
eratives, sell their produce in farmers’ markets, have explored the concept 
of farm to consumer buying clubs by selling boxes of products directly to 
consumers, and selling fresh produce directly to restaurants, among other 
community-initiated concepts. As such, they are no longer dependent on 
their husbands sending money back home or returning home without 
financial support. Another way in which women are exerting leadership 
in agriculture is through university-farm partnerships to research ways to 
increase yields while using less fertilizer and pesticides. 

Too often, discussions about agriculture ignore the contributions 
that women make throughout the agricultural cycle. As is becoming 
increasingly clear, such discussions in China cannot ignore women’s 
contributions. Chinese women are increasingly taking leadership roles in 
improving China’s agriculture.
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Conclusion 

In spite of all of the work that has gone into the production of this 
book, and in spite of the hundreds of references that the authors have 
researched, I still do not know everything that confronts Chinese women 
searching for management opportunities in China. Neither, then, do I 
know what might be done to change things for the better for women, nor 
how likely it is that any of our recommendations might be implemented. 
Therefore, I close with a quote from Doyle (2019): 

Most of what we do know is that we don’t know hardly anything, which 
cheers me up wonderfully. The world is still stuffed with astonishment 
beyond our wildest imagining, which is humbling, and lovely, and may be 
the only way we are going to survive ourselves and let everything else alive 
survive us too. (p. 121) 

Just as a chrysalis ultimately gives birth to a butterfly, and just as a woman 
gives birth usually after extensive pain, it is our hope that the pain of 
this work and the beauty of what has resulted will give birth to exten-
sive change for Chinese women as they move assertively into equity and 
positions of leadership. 
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