BUSINESS ETIQUETTE IN CHINA

Understanding the local etiquette is a major asset for UK companies doing business in China. Getting to know someone face-to-face is still often regarded as the only way of finding out whether they are trustworthy and whether you want to work with them.

In general, the Chinese set great store by building good personal relationships before entering into a business partnership. Getting to know someone face-to-face was, until recently, the only way of finding out whether they were trustworthy and whether you wanted to work with them. You can expect your first, and possibly your second, visit to China to achieve nothing other than getting to know several possible candidates for business partnerships.

This may seem a slow and costly way of getting started, but it is worth remembering that taking time to cultivate personal connections as the Chinese do is an excellent opportunity to get to know the people you will be working with.

You will undoubtedly encounter delays and frustrations when doing business in China. Keeping your temper (equated in Chinese terms with maintaining “face”), even when things go wrong, can pay disproportionate dividends. If you are not sure what to do in any given situation, it is best to err on the side of patience and politeness.

MAKING CONVERSATION

· Most people should be addressed by a title and their last name. You can address people by professional titles such as General Committee Member or Bureau Chief or, alternatively, if a person does not have a professional title, use Mr, Madame or Miss, plus the last name.
· Stick to safe subjects such as hobbies, your hometown, the Chinese landscape and Chinese culture. The Chinese often ask apparently intrusive questions about your age, income or marital status. These questions are not meant to offend, but if you don’t want to answer, remain polite and give an unspecific answer.
· Avoid talking politics unless you know the person very well. Chinese people are more nervous having political discussions when other Chinese are around. In any case, do not criticise China or Chinese leaders. Do not refer to Hong Kong as if it was still run by another administration or Taiwan or Tibet as a separate entity.
· It is fine to tell jokes in informal situations, but they are best avoided when speaking to a group. Sexual jokes are taboo. Also, be aware that cross-cultural jokes are hard to find, and often the point of a joke will be lost in translation.
· The Chinese do not like to say no. Doing so causes embarrassment and loss of face. If a request cannot be met, you might be told that it is inconvenient or under consideration. Alternatively, you might be told “yes, but it will be difficult”. This might seem like a positive response, but in reality means “no” or “probably not”.

GIFTS

· The Chinese like to give gifts, which are used to express friendship, the successful conclusion of an endeavour or appreciation for a favour done. Often, the symbolic value of the gift is of more importance than the material value.
· It is a good idea to bring along small gifts for your hosts (books, pens, ties, or a memento of your company). Wrap them in a colour traditionally regarded as lucky, such as gold or red. It is not customary to open presents in front of the giver, unless encouraged to do so.

MEETINGS

· When arranging a meeting, it is advisable to provide the Chinese company with details of the objectives of the meeting, names and ranks of participants and specific areas of interest in advance. Otherwise, it is likely that the Chinese side will issue a long and general report which is unlikely to provide you with the information you require.
· Business meetings start on time and it is good practice to arrive at the location early. Formal introductions are standard and it is usual to be introduced to the most senior person first, followed by the rest of the group in descending order of seniority.
· There may be people from several organisations present at the business meeting. If it is not immediately apparent who is the most senior person in the room, it is a good idea to try to discover this by asking about the relative roles of those present in the organisation and then to address remarks to that person. Another pointer is that the person opposite you at the meeting table will normally be the most senior Chinese person present.
· Business cards are essential. At the beginning of meetings where those present have not met before, it is customary to exchange business cards when being introduced. It’s advisable to take a good supply.
· It is a sign of courtesy to have your card translated into Chinese. Many Chinese do not read English. Present your card with both hands with the Chinese side face up. Spend a few seconds examining the cards you receive. This shows respect for the card’s owner. However, whatever you do, don’t write on the card, as this shows disrespect to the owner. When exchanging business cards, greeting your Chinese counterparts with simple phrases such as “Ni Hao” (hello), “Zao Shang Hao” (Good morning) and “Xia Wu Hao” (Good afternoon) can help to break the ice.
· Chinese green tea is normally offered at business meetings. This is normally served boiling hot in a porcelain mug with a lid. To avoid the tea leaves, which will sink eventually, blow them out of the way or push them out of the way with the lid. The cup will be refilled periodically, but there is no need to take more than a couple of sips.

PRESENTATIONS

· Sophisticated PowerPoint and video presentations with multiple illustrations are the norm for many forward-looking Chinese companies, and it is advisable to take the same approach to create a good impression. Handouts in Chinese are essential.
· Chinese audiences are often more interested in the cost-effectiveness of the product rather than the product itself. Therefore it is vital during the presentation to show how your product can save money. Chinese audiences also like to see case studies of operational projects using your product, preferably in China or a neighbouring country where conditions are similar.
· Audience reactions vary. The Chinese applaud themselves when they have spoken, as well as clapping in response to others. But do not be put off if your audience is extremely passive. Throwing questions to the audience, inviting group discussion and asking for questions may not elicit much reaction, although younger participants are often more willing to ask questions. Often, audiences are happier writing down their questions rather than asking them in front of others.

ENTERTAINMENT

Banquets have traditionally been an essential part of doing business in China, although practice varies depending on where you are and on who you are dealing with. Very senior people who have not previously made an appearance may be present at a banquet. They may be key to the approval of the business in hand, but be too senior to be involved in the actual negotiations. The banquet is an opportunity to impress them and get a feel for how things are going.
· Most Chinese are unenthusiastic about Western food, and prefer Chinese food. Typical official entertainment for a foreign visitor will take the form of a banquet with several courses, often consisting of exotic delicacies not usually eaten in the West – or in China, for that matter!
· If you are the host at a Chinese restaurant, at the customary round table, your seat should face the door, with the Chinese guest of honour on your right. Guests are seated further away from the host in descending order of seniority, with the most junior having their back to the door. Thought should be given to placing interpreters between guests who cannot speak each other’s languages.
· If in doubt about the placement of your guests, a friendly invitation for assistance when they arrive often solves the problem. 

· It is traditional (but now less common) for the host to serve food to the guest. If you are the host and offer a guest a second helping, do not automatically take no for an answer. They may just be being polite. 
· It is polite to try a little of each dish if it is offered to you. Otherwise, you can discreetly leave any dishes that do not appeal to you.
· Frequent toasts, to good health, Sino-British friendship and so on are standard. Locally produced wines or bai jiu (strong spirit) are the usual drinks for toasts. However, many Chinese have a low capacity for alcohol. If you host a meal, plenty of soft drinks should be available.
· Never arrive late for a Chinese meal. Chinese often arrive up to 15 minutes early. They also tend to leave en masse as soon as the last dish has been eaten. Chinese hosts make it quite clear when the meeting is over and you will not be expected to linger.
· The Chinese eat earlier than we do. Lunch is served from 11.30am on, and dinner from about 6.00pm. Most official banquets run from 6.00pm to 8.00pm.
· Table manners are a matter of fitting in. If in doubt, follow your host’s example. One gaffe to avoid – do not leave your chopsticks pointing into the bowl, as this resembles an offering of incense to the ancestors or the funerary flags on a recently dug grave. Place them horizontally on the rest provided. 

· If you are invited to a banquet, it is polite to reciprocate. A good time to have a return banquet is on the eve of your departure or at the conclusion of the business in hand.
Many senior officials in southern China are moving away from the typical banquet scenario and are now more likely to be found playing tennis (with a top coach) or golf. Find out what form of entertainments your key contacts prefer, as this can help you decide how best to build your relationship with them.

INTERPRETERS

A growing number of younger Chinese managers and government officials speak English to a good standard, particularly in advanced sectors such as ICT. But you will usually need to use an interpreter for formal meetings and negotiations in China to prevent the discussions being hampered by misunderstandings. A good interpreter is the key to successful communication.
If they have not understood what you have said, your message will be lost on your audience.
There are two forms of interpreting. Consecutive interpreting means you speak and then your interpreter interprets and this is the usual form for meetings, discussions and negotiations. Simultaneous interpreting is when you speak while the interpreter interprets simultaneously; but special equipment is required and is expensive to hire. Simultaneous interpreting is generally used only for large seminars and conferences.
There are always at least two interpreters, who interpret in 20-minute sessions to avoid stress and tiredness. Interpreting is a skill requiring professional training. Bear in mind that just because someone is fluent in English and Chinese it does not mean that they will make a good interpreter.
If you are giving a speech or presentation, remember that the need to interpret everything will cut your speaking time approximately in half (unless using simultaneous interpreting). It is essential to make sure that the interpreter can cope with any technical or specialist terms in the presentation. It is better to be slightly restricted and speak close to a script than to fail to sell yourself. If you are giving a speech, give the interpreter the text well in advance and forewarn them of any changes.

If you decide to bring an interpreter with you (for example an overseas Chinese from Hong Kong or Singapore), ensure that they speak clear and comprehensible Mandarin. If you are travelling to an area where there is a regional dialect, it is also essential to check whether your interpreter can also speak and understand this.

Below are a number of recommendations for getting the best out of your interpreter:

· Hiring a well-briefed professional interpreter the best. Though this is likely to be expensive, it will be money well spent.
· The Chinese will usually, but not always, provide one interpreter for their side. It is advisable to have your own interpreter available to assist with discussions, when possible. One interpreter working for both sides may become tired and start missing the meaning or detail of what is being said. Chinese partners often spring interpreting on junior staff who have studied English but are neither experienced at interpreting nor pre-briefed on the topic of the meeting. With your own interpreter, you should also have some feedback afterwards on the nuances behind what was said. 

· Try to involve your interpreter at every stage of your pre-meeting arrangements. The quality of interpretation will improve greatly if you provide adequate briefing on the subject matter. Ensure your interpreter understands what you are aiming to achieve. 

· Speak clearly and evenly, without rambling on for several paragraphs without pause. Your interpreter will find it hard to remember everything you have said, let alone interpret all your points.
· Conversely, don’t speak in short phrases and unfinished sentences. Your interpreter may find it impossible to translate the meaning if you have left a sentence hanging.
· Avoid jargon, unless you know your interpreter is familiar with the terminology.
· Some interpreters may be more familiar with American English and have a little difficulty at first with British accents.
· Listen to how your interpreter interprets what you have just said. If you have given a lengthy explanation but the interpreter translates into only a few Chinese words, it may be that they have not fully understood. Or they may be wary of passing on a message that is too blunt and will not be well received by the audience.
· Make sure your message is getting through clearly and in a tone that will not cause resentment. But be prepared in the response for the propensity of the Chinese language to be ambiguous. 

A NOTE ON NUMBERS

Large numbers are particularly tricky and often interpreted wrongly, sometimes leading to a mistake between millions and billions. For example, 10 million translates into Chinese as “1,000 ten thousands”; 100 million has its own character as “亿“; and 1,000 million or one billion translates as “十亿”. There is plenty of scope for confusion. Get numbers written down in Arabic numerals. 
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