
© 2012

Rising “Pink” Capitalists, 
Falling Family Enterprises? 
A Career Development Perspective in China

Jeremy Cheng
Centre for Family Enterprising & Business Advising
The Chinese University of Hong Kong 



© 2012

Rising “Pink” Capitalists, 
Falling Family Enterprises?

• May depend on … 

– Path to wealth creation & power acquisition 

– Role of political power in the business 

– Next gen qualities: Power inheritance & 
other capabilities
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What Constitutes Political Power in China? 
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“Political Power” / “Power Capital” as a Familial Resource …
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Who are “Pink Capitalists”?

Redness as a Spectrum
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Path I vs Path II Pink Capitalist Families 
Path I Path II 

Power origin Authority of the political leader Wealth

Wealth origin Power Release of land rights; savings 

Direct engagement of

‘patriarch’  in business  

No Yes

Competitive advantages (i) Guanxi from political network 

(factional ties & nepotism); 

(ii) Information asymmetry in 

national policies

(i) Guanxi with government 

officials;

(ii) Economy of scale 

Capital source(s) Government (mostly non-

collateralized), state-owned 

enterprises, & foreign direct 

investments  

Reinvestment & loans from state-

owned banks  

Level of secrecy Very high (under radar) Medium to High 

Industries involved New industries (e.g., energy, 

telecommunication,

entertainment, security, PE …) 

Traditional industries (e.g., 

manufacturing, raw materials,  

land development …)  
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Political Involvements of Path I Pink Capitalists

• Mobility between political and business tracks is 
high for red capitalists: 
– “Jiang Mianheng’s repeated attempts to be elected to 

the CCP Central Committee and the surprising move 
of Li Xiaopeng to be Deputy Governor of Shanxi were 
attempts to enter the Politburo in the future. They 
seem to understand that a higher post in the political 
ladder not only provides a stronger boost for their 
business empire, but also makes the economic 
wealth under their control more secure.” (Ho, 2012, 
p.520) 

• The same mobility for Pink Capitalists? 
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Political Involvements of Path II Pink Capitalists

• Owners of Chinese family business (mostly SMEs 
– or Path II Pink Capitalists) actively participated in 
politics (Chinese Family Business Report, 2011): 
– 39.3% were Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 

members; 
– About 30% of the businesses had a Party 

organization; 
– Served as members of National People’s Congress 

(NPC) and/or Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference (CPPCC): 

• About 25% as NPC member at the village level or above 
• About 37% as CPPCC member at provincial level or above 
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Self Perception towards Economic, Social, and Political 
Status by Family Business Owners

Economic Status

Social Status

Political Status

Ranking
1 represents highest ranking; 
10 represents lowest ranking

Data from Chinese Family 
Business Report (2011)

… Although these family business owners perceived that their political status 

was not as good as their socio-economic status.  This implies a desire for or 

the difficulty to acquire political power for Path II Pink Capitalists. 
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Path II Pink 
Capitalists

Path I Pink 
Capitalists

Map of Wealth in the Second 

Generation of China

Very high density

Pink Capitalism & Chinese Geography 

High density Medium density

Low density Very low density

Top 10 Provinces with 

Listed Corps (A Share) 

Ranking Province # Listed 

Firms

1 Guangdong 142

2 Zhejiang 129

3 Jiangsu 88

4 Shanghai 39

5 Shandong 35

6 Beijing 33

7 Fujian 33

8 Sichuan 26

9 Hunan 20

10 Henan 19

Data Source: BOC (2011) & 
Forbes China (2012)



© 2012

Challenges of Path I Family Businesses 

• Dilution of political power across generations

• Infighting amongst political coalition (e.g., amongst Tuanpai & the Princeling 
faction)

• Increasing scrutiny of family wealth, made possible by the ‘forbidden’ social 
media, for the enormous inequalities between the privileged minority and 
the disadvantaged majority 

• Forces against CCP monopoly 

• The families and their next gens enjoy more freedom but bear less 
responsibility 

• Western education of next gens incompatible with current Chinese contexts 
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Challenges of Path II Pink Capitalists

• Acquisition and maintenance of Guanxi with government officials 

• The families and their next gens enjoy more freedom but bear less responsibility 

• Western education of next gens incompatible with current Chinese contexts 

• Different lifestyles: Next gens not interested in mundane industries founded by the 

senior generations 

• Different success formulas (Relay China, 2009): 

– G1: Wealth accumulation via hard work 

– G2: Innovation & creativity 

• Availabilities of other career choices amongst next gens with top university education
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Paths I & II in Common 

• Political influence is a major source of competitive 
advantages in their businesses. How to succeed 
and/or develop political power for the next gens is 
critical. 

• If power is lost across generations, the shirtsleeves 
paradigm will apply. Power lost should be either 
replenished or replaced by other competitive 
advantages … 

• Next gen qualities (aptitude & attitude) do matter 
and career development has a role to play! 
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Career Development in China

• Career development is only a budding concept in China. 

• The earliest form of ‘career development’, robust in Chinese mind, is 
probably politically orientated: 
– “Excellent political leaders learn; excellent learners become political 

leaders.” The Analects of Confucius 

『仕而優則學，學而優則仕』《論語．子張篇》

– Occupational hierarchy: Shi (士/gentry scholars), Nong (農/pleasant 
farmers), Gong (工/artisans & craftsmen), Shang (商/merchants and 
traders) 

• Chinese does not develop a “profession” concept (with a western 
religious origin) due to trust issues. Trust is limited to the family 
circle. This is less conducive to the conceptual development for 
professional careers.  
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Career Development in China (Con’t)

• Career choice was very limited if not none 
under governance of the People’s 
Commune (人民公社) by Mao. People were 
assigned to a particular job/role. Only in the 
90s has the situation gradually changed 
following the socialism with Chinese 
characteristics to allow economic reforms 
by Deng . 

• Vast majority of parents never experienced 
what career / career development is.  Most 
mainland universities do not have a career 
section. The introduction of career services 
comes from the “pressure” of western 
university league tables.  
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Career Development

• Career development is a continuous process and 
involves both career choice and adjustment issues 
(Ginzberg, Ginszburg, Axelrad, & Herma, 1951; 
Super 1953)

• Career choice involves content and process 
variables (e.g., Holland, 1973) 

• Context plays a role in the postmodern era (e.g., 
contextualist theory, chaos theory, …). 
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A Process Model:  
Career Information-processing (CIP) Model 

Thinking 

about my 

decision 

making

Knowing how I make decisions

Knowing about myself Knowing about my opinions

(Peterson, Sampson, Reardon, & Lenz, 2002) 
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Career Decision Making: Career Diamond

• The career diamond can 
be split into two parts:

1. Exploring Phase: 
Awareness for oneself 
and awareness of the 
world of work leading to 
a vision of the self in the 
world of work

2. Deciding Phase: 
Integrating awareness 
of self and world of work 
to come to point where 
decision is made

(Andersen & Vandehey, 2006)
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Career Development & Family Business Membership

• Eckrich and Loughhead (1996) suggested that family 
business membership influences career development 
amongst late adolescents (LAs) in US. They found that as 
compared with those without FB background, LAs with FB 
background:  
– have a less clear sense of their abilities, talents, and interests in 

a career, thereby developing a lower vocational identity;  
– are exposed to greater familial involvement in the workplace, 

potentially blurring the line between work and family; &  
– perceive a greater opportunity to follow the career paths of 

parents and stronger pressure to engage in these paths. 

• Overinvolvement of parents is, however, not a clear factor in 
LAs’ career development.  
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Career Role & Family Business Performance

• Barnett, Eddleston, and Kellermanns (2009) found that: 
– Career role salience of a business owner is positively and more 

strongly associated with performance outcomes in family firms 
than in non-family firms. 

– Career role salience had a significant positive impact on 
expansion activities, possibly pointing to the motivation and 
focus of entrepreneurs on business. 

– Family firm owners with high career role salience experienced 
higher levels of business performance than non-family firm 
owners with high career role salience. 

• Next gen career role development may have an influence on 
future business performance.  
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Next Gen Career Preferences

• Zellweger, Sieger, and Halter (2011) discovered a pecking order of 
career preferences (employee intention < succession intention < 
founding intention), depending on next gen’s entrepreneurial self-
efficacy and independence motive. 

• Schroeder, Schmitt-Rodermund, and Arnaud (2011) classified 
German adolescents with FB background into 3 groups: (i) 
intentional successors; (ii) intentional founders; and (iii) intentional 
employees. They found that: 
– Openness to new experience distinguishes intentional founders and 

successors; Agreeableness differentiates intentional employees from 
intentional successors. 

– Identification with the FB and perceived parental job reward shape 
offspring’s career choice intention.

– Parental succession preference and preference correlates with  
offspring’s career choice intention.  
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A “Combined” Career Development Model for FB
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Research Questions

• What does career development mean to next gen 
members of pink capitalists in China? 

• What challenges do these next gens face in career 
development? 

• Should there be any specific career development 
paradigms for pink capitalist families? If yes, what 
are the critical elements?  
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RESEARCH METHODS 
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Research Methods

• Quantitative (Survey) 
– 185 usable returns (out of 193) 

– 7-point Likert scale (except for the questions on family business performance where a 
5-point scale is applied) 

– 2X2 (family background X political status) design 

– Demographics: 
• 30.8% Male; 69.2% female 

• Over 75% are in Years 3&4 

• 66% major in business; about 12% in engineering … 

• 96.7% attended universities in China 

• For those with FB background, about 80% are from 2nd Generation (vast majority of the rest 
come from 3rd Generation)  

– Limitations: 
• A huge population of female participants: Chinese families have a different set of expectations 

for male and female; 

• Self-reported scale 
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Research Methods 

• Qualitative 

– Unstructured interviews (5 cases)

– Second-hand data for political affiliation of 

family business owners and their successors 

(mainly annual reports of Top 20 Share A 

family firms by Forbes China 2012)  
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Process Factors: CIP Dimensions 

Thinking about My Decision Making

• 5 items: 
• I can critically reflect mistakes I 

made in the past on career 
planning and development. 

• I know where I am in my career 
decision making process. 

• I can accurately evaluate my 
own career decision-making 
ability. 

• I am aware of my career 
decision process. 

• I can monitor my career 
decision-making process 
consciously. 

Knowing How I Make Decision

• 4 items: 

• I analyze the pros and cons of 

different career options. 

• I know which factors influence my 

career decision.

• I can narrow the difference 

between my career aspiration and 

the available options. 

• I know how to make a critical 

career decision. 
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Process Factors: CIP Dimensions 

Knowing about My Options 

• 3 items: 

• I know my job options 

available. 

• I know what jobs are open 

with my education 

background. 

• I actively explore different 

career options. 

Knowing about Myself 

• 4 items: 

• I know what I want in my 

career. 

• I know my strengths. 

• I am aware of my limitations. 

• I understand my personality.  
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Content Factors

Availability of Choices  

• 3 items: 

• I can choose the work I like.

• I can freely explore different 

career opportunities. 

• A lot of career choices are 

present for me. 

Market Understanding 

• 4 items: 

• I know the professional / 
academic qualifications 
required to enter into my 
selected professions. 

• I know the start-point salaries 
for different professions. 

• I know the progression paths in 
my aspired positions.  

• I know the industry 
environment and conditions 
from people working in the 
fields. 
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Factors – Family Firm Specificity (Realism) 

• 5 items: 

• I have plans to go back to my 
family firm.

• Working in my family firm can 
fully utilize my potentials.

• I am responsible for 
continuing the legend of my 
family business.

• I want to work in my family 
firm. 

• I am proud of joining my 
family firm. 

Perceived Needs for Career 

Planning in Family Firms 

• 4 items: 

• Future leadership is a present 
concern for my family 
business.

• Career planning for next 
generations is an important 
task in my family business.

• My family business has a 
strong need for career 
planning for next generations. 

• My family business places a 
high value on career planning. 

Willingness to Work in Family 
Firms
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Factors – Family Firm Specificity (Realism)  
Career Development 
Implementation in Family Business 

• 4 items: 

• I have the opportunities to 
learn about the family 
business from my parents.

• I am engaged early on in my 
family business.

• My career development plan 
is shared with professional 
managers in the firm.

• My family firm has policies 
governing my future 
employment.
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Career Development Elements
Professional Career 
Development Needs 

• 4 items: 

• An education curriculum unique to 
family business members is needed 
to prepare the next generation to 
join their family business.  

• A career planning process unique 
to family business helps fit next 
generations into their family 
business.

• Family business mentors / coaches 
will help in the next generation 
development.  

• Family firms appreciate the 
contribution of professional 
advisors on career development. 

Political Capital Acquisition & 
Inheritance 

• 4 items: 

• Inheriting political influence is an 

important part of my career 

development. 

• Acquiring political influence is an 

important part of my career 

development. 
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Career Development Elements
Perception towards Political 
Training

• 3 items: 

– I can increase my political 

influence via joining the Party 

School. 

– I can network with a lot of 

important people in the Party 

School. 

– My career can be advanced if 

I can receive training from the 

Party School in the future.

Education

• Is your major relevant to 

your family business? 

• Is your major relevant to 

your future role(s) in your 

family business?  

• Allowed responses:  Yes / 

No / Not sure 



© 2012

Family Business Performance 

• 6 sub-items 

• How would you rate your family business’s current 
performance as compared to that of the competitors in 
the last three years in terms of the following?  
• Innovation (Development of new products or services)

• Efficiency (Development of new internal processes or 
procedures) 

• Financial Outcomes 

• Employee Well-being 

• Environmental Outcomes 

• Family Outcomes (independence, tight-knit family, respect 
in community, and development of the next generation) 
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Interviews 

• Family business background 

• Personal development background 

• Concept of career development 

• Meaning of politics to family business 

• Importance of political power acquisition in 
career development 

• Key factors for career advancement
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RESULTS
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Results – Highlights 

• No effect with all CIP factors 
– Next gens of potential pink capitalists (FB-Political group) can process 

career information as good as others.  

– While the difference between groups is insignificant, the FB-Political 
group consistently ranked highest in the CIP factors. 

– Contradict with Eckrich and Loughhead (1996) that those with FB 
background have a lower vocational identity … May political background 
be a moderating factor? 

FB-Political 
(19) 

FB-Non-
Political (28)

NonFB-
Political (36)

NonFB-Non-
Political (102)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Thinking about My Decision Making 4.95 1.211 4.65 1.246 4.68 1.059 4.82 0.944

Knowing How I Make Decision 5.12 0.883 5.00 1.245 4.91 0.875 4.79 0.994

Knowing about My Options 5.54 0.795 5.25 0.992 5.19 0.947 5.15 0.886

Knowing about Myself 5.83 0.727 5.32 1.053 5.39 0.907 5.34 0.874
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Results – Highlights 

• A main effect for family business background on “availability of 
options” (F = 5.224, p = .023) but none for political background and 
interaction. 
– FB next gens perceived more choices (freedom) than non-FB next 

gens.

– The choice of going back to the FB seems to be a real option that FB 
next gens can exercise or not, echoing the interview findings that 
parents of the potential pink capitalists (Path II) are quite liberal. This 
converges with the notion of negotiated freedom with private wealth 
amongst the next gens of potential pink capitalists. 

– Family resources offer good opportunities (and moderating role for 
political status?).   

FB-Political 
(19) 

FB-Non-
Political (28)

NonFB-
Political (36)

NonFB-Non-
Political (102)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Availability of Choices 5.44 1.013 5.30 1.261 4.98 1.036 4.81 1.169
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More on Option Availability …

• From the interviews, size and nature of the 
family businesses appear to influence 
presence of true options! The concept of 
opportunity costs applies … 
– Parents may regret less if small businesses 

are not succeeded by next gens.

– Parents in traditional, competitive businesses 
allow their offspring more freedom to opt for 
the career they want.  



© 2012

Results – Highlights 

• No effect with family firm specific factors 
– Non-FB next gens hold a similar view as FB next gens.
– Both FB and non-FB next gens are not particularly enthusiastic about 

working in FBs, especially many of the participants are from (or take 
reference of) SMEs in traditional industries. 

– Relatively neutral scores are obtained for “Perceived needs for career 
planning in FB” & “Career development implementation in FB”.  This 
could be attributed to the fact that the career development concept is 
new in China and not all people actually ACT on this. 

FB-Political 
(19) 

FB-Non-
Political (28)

NonFB-
Political (36)

NonFB-Non-
Political (102)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Willingness to Work in Family Firms 4.41 1.201 4.24 1.285 4.54 1.175 4.43 1.340

Perceived Needs for Career 
Planning in Family Business 

4.58 1.357 4.74 1.057 4.83 1.043 4.97 1.153

Career Development Implementation 
in Family Business  

4.49 1.065 4.36 1.081 4.73 1.002 4.42 1.213
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Results – Highlights

• Career development elements
– Professional career development (e.g., family education 

curriculum, advice from mentors, coaches, or advisors) are 
viewed as positive. 

– Surprisingly, the next gens do not identify the importance of 
political capital or political training in their career development.  

FB-Political 
(19) 

FB-Non-
Political (28)

NonFB-Political 
(36)

NonFB-Non-
Political (102)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Professional Career Development Needs 
5.26 1.226 5.39 0.699 5.43 0.970 5.26 1.170

Political Capital Acquisition & 
Inheritance

4.21 2.064 3.52 1.878 3.81 1.691 3.55 1.528

Perception towards Political Training 
2.32 1.240 2.10 1.065 2.60 1.287 2.58 1.399
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Political Capital NOT IMPORTANT?

• The “anomaly” could be explained from the interview findings: 
• All next gens of potential pink capitalists think that political influence 

is important to FBs – common to all Chinese firms. The policy-
driven economy also demands political capital. 

• They either do not want to get involved in politics because the 
system is “not transparent” or “complicated”, or they find it not very 
effective to gain political power at their age (especially for those with  
village-based political relationships associated with small FBs – “too 
small to influence” as evident by the low, self-reported score in 
political influence of the family – 2.32 out of 7 which is lower than 
that from non-FB groups). This also converges with the findings in 
the Chinese Family Business Report (2011). 

• Next gens want to work in a different field from their FBs or set up 
their own business which demands less political capital (e.g., in one 
of the cases, the next gen wants to develop his own training institute 
instead of working in a regional land developer. So he starts his first 
job as an executive with Wall Street English …)  
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Role of Education in Career Development 

Yes
50%

No
37%

Not Sure
13%

Relevance of Major to Family Business

Yes
50%

No
26.1%

Not Sure
23.9%

Relevance of Major to Future Role in 
Family Business
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Role of Education in Career Development 

• Half of the FB next gens prepare themselves 
for working in FBs (regardless of whether 
they will do so).   

• From the interviews, education provides the 
stepping stone to career development. Work 
experience & network, however, become 
more crucial as the Chinese economy 
matures … 
� Education is yielding a diminishing return.
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CAREER PLANNING PARADIGMS 

FOR PINK CAPITALIST FAMILIES

If theories of family enterprise really do matter, 

so does change in management education (Steier & Ward, 2006) 
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Plowing back the Parent (Age > 45)

Serve the Community 
Merge the spin-off with the parent; coach start-up 

divisions & serve as NED in the group headquarter
Learn risk management, multinational JV, and M&A 

Spin-off Proliferation (Age 40 - 45) 

Serve Industry Associations 
Head the spin-off as GM & serve as INED in the group 

headquarter 
Develop international strategic alliance & corporate 

governance

Spin-off Experimentation (Age 35 - 40)

Take an EMBA & a Finance degree
Co-found a start-up with an AML employee (if needed) 

as a spin-off 
Learn start-up, growth, & financial management skills 

Incubation Nursery (Age 30 - 35)

Take an MSc in Marketing, coaching from the 
"Corporate University" and top management

Work as a supervisor in the family firm Learn people & marketing skills 

External Exposure (Age < 30)

Take an MSc in Technology Work as an executive in non-family firms
Learn best practices in at least 2 complementary 

disciplines

The Mok Family (HK) Intrapreneurship Program 
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Career Development for Political Influence

• Participate in the following party training: 
– Party School of Central Committee of C.P.C
– Communist Youth League (CYL) of China, a 

school for the CCP to groom successors (Wu, 
2006). 

• All-China Youth Federation 

• All-China Students’ Federation 

• Young Pioneers of China

• Set up a Party Organization in the firm, and 
let the next gens chair that Organization.
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Career Development for Political Influence

• Immersion program: A selected batch of next gens to 
shadow other parents at work. The pair-up (易子而教)
is, however, an art for transferring the necessary 
capitals:  
– Path I father & Path II son 

– Path II father & Path I son 

• Invite Party affiliates into the corporate board, thereby 
tapping into their political networks as reagent 
mentors. 

• … political marriage (as a part of ‘career’)?!
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New Hope Liuhe

New Hope Liuhe (876.SZ) was named by 
Forbes China as the Top FB (Share A) 2012.  

Unlike her father, Liu is not officially politically 
engaged. 

In the interview with Forbes, Liu’s most 
impressive engagement with New Hope was its 

corporate 30th Anniversary Event … 

“A good party to present the 30 years’ history of 

New Hope to every guests …”  

This invited 1,000 guests including senior 
government officials from the Ministry of 

Agriculture and other Party members …   

http://www.forbeschina.com/review/201208/0019745.shtml
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An Integrated View towards Career 
Development in Chinese Family Businesses 

1. Political influence succession and re-creation 

2. Career development for transgenerational leadership: Concept of followership 
(from follower to servant leader to leader in essence)  

3. Corporate and family governance mechanisms for career development 

4. Family education curriculum for strategic HRM for on-going enterprise needs 

5. Family philanthropy as a low-risk career development platform (and a let-go 
platform) 

6. Career development to Increase entrepreneurial orientation in family firms

7. … 
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