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Host: There are growing concerns about apparently politically driven obstacles 
to foreign companies gaining access to the Chinese market. The concerns 
emerged in a large survey of European companies operating in China, and by 
comments from the US Treasury Secretary Jack Lew. To get a better sense of 
what those obstacles might be, I spoke to Dr. Robert Lawrence Kuhn – he’s an 
advisor to a number of large multinational corporations working in China, as 
well as an advisor to the Chinese government. 
 
Kuhn: It’s a variegated environment. Some foreign companies are actually 
doing more business and doing business easier than they did in prior years, 
because they’re needed for the development of Chinese industries, such as 
healthcare and some aspects of even IT. On the other hand, companies that 
are energy intensive or polluting or purely consumer driven, are much less 
needed, even if they bring a lot of capital. So it’s a complex situation. Each 
company needs to be evaluated in terms of its industry and its need for China’s 
primary economic programs, which is the 13th 5-Year Plan, 2020 being a target 
date for China to become a “moderately prosperous society”, which is a very 
important goal set by leadership in China, and they’re going to be judged by it. 
So if a company is helping these programs — advanced manufacturing, 
Internet Plus, all the ways that China’s growing, they could be even favored. 
But, over the long term, Chinese companies are going to be becoming more 
powerful, and the Chinese leadership is going to be supporting them. 
 
Host: Right, It’s going to be supporting them, so the experience that you’re 
hearing about on the part of foreign companies trying to go in is what? That 
they are meeting political obstacles that clearly favor the local industry? 
 
Kuhn: The general feeling is that it’s harder to do business in China today than 
it was several years ago — 5, 10 years ago. From a Chinese point of view, 
that’s natural, as foreign companies had this sort of free ride with “just bring 
your capital; we have cheap labor and you can do what you want to do,” and in 
the past that was sort of true, especially for businesses in processing 
industries. But today it’s a very different environment; Chinese leadership says 
you shouldn’t expect it to be the same.  



	 
  
Host: Give specific examples of the types of experiences that companies face 
when they attempt to enter? What are the obstacles? 
 
Kuhn: For example, there will be RFPs put out — requests for proposals — 
with requirements for projects that will be such that it would be more difficult 
for foreign companies to support those kinds of Chinese standards than it 
would be for Chinese companies. So that’s a way in which you’re sort of open, 
but you’re really not. Another factor that looks like it is a hindrance to business 
but is actually other things going on, is that because of internal political 
situations in China, sometimes Chinese officials or executives will not make 
decisions as quickly as foreigners would like them to. In general in China, 
things take time, but in the last few years, with the anti-corruption campaign, 
there’s been even a slowing of decision-making. They are hesitant to make 
decisions and hesitant to do things the way they did in the past. So companies 
may think they’re being singled out and being restricted when in fact the 
motivations are different.  
 
Host: Do you think the anti-corruption campaign is making it harder or easier 
on companies? 
 
Kuhn: Ah, that’s a great question, because if you average it out, maybe you 
would say it’s kind of neutral, but you look at the negative and the positive you 
see what’s going on. On the positive side, corruption, by corrupt Chinese 
officials, is just much more difficult to engage in. And that’s terrific for foreign 
companies, because foreign companies, especially those like American 
companies that are subject to the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, cannot, will 
not, must not be involved in anything remotely approaching corruption. 
whereas companies from other countries might be, shall we say, “more 
flexible”. So that’s making it better and easier to do business in China. On the 
other hand, because officials are worried about the anti-corruption campaign —  
not so much worried about their current deal, but if they do a current deal, and 
they’re investigated, they’re worried about the deal they did two and three 
years ago where they were corrupt — and you can’t undo the past, as they say 
— and so the answer that they come up with is “Don’t do anything!”, keep 
your head under the table, don’t stick out where someone’s going to see you, 
find you. And so you don’t make decisions. Now foreign companies interpret 
the delays as indicating that it’s more difficult to do business in China because 
they’re foreign companies, and really it has nothing to do with that. 
 
Host: The thoughts of the renowned international corporate strategist, Dr. 
Robert Lawrence Kuhn.  
 


