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INDIGENOUS MANAGEMENT RESEARCH 

What is the most fruitful approach to developing Chinese management research is 
perhaps the single most important question that Management and Organization Review 

is set up to address. A complex question such as this one typically engenders diverse 
views, and there has been an ongoing debate about the best way forward. The crux 
of the debate centers on whether it is more productive to focus on universal or 
China-specific (indigenous) management theories (e.g. Barney & Zhang, 2009; 
Cheng, Wang, & Huang, 2009). The indigenous approach requires the adoption of 
Chinese perspectives in conceptualizing research problems and formulating theo
ries (for detail, see Li, Leung, Chen, & Luo, 2012). 

There is a constant plea for attention to context in management research, and we 
should also put this debate in context. The U.S. has been the dominant economic 
power after World War II as well as the dominant source of management research 
and theories. Despite the monumental work of Hofstede (1980) on cultural dimen
sions, most researchers do not worry about whether research and theories coming 
out of the U.S. context would generalize to other cultural contexts. There has not 
been any significant trend to require research and theories developed in the U.S. 
context to take into account their relevance and applicability in other cultural 
contexts. In contrast, indigenous research and theories developed in the Chinese 
context typically generate a knee-jerk reaction about their potential lack of gener-
alizability to other cultural contexts. As an illustration, papers based on U.S. data 
typically do not carry a disclaimer about their potential lack of generalizabiliy to 
other cultural contexts, whereas papers based on Chinese data usually include a 
caveat about the uncertainty of cultural generality. This difference can easily be 
explained by economic power. If a theory or a set of findings works in the U.S., it is 
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likely to work reasonably well in Western Europe, which is pretty much what matters 

in economic terms. Whether or not it works, say, in Africa, does not matter in terms 

of real-world significance because Africa's share of the world economy is small. This 

lukewarm attitude is obvious in published articles: How often are findings and 

theories originated in the U.S. replicated and tested in Africa? How many research

ers are concerned that a certain theory does not work in the African context? 

The analysis based on economic power also sheds light on why Chinese man

agement research, including context-sensitive research, often assumes a Western 

perspective (Tsui, 2007, 2009). Foreign direct investments have been a major 

driving force of the economic growth of China. For strategic reasons, many 

Western firms need to operate in China, the factory of the world and an increas

ingly important market. To succeed in managing such operations, knowledge 

about the Chinese context and Chinese employees is important. Demand for such 

knowledge explains why a large chunk of Chinese management research orients 

toward offering insight for Western firms to operate in China (e.g. Kim & Wright, 

2011; Leung, Zhu, & Ge, 2009; Li, Chen, & Shapiro, 2010; Wang & Takeuchi, 

2007). This type of research is typically not indigenous in orientation, because 

Western theories are applied, although adaptation is often made to improve their 

local relevance and applicability. 

The economic context of the world is changing quickly. The four BRIC Countries 

will ascend rapidly in their share of the world economy. PricewaterhouseCoopers 

even predicts that China will overtake the U.S. as the largest economy in the World 

by 2020 (Kennedy, 2010, Jan. 21). The outward direct foreign investment of China 

is in the take-offstage (Alon, Child, Li, & Mclntyre, 2011; Lu, Liu, & Wang, 2011; 

Yiu, 2011), and Chinese firms will be a major player in the global arena in a decade 

or two. In an era where Chinese firms are at least as important as U.S. firms, whether 

Chinese findings and theories are generalizable to other cultural contexts will be less 

crucial. Indigenous knowledge about Chinese management will be essential in the 

real world, and few can afford to ignore Chinese firms as much as we cannot ignore 

American firms today. In a nutshell, given the trajectory of the Chinese economy, we 

are entering an era in which indigenous Chinese findings and theories, regardless of 

whether they are culture-general or not, are important in their own right. 

There is a second reason why indigenous Chinese findings and theories are 

important. Indigenous Chinese management research can offer new insight and 

contribute to the development of truly universal theories (Leung, 2009). For 

instance, a comparison of creativity across the East and West can reveal omissions in 

Western creativity research, and findings and theorizing originating from the East 

may point to intriguing and novel research directions (De Dreu, 2010; Morris & 

Leung, 2010). I may add that a study in an economically unimportant country may 

offer unique insight for theory development because of certain specific features of the 

context. In general, the synthesis of indigenous research from diverse cultural 

contexts is perhaps the best way to arrive at truly universalistic theories (Yang, 2000). 
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I believe that Chinese management research from an indigenous perspective will 

be taken seriously with the ascendance of the economic power of China. A key 

mission of MOR is to promote Chinese management research, and my personal 

view is that we need to encourage research that is original and trail-blazing. 

Showing that a Western theory needs modification to work well in China is a good 

contribution; showing the superiority of an indigenous theory over a Western 

theory, even adapted for the Chinese context, is an eye-opening, stronger contri

bution. A spectacular and high-impact contribution, I believe, is to demonstrate 

that an indigenous theory can eventually be developed into a universal theory. 

MOR has published many papers of the first type, and some of the second type as 

well, such as the discussions of Chinese guanxi (e.g. Li, Yao, Sue-Chan, & Xi, 2011; 

Luo, 2011) and Chinese capitalism (Fligstein & Zhang, 2011; Lin, 2011). I hope we 

will see more papers of types 2 and 3 within its pages. To further promote this goal, 

it is timely for MOR to publish this special issue on 'Indigenous Management 

Research in China', which brings clarity to what is entailed in an indigenous 

approach and how to conduct this type of research. Van de Ven and Jing (2012) 

offer an insightful commentary on indigenous management research in China 

from an engaged scholarship perspective, which broadens the conceptual realm of 

this type of research. 

THIS SPECIAL ISSUE 

The special issue includes an introduction by the guest editors, four articles that 
cover diverse topics, and a commentary. In addition, there are three regular 
articles, which coincidentally complement the articles in the special issue very well. 
Two articles are about China, with one on guanxi (Luo, Huang, & Wang, 2012), 
and the other one on a review of the theoretical contributions of research con
ducted in the Chinese context (Jia, You, & Du, 2012). The final article in this issue 
reviews the tension between indigenous vs. imported management research in 
Brazil (Rodrigues, Duarte, & Carrieri, 2012), thus providing a contrast to the status 
of indigenous research in the Chinese context. 

I congratulate all the authors in this issue for their supreme jobs in showcasing 
the importance and utility of the indigenous approach. This issue fulfils a core 
mission of MOR and represents a key milestone in the development of indigenous 
management research. The papers as a collective will provide the much needed 
impetus for leapfrogging this line of research to a new height. 

WELCOME TO NEW MEMBERS OF THE MOR EDITORIAL TEAM 

Finally, I would like to welcome Tony Fang of Stockholm University to be the 
Artwork Coordinator of MOR. Research is primarily an intellectual endeavor, but 
delight and inspiration invoked by mesmerizing images may bring insight beyond 
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what our intellect can offer. Tony will not only elevate our widely acclaimed 

tradition of gracing the cover otMOR with artistic photographs, but will also liven 

up the blank pages with beautiful images. I would also like to welcome the 

incoming Consulting Editors, Bor-Shiuan Cheng, Simon S. K. Lam, Kenneth S. 

Law, Christopher Marquis, Seung Ho Park, and Heli Wang, and Editorial Review 

Board Members, Xu Huang, Yi Jiang, Tae-Yeol Kim, Leigh Anne Liu, Klaus 

Meyer, Run Ren, Margaret Shaffer, and Song Yang, whose significant expertise 

will help take MOR to the next level. We are also pleased to have Eric Tsang 

advance from Consulting to Senior Editor. Last but not least, I extend my deep 

gratitude to the outgoing editors, including Ingmar Bjorkman, Xiao-Ping Chen, 

and Patrick Wright. They have contributed so much to the success of MOR, and I 

wish them the best of luck in their future endeavors. 
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