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From one second  
to the next

It’s a Thursday in February 2015 and the Chinese New Year is just 
around the corner.

I’m sitting beside my Chinese business partner, whom I know as 
Leslie – because like all Westerners, it’s easier for me to call her by 
her nickname than use her proper Chinese one. We’re in our office 
in the Pudong quarter of Shanghai and I can see she is trying to 
find a way to begin a difficult conversation. “Er … Angelika, maybe 
we should have a chat. Would you like to go for a coffee, perhaps? 
There‘s something I’d like to run past you.” 

 I’d met Leslie 15 years earlier, when we were both working for the 
Austrian/Canadian automotive supplier Magna Steyr. Since then 
we had worked together in a range of businesses before ending up 
running a consultancy to help European enterprises break into the 
Chinese market. 
Leslie would never have said: “We really have to talk now. It‘s about 
something very important.” But I had lived in China long enough to 
know that whatever was on her mind, it was urgent. So off we went  
to Starbucks on the ground floor of our building “for a coffee.” Like 
most Chinese people Leslie doesn’t actually like coffee, but Starbucks 
was “in” and coffee was becoming really trendy.

With cups in hand we found a table and then she dropped a bomb- 
shell. “I’ve had a sensational offer from a Chinese start-up in the elec-
tromobility sector and I would like to accept it.” Looking me straight 
in the eye, she added: “I‘ve given it a lot of thought.”
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After a brief pause while I recovered from the surprise I asked 
when might the job start? “This coming Monday,” she said.  
Just four days away. 

Immediately a thousand things started to fly through my mind. 
We were fully committed to clients at the time and I would never 
be able to manage all the business on my own. I would need to 
find additional people – and quickly.

Meanwhile, Leslie continued to enthuse about her exciting new 
opportunity. “I’ve got a really good feeling about it. This company 
has real potential. And Angelika, let‘s be honest, over the last few 
years we‘ve been working more in the past and the present than we 
have in the future. This offer is an ideal way into that future, to  
really learn about how Chinese companies are going global.”

Then she looked hard at me. “Maybe it’s not just an opportunity for 
me … but perhaps for you too?”

Over the last 15 years I have worked continuously either for Euro-
pean companies doing business in China or for Chinese companies 
doing business in different European countries. I spent the last 
four of those 15 years as a senior executive in a Chinese global 
start-up. 

During this time, I shared information with European managers, 
giving them my insights in return for their views of what was hap-
pening in China. Their interest in this country has grown strongly 
year-by-year, most particularly over the last three, and the need 
for knowledge about and expertise in the Chinese economy has 
grown exponentially alongside the country‘s global success.
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I am frequently asked to identify the differences between Europe 
and China and to give my views on China‘s strengths. That is partly 
because until recently I was a regular speaker at conferences as the 
spokesperson for an expanding Chinese start-up, NIO.

One thing had become apparent to me from all the questions I 
have been asked: Few Europeans can accurately assess China’s 
economic power and fewer still truly understand why it has expe-
rienced such a boom. 

When discussing this topic people usually divide into two camps. 
In the first are the Europeans who still underestimate China.  
They persist in seeing it as a country that has simply nothing to do 
with the present day.

In the other, a growing camp, are people who blindly overestimate 
China‘s potential. Their view of China is just as irrational as that 
of the first group.

It‘s easy to see if you belong in either, as in the following two chapters 
I have compiled a selection of the questions typically received 
from both sides.
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Underestimated:  
the copy office

“China? Can they do anything other than copy?” 
Many Europeans still see China as an extended workbench of Wes-
tern nations. They readily concede that the Chinese are experts 
in mass production but remain dubious about their quality stan-
dards. They do not see the Chinese as having either high demands 
or any specific capabilities.

“What does it matter to us Europeans that digitalisation is more 
advanced in everyday life in China than elsewhere?” 
A question such as this illustrates all too clearly what I consider 
a double dose of ignorance. Firstly, anyone asking this question 
obviously does not rate China as a power – as if globalisation 
wasn‘t really an important issue. Even though the world economy 
is currently cooling down and protectionist tendencies are coming 
to the fore, even if they wanted to Europe’s markets are unlikely to 
be able to isolate themselves from the rest of the world.

Secondly, the question also seems to assume that no country where 
even the masses are fully familiar with a crucial key to the future 
can ever hope to enjoy a competitive edge. But is that really true?

“The Chinese can do everything we can? I’ll believe that when I see it 
happening in my sector.” 
You’ll find this narrow-minded attitude in particular in those 
industrial sectors in which China has not yet made its mark in 
the European market. Pride in their own performance in the past 
seems to cloud the view of both the present and the future. 
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“Their success is largely down to short term opportunism? They don‘t 
plan ahead so much as make on the spot decisions, going this way 
today and that way tomorrow. How can that be sustainable in the 
long-term? “ 
Europeans are suspicious of the Chinese way of developing com-
panies. The fact that it is different to theirs in a number of ways 
leads them to believe that this success simply cannot endure. This 
conclusion is understandable from the planning culture perspecti-
ve of Western organisation – but once again, is it right?

“People tell amazing stories about projects that the Chinese get up 
and running in an incredibly short time – but are any of them actu-
ally true?“ 
Chinese companies are currently also making a name for themselves 
in key international projects. That has caused quite a stir but also 
resulted in amazement. European entrepreneurs frequently assert 
that China’s success stories are either exaggerated or, if true, must 
be the result of unfair business practices.

In my early years in China these were the main kinds of questions 
I was asked by Europeans, all demonstrating an implicit contempt 
towards China. But in recent years the pendulum has begun to 
swing strongly from the negative to the positive.
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Overestimated:  
the invincible

The following observation illustrates how the mood has changed. When 
I moved to China 12 years ago I worked in human resources for the large 
Austrian/Canadian automotive supplier Magna Steyr. We found it very 
difficult back then to find experts who wanted to work in China. We had to 
offer high expatriate allowances to suitable candidates, not least because 
everybody assumed that working there would be very arduous.

Today, however, there’s a rich choice of candidates because so many 
professionals want to go to China. Over the last two years I have been 
inundated with applications via LinkedIn. Working for Chinese start-
ups has become “cool” among well educated, well trained experts. 
These flexpats, as they are known, go to China for the learning expe-
rience as well as the fun. They see their time in the Middle Kingdom as 
a valuable addition to their professional CV. 
No doubt that has something to do with the perception that China‘s ent-
erprises have experienced a major turnaround in their fortunes. In some 
industries China has already proved that it can gain ground extremely qui-
ckly. In the electromobility sector, for example, it developed an entire eco-
system – with all the necessary players and resources – in under five years 
and it is now the undisputed world leader in the sector.  Today 40 percent 
of all electric cars in the world are to be found on China’s roads. 

It is because of these successes that I am being approached by an ever-gro-
wing number of representatives from the auto industry. The same is true in 
the areas of robotics and artificial intelligence. The breath-taking speed with 
which Chinese entrepreneurs seize their opportunities inspires equal measu-
res of amazement and despondency amongst their European counterparts.
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Accordingly, there are those in Europe who catch their breath when the 
subject is raised. You can see this reaction in questions such as: 

•  “When you see the massive amount of subsidies the Chi-
nese State gives its industries do we Europeans actually 
have a chance?“

•  “There are just so many Chinese: if they all get going, 
then we haven‘t got a chance, have we?”

•  “How can we hope to keep pace with all these future 
technologies when here in Europe we have to deal with 
thousands of regulations, while the Chinese don‘t bother 
in the slightest with social partnership, environmental 
concessions, data protection and the like?”

•  “Isn’t China so far ahead already that we will never be 
able to catch up?”

 
You can hear the regrettable resignation in those questions.

But whether the majority of Europeans underestimate or overestimate  
the Chinese is pretty much irrelevant at this stage. Neither reflects the  
reality and Europe is merely putting itself into an ever-worsening situation 
by adopting either approach. Whether Europeans ignore the challenge be-
cause they are arrogant or so despondent that they freeze in the face  
of it, the outcome is the same: stagnation.

And if Europe stands still while the rest of the world, and particularly 
China, moves forward, the gap will necessarily widen and grow ever 
bigger.

So where does Europe really stand in comparison to China?
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Angelika Sodian

Angelika Sodian has observed it happen time and time again:  
mistaken preconceptions result in misunderstandings, leading to  
frustration and ultimately even failure in intercultural collaboration. 

With a Doctorate in Business Administration, the author and key-
note speaker recognises the importance of bringing a realistic yet 
positive attitude to the development of European companies. Now 
she has made it her mission in life to share her own personal expe-
riences and insights of doing business with the Middle Kingdom. 

Few others have the depth of relevant experience needed to truly 
comprehend the cultural differences between China and the West 
when it comes to driving businesses.  Angelika spent many years 
in top management in the automotive sector, working with both 
Chinese and European companies and in both regions. Having 
founded her own company and assisted other entrepreneurs create 
theirs, she now helps European executives and entrepreneurs 
identify their routes to market through engaging lectures, training 
sessions and workshops. 

When not involved in this fulfilling pursuit, the native Austrian 
loves immersing herself in different cultures by travelling with her 
husband. She enjoys visiting locations with enchanting sea views 
and the occasional glass of fine wine.

 
To learn more about Angelika please visit: 
www.angelikasodian.com
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Further offers

Congratulations! You have read this book and looked the Chinese 
tiger in the eye. Now build on this learning and steer your company 
into a sustainable future. 

Why not share your exciting new understanding with your entire 
management team? Angelika can help you do this through in-
company keynote addresses, executive workshops and training 
sessions. She can help you defi ne a strategic positioning for your 
company concept that will drive it dynamically in new directions and 
strengthen its intercultural capabilities. With her insights and expe-
rience, nothing will interfere with your successful transformation. 

To learn more about Angelika and how her experience can help 
yours, please visit: www.angelikasodian.com
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