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Abstract

Chinese leadership has received growing research attention amid the rapid develop-
ment of the Chinese economy, the rising influence of the Chinese government and
companies in the global arena, and China’s business transformation and institutional
reform. However, the extant literature has tended to adopt Western leadership theo-
ries and test them in the Chinese context. By reviewing Chinese leadership stud-
ies, this paper highlights the importance of context in shaping leadership attitudes,
behaviors, activities, and their consequences. To further advance Chinese leadership
research and its impact on management practice, we suggest that it is crucial to pay
closer attention to the cultural micro-foundations underpinned by traditional Chi-
nese philosophy. We offer six promising avenues for future research: (1) a nuanced
and critical approach to the role of context, (2) the combination of Western and Chi-
nese thoughts, (3) indigenous leadership theory development, (4) gender and leader-
ship, (5) leadership and performance, and (6) leadership in crisis management.
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Introduction

Leadership can play a critical role in business growth and economic recovery
(Ashford & Sitkin, 2019; Sarabi et al., 2020)), especially in this age of uncer-
tainty, risk, disruption, and societal grand challenges facing the world and global
economy (Liu & Froese, 2020). Chinese leadership is an important research area
that underpins economic growth, business development, global engagement, and
institutional transformation in China (Zhang et al., 2014). In China, leadership
research is among the most popular research areas in organizational behavior and
management. Similarly, Chinese leadership research is a major stream in sub-
missions to and publications in Asian Business & Management and other related
scholarly journals (Froese et al., 2022). Considering these trends, Asian Business
& Management features a focused issue on Chinese leadership in 2023. This per-
spective paper serves as the lead article of this focused issue by providing a holis-
tic picture of Chinese leadership research, offering a nuanced overview of this
topic, and suggesting future research directions. We tackle the following research
questions: What research on Chinese leadership has been conducted, and how and
why has it been conducted? What are the future research directions?

We first provide a brief overview of leadership theories developed in West-
ern contexts (e.g., Fischer & Sitkin, 2023; Yammarino et al., 2005) and discuss
the ways in which they have been adopted in the Chinese context. We accentu-
ate the role of context in shaping and influencing Chinese leadership research
(Child, 2009; Whetten, 2009), especially in public—private, entrepreneurial,
and global contexts. By reviewing several exemplary studies, we highlight the
important contribution of cultural and philosophical micro-foundations to Chi-
nese leadership research that has been receiving increasing scholarly attention.
We illuminate several future research directions for scholarly inquiry related to
Chinese leadership: (1) a nuanced and critical approach to understanding the role
of context, (2) the combination of Western and Chinese thoughts, (3) indigenous
leadership theory development, (4) gender and leadership, (5) leadership and per-
formance, and (6) leadership in crisis management.

Literature review
A brief review of leadership theories and their adaptation to the Chinese context

As a vibrant academic field with a long history, leadership research has assem-
bled a broad spectrum of theories in understanding, predicting, and intervening
in leaders’ behaviors and activities. Leadership research focusing on leader traits,
styles, and behaviors has been dominant (Fischer & Sitkin, 2023; Yammarino
et al., 2005). For instance, the rich set of theoretical frameworks in this domain
includes transactional and transformational leadership (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987;
Van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013). The distinction between these leadership
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styles relies on leaders’ inclination to focus on “getting things done,” similar to
a transaction, or promoting a transformational nature to cultivate employees with
a positive impact on organizations. Charismatic leadership emphasizes leaders’
charisma or unique qualities, which can explicitly or implicitly influence others’
behaviors. Similarly, the research stream on narcissistic CEOs pays close atten-
tion to the unique traits of such leaders, such as dominance, self-confidence, a
sense of entitlement, grandiosity, and low empathy, and their impact on organi-
zational strategy and performance (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007). Increasingly,
the notion of moral leadership (Fehr et al., 2015) connects leadership to ethics,
responsibility, and sustainable development for individuals, organizations, and
society at large. Ultimately, leadership is about influence, and the true power of
influence stems from authenticity and consistency (DeRue et al., 2011). The vast
range of leadership theories is therefore conducive to capturing the multifaceted
phenomenon of leadership.

Research further revealed that leadership behavior and effectiveness differ
substantially across countries (Hong et al., 2016; Yammarino et al., 2005). How-
ever, existing leadership theories are mainly developed based on the observation
of business and management practices in Western contexts. Chinese leadership
research has largely been dominated by a preoccupation with applying these theo-
ries in the Chinese context (Zhang et al., 2014). This approach subscribes to the
perspective of appreciating the role of context in shaping theory (Johns, 2006) and
the interplay between context and theory in Chinese management research (Child,
2009; Whetten, 2009). For instance, using leader—member exchange (LMX) the-
ory, one study examined the influence of moral leadership on employee creativ-
ity in the Chinese context (Gu et al., 2015). Another study investigated inclusive
leadership and team creativity (Jia et al., 2021). Regarding charismatic leadership
theory, research has examined the mediating role of loyalty to one’s supervisor
in applying and extending the charismatic leadership model in Chinese contexts
(Wu & Wang, 2012). Trust and organizational control are pivotal in leadership
research (Long & Sitkin, 2018). In times of disruption and during the aftermath
of the global health crisis of COVID-19 (Liu et al., 2020), restoring and building
trust is critical for leadership in both Asia and the rest of the world.

In line with the suggestion regarding leadership research in Asia (Liden, 2012),
we argue that Chinese leadership research followed a similar trajectory in adapt-
ing Western theories in its early stages, which helped translate and transfer West-
ern theories to a new context. This helped advance existing theories by redefining
boundary conditions, relaxing assumptions, and/or incorporating contextual fac-
tors. For instance, the research stream on paternalistic leadership has incorporated
some contextual variables, such as trust (Chen et al., 2014), or explored the util-
ity of this theoretical perspective from a comparative convergence-versus-diver-
gence lens (Aycan et al., 2013). In addition, Confucian and Taoist (also known
as Daoist) values are important contextual factors that can influence transforma-
tional leadership in the Chinese context (Lin et al., 2013). Similar to observations
on ethical leadership (Wang et al., 2017), one definition or concept of leader-
ship may have multiple manifestations in different contexts. Therefore, construct
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clarity (Suddaby, 2010) should play an important role in advancing leadership
research by clearly defining the boundary conditions of the focal concept.

The role of context in shaping Chinese leadership

The scholarly debate on whether theory should be context free or context dependent
has been an enduring topic without conclusive recommendations (Whetten, 2009).
In the arena of Chinese management and business studies, context plays an impor-
tant role in helping scholars obtain a nuanced understanding of business phenom-
ena and management practices (Meyer, 2015). For example, Chinese globalization
research needs to appreciate the role of context in understanding the differences
between home and host countries across multiple dimensions—culturally, institu-
tionally, politically, and socially (Child, 2009). Essentially, emerging economies—
China included—are fast moving, with a high degree of dynamism and change; thus,
a dynamic perspective must also be embraced in understanding contexts and incor-
porating them into the research agenda.

Regarding Chinese leadership research, despite studies that advocate for the uni-
versality of leadership theories and constructs (e.g., Schuh et al., 2021), we demar-
cate some salient contexts and highlight the extent to which they can shape leader-
ship research in China. First, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are an important type
of business organization in China. Although SOEs exist around the world, with
important implications for business and society (Bruton et al., 2015), their signif-
icant influence in China is regarded as one of the key characteristics of the Chi-
nese economy. Thus, understanding SOEs’ leadership behaviors and practices may
generate revealing insights into how to advance both scholarly inquiry and man-
agement practices. Chinese SOEs are owned by the state and managed by a gov-
ernmental agency, the State-Owned Assets Supervision and Administration Com-
mission (SASAC) (Wang et al., 2012). The top leaders of SOEs are appointed by
the government through the Department of Organization. The performance of SOEs
determines their professional career trajectories. SOEs must often consider both
profit-driven goals and socially responsible goals. For example, some research has
evidenced this important dimension, while corporate social responsibility (CSR)
reporting tends to carry more substance in SOEs in comparison to privately owned
enterprises in China (Marquis & Qian, 2014). Regarding leadership research, lead-
ers are instrumental in driving and cultivating organizational culture. The distinctive
nature of SOEs’ organizational culture may positively affect business performance
and management practices in various interorganizational settings. For instance, in
the context of Chinese domestic mergers and acquisitions (M&A), leaders’ iden-
tity work strongly influences the sociocultural integration process in the post-M&A
stage; thus, privately owned acquirers can benefit from learning about the culture of
SOEs to become more caring organizations (Xing & Liu, 2016).

Another salient context for understanding Chinese leadership is entrepreneurship
and innovation, especially from the indigenous lens (Bruton et al., 2018; Franzke et al.,
2022). Entrepreneurship has been a key driver of the Chinese economy through the
transformation of the country’s business environment and institutional infrastructure
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(Nee et al., 2018). From the Red Hat strategy (Chen, 2007) to the legitimatization of
private enterprise status (Eesley, 2016), entrepreneurial leadership involves a multi-
tude of stakeholders, global and local interactions, and regional development beyond
geographical boundaries (Liu, 2020). Entrepreneurial leadership (Leitch et al., 2013)
in China demonstrates its own characteristics, notably through the returnee entrepre-
neurship phenomenon. For instance, returnees’ human and social capital may provide
comparative advantages in mobilizing international resources (Liu, 2017). As a col-
lective endeavor and never a solo journey, entrepreneurship requires collaboration, an
open mindset, and a wide range of partnerships. Successful entrepreneurial leaders are
skilled at working with government and local enterprises (Xing et al., 2018), allow-
ing them to accumulate location-sensitive institutional capital. Furthermore, entrepre-
neurial leadership is instrumental in fostering a healthy entrepreneurship and innova-
tion ecosystem through dynamic interactions and collaborations among universities,
governments, and industries (Liu & Huang, 2018). From a relational perspective, an
entrepreneurial leader determines team dynamism by providing strategic responses to a
fast-changing business environment in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and
ambiguous world (Xing et al., 2020a, 2020b).

Furthermore, the dynamics of globalization provide an important context for under-
standing Chinese leadership. From attracting foreign direct investment to China (Froese
et al., 2019) through international partnerships (Collinson & Liu, 2019) to the more
recent trend of Chinese companies going global, leaders’ decision-making has influ-
enced the shape and weight of Chinese companies’ global strategy and manifestations.
When entering advanced economies, Chinese companies tend to utilize M&As as the
preferred mode of entry. Importantly, light-touch integration, i.e. minimal integra-
tion, provides flexibility for leaders to exercise organizational control to benefit from
both the exploration and exploitation of the knowledge base (Zhang et al., 2020). With
regard to Chinese leadership practices in less-developed countries, the cultural proxim-
ity of Chinese Confucian culture and African Indigenous Ubuntu culture paves the way
for the emergence of crossvergent human resource management (HRM) practices in
managing African employees of Chinese firms in Africa (Xing et al., 2016). Notably,
the influence of family culture becomes more dominant in the context of SOEs, benefit-
ing African employees’ attitudes toward work and work commitment. Arguably, in the
age of US—China rivalry, corporate diplomacy has become increasingly important for
navigating the new geopolitical world order (Li et al., 2022). However, leaders with a
vision and the ability to drive communication and collaboration between China and
the rest of the world are at the center of this business strategy. Therefore, it is not only
Chinese business leaders’ willingness per se but also their ability to act as boundary
spanners (Liu & Meyer, 2020) that can determine globalization and international coop-
eration moving forward.

Cultural and philosophical micro-foundations and Chinese leadership research
Given the prevailing influence of context and contextual factors that shape Chinese

leadership behavior, practice, and activity, one nascent yet important context—the cul-
tural and philosophical context—remains less understood than the blossoming field of
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Chinese leadership research. The emergence of Chinese leadership literature that adopts
a cultural and philosophical perspective, echoing the micro-foundational movement in
management studies (Barney & Felin, 2013), has begun to fill this important gap (Ma
& Tsui, 2015; Xing et al., 2020a, 2020b). The micro level, including processes, ante-
cedents, and mechanisms, can be conducive to explaining macro-level organizational
observations and management practices (Liu et al., 2017). A nuanced understanding
of micro-foundations can significantly advance research in international business (Liu
et al., 2019), strategy (Teece, 2007), management practice (Foss, 2011), and organi-
zational performance (Eisenhardt et al., 2010; Lewin et al., 2011). Thus, cultural and
philosophical micro-foundations may provide both novel perspectives and revealing
insights to understand organization and management theory, with important implica-
tions for business practice.

In essence, by leveraging the power of historical and traditional cultural resources,
this indigenous approach toward leadership research from a cultural and philosophi-
cal perspective is rooted in the long-lasting theory of “culture as resources” (Weber
& Dacin, 2011). For example, by referring to the Taoist philosophy of wu wei, Chi-
nese leaders may exhibit distinctive indigenous leadership practices, such as flow,
self-protection, and excuse (Xing & Sims, 2012). By examining the joint influences
of Confucian and legalist philosophies, employees may become loyal to both individ-
ual leaders and their organizations in the pursuit of career progress in the context of
supervisor—subordinate relationships (Xing et al., 2020a, 2020b). This example pro-
vides a more holistic and nuanced understanding of Chinese traditional culture, while
the mainstream literature on culture’s impact on Chinese leadership tends to empha-
size Confucian influences (Zhu & Warner, 2019), thus overshadowing other cultural
resources. Furthermore, by exploring the underlying connection between Taoist phi-
losophy and sustainability management, one study revealed that Taoist leadership may
influence employee pro-environmental behaviors, especially voluntary ones (Xing &
Starik, 2017).

Amid the emergence of paradox theory (Schad et al., 2016) and its rising importance
in organization and management theory, its application in leadership research has given
rise to the notion of paradoxical leadership. This seemingly contradictory leadership
practice necessitates cultural and philosophical micro-foundations to explain obser-
vations and involves not only leaders themselves but also followership behaviors (Jia
et al., 2018). Some recent work has examined the impact of paradoxical leadership on
employee creativity (Zhang et al., 2022a, 2022b) and innovation in work teams (Zhang
et al., 2021). This research stream has also joined the scholarly quest to encourage a
“West-meets-East” approach to advancing concepts, theory, and management practice
(Barkema et al., 2015). Thus, recent scholarly work lends further support to our belief
that cultural and philosophical micro-foundations can make important contributions to
Chinese leadership research.
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Discussion

Prior research has provided important insights into Chinese leadership. At the same
time, our literature review revealed that most prior research has paid scant attention
to the unique Chinese context. To move the field forward, we provide suggestions
for future research in the following section.

Future research directions

By building on and extending prior research and opening up completely new
research directions, we provide suggestions for six areas of study that can help
advance Chinese leadership research and business studies in general: (1) a nuanced
and critical approach to understanding the role of context, (2) the combination of
Western and Chinese thoughts, (3) indigenous leadership theory development, (4)
gender and leadership, (5) leadership and performance, and (6) leadership in crisis
management (see Table 1).

First, context is paramount. Building on the contingency perspective of leader-
ship research (Yammarino et al., 2005), we advocate that future Chinese leader-
ship research consider context. We encourage scholars to take a more nuanced and
critical approach to context, especially in the Asian context. As discussed in this
paper, besides the institutional, cultural, political, and social contexts widely used in
international business research (Liu & Vrontis, 2017), context can include multiple
dimensions across various organizational settings (e.g., public, state, entrepreneur-
ial, team, and global settings). To advance Chinese leadership and Asian business
and management research in general, it is important to pay closer attention to Asian
contexts (Froese et al., 2020). Despite the general tendency to categorize Asia as the
“Eastern context” in the “West-meets-East” narrative (Barkema et al., 2015), Asian
contexts bear a nuanced degree of heterogeneity. Furthermore, leadership research
can be significantly advanced by considering occupational contexts. However, schol-
ars are urged to be cautious when using context with a critical lens. The misuse or
abuse of context (Bruton et al., 2021) may not contribute to theoretical development
and may have unintended consequences regarding the discounting or even distortion
of construct clarity.

Second, the synergistic benefits stemming from the theoretical dialogue
between existing Western theories and Chinese cultural and philosophical
resources can help advance theories. Some earlier work has showcased the simi-
larity between contemporary leadership theory and ancient Chinese theories
of control (Rindova & Starbuck, 1997). In a similar vein, Professor James G.
March’s wisdom and thoughts on organization and management share many com-
monalities with classic Chinese thinkers rooted in traditional Chinese culture and
philosophy (Rhee, 2010). Several of the studies reviewed in this paper also dem-
onstrated such a dialogical approach. Ambidexterity theory in leadership prac-
tice can be advanced by using Confucian and legalist philosophy as cultural and
philosophical micro-foundations (Xing et al., 2020a, 2020b). Taoist wu wei (i.e.,
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qualified inaction) can help advance the theory of self-reflexivity in Chinese lead-
ership practice (Xing & Sims, 2012). The attributions of Taoist philosophy may
also serve as cultural and philosophical micro-foundations of sustainability the-
ory to advance our understanding of leaders’ influence on employee pro-environ-
mental behaviors (Xing & Starik, 2017). However, this novel approach necessi-
tates both the willingness and courage of scholars to explore a less-trodden path.
Admittedly, this path cannot guarantee that a fruitful outcome will be achieved
speedily, but it can promise interesting and fresh perspectives for examining and
understanding leadership throughout the process.

Third, developing indigenous leadership theory is a strategically important
undertaking for the scholarly community, especially for Chinese and Asian schol-
ars. Alongside the shift in economic gravity from the West to the East, Asia may
provide a unique opportunity to develop indigenous leadership theory. Leadership
research relies on mutual learning and knowledge exchange between theory and
practice (Ashford & Sitkin, 2019). China’s rapid economic development and vibrant
business development, along with the rising influence of Chinese companies, can
provide a setting in which to further develop, test, and experiment with indigenous
leadership theory. Furthermore, addressing global grand challenges to achieve the
United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is part of the quest for
responsible and sustainable leadership practices. For instance, sensemaking with
institutions elucidates how Chinese leaders may turn to institutional resources for
the attainment of sustainable development (Wang et al., 2022). In light of Professor
James G. March’s logic of appropriateness theory, one study endeavored to exam-
ine the unique characteristics of Chinese leadership and develop indigenous leader-
ship theory by investigating the poetry (Xing & Liu, 2015) used by contemporary
Chinese business leaders. To conclude, the development of indigenous leadership
theory requires theoretical sensitivity, an in-depth understanding of leadership prac-
tice, and an appreciation of context, especially regarding cultural and philosophical
micro-foundations.

Fourth, the extant research on Chinese leadership in the management literature
has largely been gender neutral or has treated gender as a control variable. While
a number of studies on female leaders (e.g., female board directors, females in top-
management teams, or female managers) have begun to emerge, they have mainly
tested the effect of gender on firm behaviors and firm performance, both financially
and socially (e.g., Wu et al., 2021). Limited scholarly attention has been paid to the
intersectionality of gender and culture regarding leadership philosophy, style, and
behaviors. For example, while paternalistic leadership in the Chinese context has
attracted considerable attention, gender has rarely been mentioned in this body of
research (Peus et al., 2015; Sposato & Rumens, 2018). Here, Western feminist dis-
course may not be sufficiently applicable to the Chinese setting due to different gen-
der ideologies, institutional support, and cultural expectations (Cooke, 2022; Spo-
sato & Rumens, 2018). Future research may engage in an international comparison
of gender and leadership in domestic and international firms to explore how and
why Chinese female leaders may differ from or share similar leadership features
with their counterparts in other societal contexts. As Sposato and Rumens (2018,
p. 1201) argue, indigenous feminism is beneficial for international HRM scholars
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“because many are centrally concerned with unearthing localized Chinese under-
standings of gender and gender in/equality.”

Fifth, the extant research on leadership and performance has assumed a positive
relationship between good leadership and good performance, such as employees’
creativity, innovativeness, organizational citizenship behavior, engagement, and
commitment (e.g., Zhang et al., 2022a, 2022b). In the Chinese context, however,
employees may still deliver high levels of performance when subjected to poor lead-
ership styles or abusive leadership behaviors for economic, cultural, organizational,
and individual reasons. For instance, the “996 phenomenon” (working from 9 a.m.
to 9 p.m. 6 days a week) is widely used as a form of work intensification, often
imposed by management through the use of control and culture (Wang, 2020). The
combined effects of these factors may lead to individuals’ poor mental well-being
in the long term. From an HRM perspective, future research could examine these
issues to identify the boundary conditions for high performance under poor leader-
ship and its long-term effects. It could also investigate the negative impact of HRM
practices on leaders, as these effects may have a negative impact on their behav-
iors and thus be detrimental to their subordinates (e.g., Xi et al., 2021). Likewise,
“good leadership” may not yield the desired employee behaviors and performance
as expected. What might the reasons for this be, how can this be changed, what is
HRM’s role in this, and what does this mean for leadership theorization? Future
research could explore these issues further. Future research should also investigate
how employees may rise up against abusive leadership to change leaders’ behaviors.
Such actions depart considerably from the traditional Chinese culture of paternal-
ism and obedience. Research in this direction will broaden the lens of leadership
research in the Chinese context, which has largely been conducted from a top-down
perspective, with employees at the receiving end. The study by Babalola et al.,
(2022, p. 386) serves as an enlightening example by investigating “when and why
group ethical voice inhibits group abusive supervision.” They found that “group
ethical voice reduces group abusive supervision, controlling for general group voice
and group performance” and that “in powerful and socially proximal groups, group
ethical voice reduces abusive supervision by fostering greater reflective moral atten-
tiveness in group leaders” (Babalola et al., 2022, p. 386).

Sixth, the global COVID-19 pandemic has led to a surge of research on how to man-
age organizations and HRM in crisis contexts to help employees and organizations sus-
tain their impact (e.g., Li et al., 2022; Liu & Froese, 2020). The role of leadership in
crisis management may differ due to not only individual and organizational factors but
also national responses informed by regulatory constraints, institutional arrangements,
and cultural expectations. Li et al., (2022, p. 55) found that exposure to COVID-19
stimuli is “positively associated with conservation values emphasizing selfrestraint,
submission, protection of order, and harmony in relations, which in turn influences
workers’ willingness to tolerate mistreatment by authorities (i.e., abusive supervision,
authoritarian leadership, exploitation).” China’s response to COVID-19 was markedly
different from that of the rest of the world, and this had significant implications for
organizational leaders in terms of their level of responsibilities and choices regarding
initiatives. For example, in Australia, organizations shut down and employees worked
from home during lockdown periods. Individuals were not permitted to enter work
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premises without authorization. Organizational leaders’ primary concern was compli-
ance with government regulations and legal requirements. For those in essential busi-
nesses that had to remain operational, employees were allowed to go home after their
shift and return to work as long as they tested negative. In contrast, in China, where
critical businesses needed to remain operational, staff had to remain inside their com-
pany’s premises during work and sleep, without going home for weeks, to avoid con-
tamination. Organizational leaders were expected to provide solutions to address their
problems, such as giving each employee living materials, including quilts, sleeping
bags, tents, moisture-proof pads, and toiletries. Organizational leaders also walked the
floor each day to listen to problems and concerns and to provide solutions. Moreover,
support was provided to the employees’ families to alleviate their hardships. For exam-
ple, counseling and coaching were provided to employees and their families to miti-
gate their stress and anxiety and to demonstrate the companies’ approach to employee
care. These interventions exemplify China’s pragmatic approach to solving problems
and its paternalistic and collectivist culture. Based on the Western notion of HRM,
this approach might be incomprehensible or unevenly unacceptable. However, these
employee assistance/care practices are not unique to China, as similar examples can
be found in other developing countries, such as Indonesia (Cooke et al., 2022). Future
research on leadership in crisis contexts may explore how institutional conditions, cul-
tural expectations, and national mentality in confronting crises can influence leadership
accountabilities, expectations, skill requirements, and so on to elicit societal nuances.

Conclusion

Chinese leadership has received growing research attention amid the rapid develop-
ment of the Chinese economy, the rising influence of the Chinese government and
companies on the global arena, China’s recent business transformation and institutional
reform. Our literature review highlights the importance of context in shaping leadership
attitudes, behaviors, activities, and their impacts. Building on prior research, we pro-
posed six promising future research directions: (1) a nuanced and critical approach to
the role of context, (2) a combination of Western and Chinese thoughts, (3) indigenous
leadership theory development, (4) gender and leadership, (5) leadership and perfor-
mance, and (6) leadership in crisis management. We hope that our paper will inspire
other researchers to conduct more research to further increase our understanding of
Chinese leadership.

Data availability There is no data generated from this research.
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