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Editor’s introduction

As the world gets more connected and multiple cultures come 
together to execute across the globe, the way we think and do 
things continues to evolve. Best practice is contextual and co-

created.

The key to success in this so-called Asian century is to move 
beyond the mind-sets that have been built over time. Whilst 

often not spoken about, the shadow of colonialism and post-
colonialism still have a major impact on the thinking of people 
from both East and West. These mindsets and pre-conceived 
views can limit the success of individuals and organisations as 
they look to prosper in a world with far less boundaries than at 

any previous time in human history.

In this chapter, Rangsan Thammaneewong and Dr Yvonne 
Sum discuss the need now for a global mind-set that boldly 
transcends culture; one that takes the best of both East and 
West and  combines them with a higher understanding of our 
meaningful values to allow business, organisations, countries 
and individuals to flourish in this brave new world of the 21st 

century.

Paul Sparks

Dr Yvonne Sum  Rangsan Thammaneewong 
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The urgent case  
for a global  
mind-set

The way to avoid the mistakes  
of the past as East meets West  

in the 21st century

Late in the 19th century, the English writer and raconteur Rudyard Kipling 
famously stated:

“East is east and west is west, and never the twain shall meet.”

Much has happened to both East and West during the intervening period. 
The star that was Kipling’s British Empire has waned to be replaced in the 
20th century by the economic and political power of the United States of 
America. Things continue to change, and economic and political influence is 
again shifting. Many are predicting the 21st century to be the Asian century, 
and the evidence continues to build to support this prediction.

Does this rise inevitably mean the demise of the older powers of the West? 
Was Kipling right in saying that there will be no meeting of the minds that are 
East and West?

Perhaps there’s a different answer, and Kipling goes on to suggest an answer 
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in the far less famous lines of his poem that follow:

“But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth, When two 
strong men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends of the earth!”

What Kipling is saying is that the situation is not ‘East or West’; but, when 
approached by ‘strong’ people (and in Kipling’s world, people of influence 
were usually men), the situation becomes ‘East and West’. He has wisely noted 
that, despite our individual backgrounds and experience, it is our common 
humanity that will inevitably allow us to connect with others – given the 
strength of character, empathy and desire from the individuals involved to 
make the connection a reality.1 

What does this mean for people from both East and West as we look to do 
business together in the 21st century?

The writers of this chapter were both raised in Asia and educated in the 
West, and have worked for many years with clients across the Asia-Pacific 
region to help them improve their organisational performance. Yvonne grew 
up in Malaysia, then received her tertiary education and started to raise her 
family in Australia. She is currently working in the Middle East. Rangsan was 
born and raised in Thailand, before attaining his tertiary qualifications in the 
US. He has worked for extended periods across Asia, including Hong Kong, 
Singapore and Japan, before returning to his native Bangkok. Both authors 
have seen organisations from the West enter the emerging markets of the East. 
They have seen some achieve great success – and have seen others perform 
below expectations. In this chapter the authors will share their experiences and 
discuss the mistakes that Western organisations have made in their attempts 
to expand to the East.2 

The good news is that these mistakes can be avoided.

The key to success in the Asian century is to move beyond the mind-
sets that have been built over time. No longer will a Western, or an Eastern, 

1 The lines come from a poem by Rudyard Kipling, ‘The Ballad of East and West’, first published in 1889 in a number of 
newspapers and magazines under various nom-de-plumes Kipling used at that point in his career when he worked for a 
number of newspapers in British India. It can be found in a number of collected works of the author. When quoted alone 
and out of context, the opening line often misrepresents Kipling’s views.
2 The terms ‘East’ and ‘West’ have many interpretations. For the sake of this chapter, ‘East’ refers to the geographic region 
of Asia and Australasia. ‘West’ refers to the countries from Europe (and later North America) who expanded their global 
spheres of influence from the 1500s through to the mid-1900s by exercising political and economic power over regions in 
the East. Whilst colonial influence during this period extended beyond this geographical area, the expertise of the authors 
applies in particular to the Asia region. Certainly, however, the concepts discussed in this chapter are global and can be 
readily applied beyond Asian boundaries.

mindset alone be sufficient to build successful organisations across East and 
West. Whilst reconciling these different traditions poses challenges in a global 
world, there is an underlying element which compounds the challenge. Whilst 
often not spoken about, the shadow of colonialism and post-colonialism 
still has a major impact on the thinking of people from both East and West3. 
Whilst understandable from an historical perspective, these mindsets and pre-
conceived views can limit the success of individuals and organisations as they 
look to prosper in a world with far fewer boundaries than at any previous 
time in human history.

What is needed now is a global mind-set.

We need to develop a mindset that is rooted neither in the West, nor the 
East; is neither colonial nor post-colonial; but is one that takes the best of 
both East and West and then combines them with a higher understanding of 
human endeavour to allow business, organisations, countries and individuals 
to flourish in this brave new world of the 21st century.

The first part of this chapter will put some context to East and West; colonial 
and post-colonial in order to then examine some of the mistakes that have been 
made as a result of these limiting mind-sets. We will conclude the chapter by 
outlining some key aspects that define a global mind-set and encourage you 
all to embrace the possibilities that this approach can deliver.

Before we provide some historical context to help understand current 
mindsets, let’s firstly set the scene as we look at how the West commonly views 
the East, and the reality of the shift of economic power from West to East.

A Western Business View of the East

It is common to read about the opportunities that the East holds for Western 
countries. For example, in a recent Harvard Business Review article, Edward 
Tse asks the following question:4 

“Is it too late to enter China?”

3 The words ‘colonial’ and ‘post-colonial’ are used to simply describe the political and economic condition that particular 
states and countries find themselves in: either under colonial rule or under a range of political and social structures that 
replaced the colonial as indigenous people reasserted their dominion over themselves. Of course, nothing is quite this 
simple, and various factors intervene to complicate particular situations. The term ‘post-colonial’ has also been used to 
encompass a wider philosophical discourse on the nature of power and influence. For the purpose of this chapter, however, 
a ‘simple’ view of colonialism and post-colonialism will be sufficient to provide context and background for the concepts 
discussed in these pages.
4 Details – HBR April, 2010
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It’s a somewhat rhetorical question, and he clearly says that the answer 
is ‘no’. As part of his discussion on the topic, he points out that continued 
change and growth has meant that there is no problem in being a ‘late entrant’ 
to China. In fact, for some it could mean learning from the actions of the past 
decade. Some of the strategies he presents have similarities to those we will 
outline later in this chapter. To put the level of global interest in China in 
context, he notes that some 480 of the Fortune 500 companies have a presence 
in China. 

But is this the right question to ask?

The question is posed from a Western perspective, and the assumptions in the 
framing of the question itself provide an insight into why so many companies 
who have entered Asian markets have not had the degree of success that they 
had hoped for. The question assumes that the future of economics and business 
will continue to be seen through a Western lens. The question continues to 
promulgate the colonial mind-set of Western superiority. Approaching the 
East with a Western mindset alone is a recipe for disaster. This limited mindset 
is itself at the core of a series of mistakes that Western companies make when 
they look to do business with the East.

A broader question and a new mind-set

Whilst the lure of the East beckons organisations from the West with the 
hope of riches from growing markets, the reality is that the reverse is also the 
case – Asia is being lured by the riches of the West. This means that Western 
companies must engage with the East – either on their own turf, or in Asia, 
or both. Whilst this engagement can provide opportunities for Western 
companies, engagement is accompanied by many unforeseen risks which, if 
not prepared for, can cause many a hopeful business to stumble and fall – at 
considerable cost.

Given that the economic and business reality is that discourse is no longer 
one way (from West to East), rather than asking “is it too late to enter China”; 
perhaps a better question to ask is:

How are we going to engage with China and Asia?

How this question is answered will prove critical if western businesses 
are to remain relevant, or even survive, in the 21st century. And whilst the 
strategies, tactics and techniques employed by particular companies (and 
the individuals in these companies) will differ as they seek to answer this 

question, the following two things should be considered as these strategies 
and approaches are developed:

The need to review, understand and adapt our mind-sets and approaches 
to reflect the emerging reality of a global marketplace.

The capacity to learn from the mistakes of the past.

When we combine these two approaches, we can view opportunities in 
a new light, and be in the vanguard of a century where Asian economies 
(and other emerging economies) will play a significant role in changing how 
business is conducted.

We’ve mentioned it earlier in this chapter, but let’s be clear, the fundamental 
mistake many Western companies make in approaching Asia is to believe that 
a Western approach – an approach that is, of course, natural to them – will 
work in Eastern environments, or in other emerging and developing parts of 
the globe. More generally, this mindset is reflected in a wider belief that the 
Western way is the best way. This mindset is at the core of many of the mistakes 
which are regularly made by Western organisations. As humans, we are all 
products of our upbringing. We do certain things and react in certain ways 
due to our genetic make-up, and also hold the beliefs we do, and do the things 
we do because of the conditioning we received as we grew to become adults. 
This is the classic mix of nature and nurture that combines to make each of us 
unique – although, in many ways, not as unique as we may believe.

To understand why business practice is the way it is – and why we continue 
to use practices that may have outlived their usefulness and now not be 
appropriate for the new global face of commerce, we need to take two journeys 
– an Eastern journey and a Western journey.

With these journeys in mind, we then need to examine ourselves and our 
thought processes and build a new platform on which to base our thinking. This 
platform will then allow us to examine the mistakes which are a consequence 
of this old thinking, and also inform how we can expand our thinking beyond 
this limiting mind-set.

Looking back to look forward part 1:  
The View from the West

When it comes to how we operate in business, much of the philosophy and 
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belief structures that inform the global practice of business and management 
today are in place due to events which occurred in Europe, then the US, from 
16th century to the 20th century.

Early industrialisation and the need for global markets

Two things happened at the start of this period that changed the face of 
commerce as it was known at the time.

The colonisation of the globe by the powers of Europe

Driven initially by a curious mixture of the hope of material riches and 
a religious fervour to bring God to the uncivilised people of the world, the 
powers of Europe embarked on a land grab across the globe.

During the 1500s, the Spanish and the Portuguese began the era of 
colonisation as they established settlements throughout South America and 
parts of Africa and Asia. By the end of the 1800s, Britain, France, Holland, 
Germany and Italy had colonies covering large parts of the continents of 
Africa, North and South America, Asia and Australasia.

These colonies remained in (physical) place until the mid-20th century.

The first (and second) industrial revolutions

For reasons way beyond the scope of this chapter, the things needed to 
build factories and automate production happened in England in the mid-
1700s. Steam power was harnessed, iron was used in production and the 
manufacturing of textiles was automated. This industrialisation then spread, 
to a greater or lesser degree, to the rest of Europe.

Coupled with the establishment of a colonial presence, there was also a 
ready source of raw materials to feed this growing manufacturing demand. 
These colonies would also become a source of customers for the output from 
the growing number of factories, mills and foundries.

From the late 1800s till the 1930s, the US took over the mantle as the 
preeminent manufacturing nation in the world. During this time, the US led the 
world in advanced automation (the production line of the 1920s, for example) 
which led to the emergence of management as a vocation and a craft.

Whilst actively involved in both World Wars of the twentieth century and 

experiencing the tragic loss of life as a result, the US had the good fortune 
to have largely avoided direct impact during either conflict. Other than the 
attack on Pearl Harbour, the theatres of conflict for the Second World War 
were outside mainland US. This meant that American dominance in industrial 
manufacturing continued well into the 1960s. Although manufacturing has 
since waned and influence has begun to shift to the East, the US and its western 
colleagues remain the dominant influence in global politics, economics and 
finance.

There are a number of complementary developments which have supported 
the economic ascendance of the West over the past century.

The dominance of western economic thought

From the last 1800s till toward the end of the second half of the 20th century, 
the US and its colleagues from the West established the pre-eminent economic 
model for global commerce. It wasn’t just economic production, and a particular 
approach to finance, that emerged. The power of this model was reinforced 
by a number of other activities which were occurring simultaneously. When 
combined, these things provided the base for 20th century Western economic 
and business thinking.

The rise of the (US style) business school

As large enterprises emerged in the US, so too did the demand for 
professional managers. In response to this demand – and in true market-
driven fashion – the business school emerged. Although there were a few early 
business schools founded in Europe in the mid-19th century, the first collegiate 
level business school was established in the US in 1881 by the University of 
Pennsylvania: the Wharton School of Business. Harvard Business School was 
established in 1908, and by 1925, there were nearly 200 business schools across 
the country. Until 1950, Harvard, and the case-study approach to learning that 
it advocated, dominated the marketplace for graduates. By 2012, there were 
over 700 ‘accredited’ business schools in the US and countless business schools 
across the globe. 

For those leading today – the traditional US style business school has had a 
huge influence. Even if you didn’t attend yourself, if you worked in any large 
organisation you would almost certainly be surrounded by those who did. 
These schools, and their staff, developed and promoted the ideas and concepts 
for strategy, leadership, management – even definitions of business success – 
which drive organisations today. These ideas are deeply rooted in the psyche 
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of the US of the middle of the 20th century. Individualism, competition and 
the differentiation between business practice and the way a person may act 
in private drive the approach to organisational activity espoused by these 
schools.

Influence Model of the American Dream: Hollywood, HBO & 
MTV

The pioneers of moving film production were a geographically diverse 
group. From the late 1800 to the early 1900s, advances in technology and 
artistic creation were made in France, Russia, the UK and Australia as well as 
the US.

And then along came Hollywood.

From the mid-1920s, Hollywood exported the American dream and the 
American hero. Jimmy Stewart, Humphrey Bogart, Clark Gable and company 
became every woman’s hope, and every man’s source of envy. Elizabeth 
Taylor, Katherine Hepburn and Marilyn Monroe provided new examples of 
femininity and womanhood.

All of this was played out through the ideas of America’s rising star, post-
cold war politics, Reaganomics and Thatcher economic rationalism. 

America’s rising star

In 1900, the United States was an emerging giant. In the midst of its second 
industrial revolution, America had just begun to acquire an overseas empire 
and international influence.

During the first half of the 20th century, the United States proved to be the 
decisive combatant in two major world wars, earning the right to determine 
the post war outcome. The Cold War that plagued the world in the last half of 
the 20th century proved in the end to be an American victory as well.

American scientists had developed nuclear technology, the computer, 
put human beings on the moon, and were at the vanguard of immunisation 
techniques.

America’s postwar economy was the envy of the globe. A consumer-driven 
middle class built the highest standard of living in the world. American 
popular culture was everywhere. Levi’s jeans, Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, and 

Hollywood movies were enjoyed around the world.

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the United States was the only 
remaining military superpower, and the world looked to Washington for 
leadership at combating aggression in the Persian Gulf, ending ethnic cleansing 
in places such as Kosovo and halting nuclear proliferation.

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), ended economic 
barriers with Canada and Mexico and promised even more prosperity.

Post-Cold War politics

The last decade of the 20th century was marked with dizzying change 
for the United States. With the Soviet Union out of the picture, American 
diplomats sought to create a “New World Order” based on democracy, free-
market capitalism and the Western lifestyle.

Challenges from abroad did not disappear with the end of the Cold War. The 
invasion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein’s Iraq threatened a major percentage 
of the world’s oil reserves. In the largest American military operation since 
the Vietnam War, the United States led a multinational force in the liberation 
of Kuwait.

The collapse of the Cold War in Yugoslavia allowed centuries of hatred 
between rival ethnic groups to bubble to the surface. The term “ethnic cleansing” 
was applied to the process of removing an entire nationality out of a particular 
territory by threats, violence or genocide. The United States contributed blue-
helmet peacekeeping troops to Bosnia to end ethnic cleansing and committed 
air support to Kosovar Albanians who faced the same fate.

American troops were used to provide food to starving civilians in war-torn 
Somalia, to restore a democratically elected president to Haiti and to bomb 
suspected terrorist bases in Sudan and Afghanistan.

Americans began to think of themselves as the peacekeepers of the world.

The 1990s marked a revolution in communications. Individual use of 
the Internet mushroomed from a handful of scientists and professors at 
the beginning of the decade to becoming widespread by the year 2000. 
Companies re-geared their approaches for online commerce. Electronic mail 
was a common new form of communication between relatives, friends, and 
colleagues. Satellite dish networks challenged cable companies for business in 
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telecommunications.

Economic rationalism: Thatcherism & Reaganomics

Economic rationalism, also called supply-side or trickle-down economics, 
may be defined as the doctrine that markets and money provide the only 
reliable means of setting values on anything. It is generally associated with 
‘New Right’ neo-conservatism and with mainstream US and British public 
policy in the post-Keynesian period from the mid-1970s to the present - the 
political and economic dispensations of Thatcher in Britain and Reagan in the 
USA.

Mrs. Thatcher believed that societies have to encourage and reward the 
risk-takers, - the entrepreneurs who alone create the wealth without which 
governments cannot do anything, let alone help the weak. A country can 
prosper only by encouraging people to save and to spend no more than they 
earn; profligacy (and, even worse, borrowing) were her road to perdition. The 
essence of Thatcherism was a strong state and a free economy.

During the campaign of 1980, Ronald Reagan announced a recipe to fix 
the nation’s economic mess. He claimed an undue tax burden, excessive 
government regulation, and massive social spending programs hampered 
growth. Reagan proposed a phased 30% tax cut for the first three years of his 
presidency. The bulk of the cut would be concentrated at the upper income 
levels. Tax relief for the rich would enable them to spend and invest more. 
This new spending would stimulate the economy and create new jobs. 

The results of this plan were mixed. Initially, the Federal Reserve Board 
believed the tax cut would re-ignite inflation and raise interest rates. This 
sparked a deep recession in 1981 and 1982. The high interest rates caused 
the value of the dollar to rise on the international exchange market, making 
American goods more expensive abroad. As a result, exports decreased 
while imports increased. Eventually, the economy stabilized in 1983, and the 
remaining years of Reagan’s administration showed national growth.

The defence industry boomed as well. Reagan insisted that the United 
States was open to a “Window of Vulnerability” to the Soviet Union regarding 
nuclear defence. Massive government contracts were awarded to defence 
firms to upgrade the nation’s military. 

Economists disagreed over the achievements of Reaganomics. Tax cuts plus 
increased military spending would cost the federal government trillions of 

dollars. Reagan advocated paying for these expenses by slashing government 
programs. In the end, the Congress approved his tax and defence plans, but 
refused to make any deep cuts to the welfare state. The result was skyrocketing 
deficits.

Many of these Western ideas have been, and are being, exported to 
organisations in the East. Some fit – some don’t.

The lions become complacent

The United States entered the 21st century as the leading users of Internet 
and satellite technology. These devices opened new windows of opportunity to 
spread American culture across the globe. Vietnamese in Hanoi were wearing 
Tommy Hilfiger shirts, Russians were downing Big Macs in Moscow, and 
Nike sneakers were being made in sweatshops around the world. American 
products and culture were being spread faster than a computer virus.

Why then did so many Americans feel uneasiness and uncertainty as the 
21st century approached? Economic challenges were created by the prosperous 
Pacific Rim and a stronger European Union. Despite prosperity, real incomes 
stagnated for the bottom half of American wage earners. Although legal 
barriers to equality were largely eliminated for American minority groups, 
economic equality was but a dream. Women made advances toward equity, 
but still earned less than 75 cents for every dollar earned by American males. 
Many Americans felt they were working longer hours for less.

Pessimists depicted America as a civilisation in decline. The rise of the 
divorce rate led to many children being raised in broken homes. Gun violence 
was a major problem. School shootings became commonplace. When two 
students entered Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado in April 1999 
with weapons, they murdered thirteen people before taking their own lives. 
This was followed by a succession of mass shootings, many in schools. Critics 
pointed to a media that glorified and promoted violence, permissive gun laws, 
failing schools and neglectful parenting.

Environmentalists observed the ominous dwindling of rainforests and 
global warming trends. Disasters such as the Exxon Valdez oil spill of 1989 and 
rising gasoline prices in 2000 illustrated America’s embarrassing dependency 
on fossil fuels and the ecological and economic havoc that resulted.

The 20th century had been dubbed by many as “The American Century.” 
Will the 21st Century also be seen as an American century? Or will the United 
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States be eclipsed by new superpowers like China?

Looking back to look forward part 2:  
The View from the East

The basis for a global mindset is an understanding of history. Cultures don’t 
exist in isolation; they can only be understood in context. History paints the 
background that is critical to building effective relationships with people and 
organisations from backgrounds different from our own.

For most of history, the cultures and civilisations of Asia remained 
somewhat separate to those of North Africa, Europe and or even the Middle 
East. Although trade was limited, Asia has lured outside traders for centuries. 
The Silk Road travelled by Marco Polo in the 13th century had been travelled 
since before the birth of Christ as it connected Mediterranean civilizations 
with cultures in the East.5 

Colonialism from the other side

Much of Asia’s insularity was shattered by the colonial period which 
commenced as European sea power began to dominate global trade from 
the late 16th Century. As a result of this colonial expansion, many European 
nations established settlements and dominions across the continent of Asia. 
There was continued conflict between the European powers as they worked 
to build their control – with many territories having more than one sphere 
of influence. There was also regular internal conflict as traditional owners 
offered resistance to the invaders. By the turn of the 20th Century, much of the 
colonial map had been drawn. Here are some key players and the territories 
they controlled.

Britain had colonies in Hong Kong and parts of mainland China, India and 
Pakistan, Malaysia, Burma, Singapore, Australia and New Zealand.

France had a presence in much of what is now the region which is occupied 
by Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos.

The Dutch ruled much of what is now Indonesia, and also had a presence 
in Ceylon, India and Malaya.

5 Much of the information in this historical section comes from a number of sources. For those interested in the broad 
sweep of human history – from pre-history to the end of the Cold War – Geoffrey Blainey’s ‘A short history of the world’ 
is highly recommended. In today’s global economy an understanding of the historical context of different nations and 
peoples is essential.

Germany, Portugal, Spain and the US also had a presence in the region.

The new map of Asia

European colonial power was reduced dramatically following the two 
world wars of the first half of the 20th Century. During these events, European 
powers turned their attention to their immediate surroundings, and the cost of 
major conflict made it difficult for them to maintain control in distant lands.

Much of Asia was occupied by the Japanese before and during the Second 
World War. Following peace in the Pacific after World War II, Japan’s political 
dominance of the region was dramatically reduced, and the US maintained a 
strategic presence in Japan and other parts of Asia-Pacific. Much of the Cold 
War was played out on the Asian continent.

As these events unfolded in the second half of the 20th century, a new map 
of Asia emerged:

Following its defeat in World War II, Japan’s territorial influence in Asia 
ceased. However, with significant support from the US, by the mid-1980s it 
had grown to become a key player in global finance and economics, especially 
in the fields of electronics and technology manufacturing.

India and Pakistan gained independence from Britain in 1947. Both have 
since expanded their economic and political influence in the region and across 
the globe.

Indonesia declared independence from the Dutch Empire in 1945, and this 
was granted in 1949. 

Korea was the first major casualty of military conflict between the Cold War 
protagonists. During the period since the cessation of conflict in mid-1953, 
the economy of South Korea has grown to be a significant contributor to the 
region and the globe. North Korea remains a nation in isolation.

Malaysia was granted independence in 1957. After a brief time as a 
combined state with Malaysia, Singapore became independent in its current 
form in 1965.

After conflicts in Indo-China where forces backed by the US and the then 
Soviet bloc fought over political power, the current independent nations of 
Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos were established in the 1970s and 1980s.
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China also experienced major changes during the 20th century. A civil 
war raged from the early part of the century following dissatisfaction with 
the Qing Dynasty’s response to foreign occupation in the late 1800s. These 
hostilities were suspended during the Second World War, and finally ended in 
1949 when the Communist Party of China assumed control of the mainland. 
The period that followed was marked by a collectivisation of the economy as 
all assets were brought under state control. This period is almost universally 
viewed as a failure. It was in the early 1970’s that China began to roll back 
these changes. In less than two generations, China has emerged as the second 
largest economy in the world.

Early post-colonialism: the tigers emerge and stumble

The Allied nations that defeated the Axis nations in World War II learnt some 
lessons from the harsh treatment meted out to the defeated nations following 
World War I. This was seen in particular in Japan, where the Marshall Plan 
ensured that resources (primarily from the US), were allocated to ensure that 
Japan didn’t fall into the political and economic delinquency that happened to 
Germany following the armistice at the end of the First World War.

By the 1960s Japan was beginning to establish a reputation as a quality 
manufacturer, especially in the electronics, optical and automotive 
industries. By the mid-1980s companies including Toyota, Mitsubishi, Sony, 
Panasonic, Honda, Canon and Yamaha had established themselves not just 
as manufacturers of quality goods, but as innovators and leaders in their 
respective fields of endeavour.

Starting in the late 1960s and early 1970s, another group of Asian tigers began 
to emerge. The economies of Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea 
all experienced dramatic growth. From the 1980s, Malaysia, Vietnam, Indonesia 
and Thailand all began to join this group in expanding their manufacturing 
and service sectors, together with dramatic growth in tourism. Much of the 
GDP produced was invested in infrastructure and support services.

However, from the mid-1990s, a series of external shocks, the devaluation 
of the Chinese renminbi and the Japanese yen and the sharp decline in 
semiconductor prices, adversely affected export revenues and contributed to 
slowing economic activity and declining asset prices in a number of Asian 
economies. In Thailand, these events were accompanied by pressures in 
the foreign exchange market and the collapse of the Thai baht in July 1997. 
Currency traders in the international hedge funds were attacking the Thai 
baht’s peg to the U.S. dollar, which proved successful and the currency was 

eventually floated and devalued.

A wave of currency depreciations and stock market declines continue, first 
affecting Southeast Asia, and then spreading to the rest of the region. In the 
year after collapse of the baht peg, the value of the most affected East Asian 
currencies fell 35-83% against the U.S. dollar (measured in dollars per unit of 
the Asian currency), and the most serious stock declines were as great as 40-
60%.

The Asian Financial Crisis of 1997, like many other financial crises before and 
after it, began with a series of asset bubbles common to many crises in many 
countries before Thailand , even in the U.S. financial crisis in 2008, though 
different measures were taken. Growth in the region’s export economies led 
to high levels of foreign investment, which in turn led to soaring real estate 
values, bolder corporate spending, and even large public infrastructure 
projects - all funded largely by heavy borrowing from banks. The presence of 
ready investors and easy lending often leads to reduced investment quality, 
and excess capacity soon began to show in these economies. 

Following this devaluation, other Asian currencies including the Malaysian 
ringgit, Indonesian rupiah and Singapore dollar all moved sharply lower. 
These devaluations led to higher interest rates and a host of problems that 
spread as wide as South Korea and Japan.

In response to the Asian Financial Crisis, the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) provided the loans to the troubled Asian economies. In exchange for the 
funding, the IMF required that the nations should adhere to strict conditions, 
including higher taxes, reduced public spending, privatisation of state-owned 
businesses and higher interest rates designed to cool the overheated economies. 
Some other restrictions required countries to close illiquid financial institutions 
without concern for employment.

By early 2000, many of the countries affected by the Asian Financial Crisis 
showed signs of recovery with gross domestic product (GDP) growth resuming. 
Many of the countries saw their stock markets and currency valuations 
dramatically reduced from pre-1997 levels, but the re-emergence of Asia as 
strong emerging economies are back again, especially in South Korea. 

Recent post-colonialism: the tigers break free

The economic growth of the People’s Republic of China (China), India and 
other parts of Asia over recent years is well documented. Growth is rapid, 
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unprecedented and not about to stop soon.

But there is another aspect of Asian growth that is overlooked: the traffic is 
not one way.

Asian companies are now making their presence felt outside their home 
borders. Consider this changing global balance drawn from data from annual 
rankings of global companies by Fortune magazine.6 

•	 	In	2001,	 the	US	accounted	for	215	(43%)	of	 the	 top	500	companies.	By	
2005 this number had slipped to 176 (35%). By 2011 the US accounted for 
only 133 (27%) of the top 500 companies, dropping again to 128 (26%) in 
2014. The positions had, effectively, moved to Asia and other emerging 
world economies.

•	 	In	2005,	Asia	(including	Australia)	accounted	for	127	(25%)	of	the	top	500	
companies. By 2011 this region accounted for 170 (34%). Whilst some of 
this shift was inter-regional (Japan losing numbers and China making 
large gains), the bulk of the shift came from the displacement of US 
organisations.

•	 In	2005,	China	had	16	companies	in	this	list.	By	2014	they	had	95.	

•	 	In	2005,	 the	top	five	Asian	companies	were	Japanese.	By	2011,	 the	top	
three were from China, with Japanese companies relegated to four and 
five.

•	 	In	2005,	Japan	had	five	times	the	number	of	companies	in	the	global	500	
(81 for Japan, 16 for China). By 2011 Japan had only 10% more companies 
in this list (68 for Japan, 61 for China).

The message from the past 100 years, and especially the last two decades, 
is clear – the Asian Tiger is wresting economic power and influence from West 
to East. There are also lessons to be learnt from how some Asian economies 
have adapted Western capitalism to fit within social structures which put an 
emphasis on community well-being as much as they do individual success.

The mind-set shift

Over the past few pages, we’ve taken two short journeys, one from a 

6 You can find full details of the Fortune 500 here: http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/global500/

Western perspective, the other from an Eastern perspective. However, as the 
journeys show – the past of both East and West is intertwined, with various 
aspects taking precedent at any given point.

As the East has opened up and begun to shake free of its colonial past, it has 
taken ideas from the West and adapted them to fit different cultural, political 
and social expectations. 

The concept of ‘bounded rationality’ has been in the business world for over 
50 years. The concept accepts the reality that no one has all the information 
needed to make decisions. We are ‘bounded’ by our experience, our knowledge 
and our ability to picture the future. This means that no decision we make – no 
matter how simple – is without the risk of being impacted by factors we’ve 
not considered. It also means that there will almost certainly be unintended 
consequences.

Mindset in each period

Power lies with the 
coloniser

Coloniser has 
superior technology 
and culture

Indigenous culture, 
language and history 
can be suppressed

Distrust between 
coloniser and 
colonised and whilst 
relationships may be 
civil (even friendly), 
the underlying power 
imbalance causes 
tension and friction

Colonial

Power shifts to 
colonised people - 
often with a mix of 
pre-colonial and 
colonial processes

Colonised 
appropriate aspects 
of the colonial era 
technology and 
culture

Pre-colonial culture 
can re-emerge and 
integrate with aspects 
of colonial era rule

Distrust can become 
openly hostile, 
although some 
relationships will 
survive the change

Post-colonial

Power becomes 
balanced

New technologies 
and processes 
emerge as colonial 
and post-colonial 
merge and develop

All parties respect 
different approaches 
and cultures allowing 
innovation and 
change through 
insight from diversity

Trust emerges 
between respectful 
parties

Global

Power

Technology 
and Culture

Suppression 
and friction

Trust

Traits

Mindset mistakes

A Western mind-set is not a bad thing, nor is an Eastern mind-set. They 
simply are what they are: beliefs informed by culture, history and driven by 
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a good dose of human genetics. Some Western beliefs and approaches have 
allowed countries, societies and economies to grow and prosper over the 
centuries. 

But a rigid mind-set coupled with the belief that one’s particular mind-
set is superior only limits thinking, innovation and agility, attributes that are 
essential in our ever changing global marketplace. Just because a set of practices 
got you to where you are today is certainly no guarantee that the same set of 
practices will get you to where you want to go tomorrow – especially if where 
you’re going is different from where you’ve been.

Again, let us emphasise, that there is no judgment here about whether the 
core beliefs are good, bad or indifferent. We are simply being pragmatic in 
highlighting things that can hold organisations and individuals back from their 
potential success. So, if you are from the West and are looking to succeed in the 
East (and vice-versa), the first thing to do is acknowledge that rigid adherence 
to your current practice will probably lead you to make a whole series of other 
mistakes. Whilst these mind-set ‘mistakes’ tend to be interlinked, the principle 
areas that can cause business tragedy are contained in this group of attitudes:

1. Believe in a proven business model. 

Business models come in many shapes and sizes. They are specific ways 
of conducting businesses, driven by competency. The model might be driven 
by products, technology (engine technology for Honda), understanding of 
particular customer segments (P&G), industry segments, the way we deliver 
our products or services (FedEx), the way we sell our products (Amway), or a 
myriad other drivers.

 But, just because it works in one country, doesn’t mean it will work in other 
places. Often times ignorance of local customs, culture and history come into 
play, especially business customs. These play out at an individual level, and at 
a community level. In organisational settings, there is another set of customs 
which come into play. What passes for accepted business practice in one realm 
may well be interpreted as inappropriate, irrelevant or just plain wrong in 
another.

Many westerners have had little contact with Asia – and if they do it has 
often been in holiday settings that bear little resemblance to the more general 
business nature of the particular country in question.

Being 
bound by a 

Western 
mindset

 

1
Believe in a 

proven business 
model 

disregarding local 
practices.

2
Look for the most 

competent 
partner for quick 

returns.

3
Make sure you 

keep up with the 
Jones's.

4
Make a sacred 

plan.

5
Rely on the legal 
system to solve 
the problems.

This problem is compounded for large western-based multi-national 
companies, particularly if they adhere to the “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” 
mentality. This is played out when Western companies, relying on strong 
business processes and models which have been refined over many years, if 
not decades, attempt to transplant the model into an Eastern environment. 
Like a cold climate plant planted in a tropical climate, it is no surprise when 
it fails to thrive.

2. Look for the most competent partner. 

It’s only natural that we want a partner in a new market to be competent. 
However, in looking for competence, we can sometimes overlook other 
characteristics which, in the end, will be of far greater importance to our 
success.

Increasingly over recent decades, Western corporations look for profit 
growth as a primary measure of organisational success. The reasons for this 
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are well documented – with institutional shareholders given a large share 
of responsibility for this focus. Despite this demand, the realities of the 
marketplace mean that managers often underestimate the time (and cost) that 
it will take to achieve success in Eastern markets.

Fast is slow as yin is yang, and vice versa. In building a relationship, 
understand your partner. Sometimes, we need to spend a little more time 
rather than jumping in quickly with the relationship if it seems they can fill in 
the gaps required.

3. Make sure you keep up with the Jones’s.

As children, many of us would have been admonished by our parents for 
blindly following the behaviours of our friends – especially if the behaviour 
was silly or dangerous. How often did you hear, “Well, if Johnny jumped off a 
bridge, would you do it, too?” As children, we would generally think that our 
parents simply didn’t understand how ‘cool’ our friends were. As adults, we 
probably have the same conversations with our own children. The lesson for 
business leaders is obvious – but often ignored.

It’s human nature to look across our fence and into our neighbour’s 
backyard, if only from simple curiosity to see how their garden looks. When 
we do this, some of us can smile, congratulate our neighbour on their efforts 
and continue with our lives. Others, however, will feel the immediate need 
to revamp our garden layout, prune the overgrown shrubs, and think about 
getting some of those nice new roses that look so good.

Whilst both reactions are in themselves normal, both have pluses and 
minuses – particularly when we move the setting to the competitive world 
of business. To check out our competitors is simply good business. To do 
nothing and move forward thinking nothing is different, is probably unwise: 
complacency is rarely a good thing. After all, that new type of garden layout 
may be just the thing that really works for families that are moving into your 
neighbourhood. And, if you plan on selling your house in the near future, it 
could be wise to follow your neighbour’s lead. On the other hand, those roses 
that look so nice may need a particular fertilizer that may destroy your lawn – 
and you really enjoy your lawn.

The simple lesson is that, in business as in life, one particular approach 
to landscape gardening (or business strategy), will probably not suit all 
homeowners (or organisations).

When it comes to doing business in Asia, our experience is that many 
organisations embrace an Asian strategy because everyone else is. The fact 
that the figures quoted earlier in this chapter that highlighted that 480 of the 
Fortune 500 companies have a presence in China is testament to this view. 
Certainly, some are wisely keeping a watching brief, but others will be looking 
to establish a presence to simply keep up with their competitors.

4. Don’t expect the unexpected. 

This is another point which seems self-evident – but, again, one of which 
many Western companies fall foul. If, as an organisation, you’ve faced 
challenges opening new branches or offices in neighbouring states in your 
home country – take this experience and multiply it by five. And then add 
some more. Things will happen which no amount of planning could foresee. 
Be prepared for this.

Planning is vital, but expectations also need to be realistic. Inevitably 
something will emerge which will, despite the best-laid plans, go awry. The 
lessons are two-fold. We need to closely study the situation, and try to predict 
possible blockers to success. But we must also be flexible, alert to the possibility 
of turning setbacks into sources of innovation.

5. Rely on the local legal system. 

Legal systems in much of Asia have long and proud pedigrees. However, 
they can look very different to the systems with a Westminster heritage. 
Things will take longer, and often be difficult for even a seasoned ex-pat to 
understand, let alone a management team 20 000 kilometres away in Detroit 
or Paris.

We’ll now examine each of these major mistakes in a little more detail. By 
their nature, these mistakes are not mutually exclusive, but are intertwined in 
a way that can often be very complex. Consequently, as you consider each of 
them, consider also how they can play out in conjunction with each other, and, 
of course, their connection with a post-colonial mind-set.

The questions which arise, then, include these:

•	 Are	you	looking	to	expand	into	Asia	for	the	right	reason(s)?

•	 	Have	you	fully	thought	through	the	implications	of	your	strategy	–	in	
the long term as well as the short term?



EMERGING TRENDS IN LEADERSHIP & STRATEGY • VoLuME 1210 211RANGSAN THAMMANEEwoNG & DR YVoNNE SuM • THE uRGENT cASE foR A GLobAL MIND-SET

•	 	Westerners	seem	to	talk	more	from	the	rational	side,	whereas	Easterners	
seem generally to express more on the right brain side, relating to the big 
picture, feelings, and emotions due to cultural values. Westerners seem to 
be more systematic, procedural in their expressions as the west seems to 
be more proof and evidence based in approach, due to the advancement 
of education and knowledge that has been developed during the last 
four or five centuries.

•	 	Remember	that	there	will	be	a	“home	team	advantage”	when	there	is	a	
local conflict… regardless of how big we may be in our own territory.

•	 	When	it	comes	to	issues	of	understanding	the	other	party,	or	building	or	
mending trust, we should seek first to understand their side rather than 
insisting on explaining our side. Thus, “Fast is slow” and “Slow is fast”. 
Rushing in to get to what we want according to Head Office policy could 
be disastrous.

2. Align with partners based on shared goals and values.

•	 	Don’t	judge	potential	partners	solely	on	the	competency.	Consider	other	
factors, especially for character of the organisation and the character of 
the owner. After all, to trust someone simply based on their competency 
alone may be disastrous if they fail the character test. Ensure potential 
partners share our values and principles around business operations. 

•	 	And	remember,	even	if	we	share	the	right	principles,	mission	and	values,	
we may not necessarily agree on specific strategies or goals.

3. Expand for the right reason

In our experience, organisations look to expand into Asia for several 
reasons. They may wish to reach new customer bases in a new region; or seek 
to increase their company’s capabilities through its manufacturing base.

 Benefits found include;

•	 	backward	integration	like	securing	a	mine	and	raw	minerals	to	ensure	
constant supply;

•	 forward	integration	as	in	acquiring	distribution	channels,	etc.	

•	 	How	will	the	vision,	mission	and	culture	of	the	organisation	in	the	home	
country inform business operations in Asia? What can be compromised 
– and what cannot?

The following chapter provides a framework to address these and other 
questions which you need to answer to avoid succumbing to the five deadly 
sins of doing business in Asia.

Build a Global Mind-set and Avoid the Five Deadly Sins 

Building a 
global 

mindset

 

1
Understand the 

history and 
culture of your 
destinations.

2
Align with 

partners based 
on shared goals 

and values.

3
Expand for the 
right reason.

4
Prepare for the 

unexpected.

5
Understand legal 

prevention is 
better than cure.

1. Understand the history & culture of your destinations. 

•	 	When	 conflict	 arises,	 try	 to	 understand	 it	 from	 the	 local	 perspective.	
Put your head office goals and strategy on hold. Talk to your colleagues 
showing respect and understanding. Remember that many Asians don’t 
easily speak their mind. Even a nod does not necessarily mean that they 
agree.
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•	 	A people proposition… The third reason is a combination of the first 
two market drivers. Here, the organisational aim is to use directly 
employed Asian labour which is cheaper and provides more flexibility 
than labour in other parts of the world. A by-product of this action is 
that the employees are usually paid more handsomely by the foreign 
organisation than those employed by local companies. This leads to a 
wealthier workforce which can increasingly consume more goods.

The drivers are clear: One is to increase revenue and the volume of goods 
and services being sold and the second is to reduce cost of production of goods 
sold locally and internationally.

4. Expect the Unexpected

It all seems so simple. We’ve made the perfect plan. Head Office is right 
behind us. The excitement is building, the goals are clear, the budget is set and 
the project is launched. What could go wrong?

Lots, as it turns out. Problems crop up where they were least expected. Other 
problems seem miniscule when they first appear, then suddenly overnight 
become monsters. Plans are adjusted on the run. This leads to more problems. 
The list of the unexpected that can be expected is virtually limitless. 

The unexpected comes in many forms. Hardly anything should come as 
unexpected, but when it does appear, it takes us by surprise. These factors are 
unexpected because we are not observant enough. They could be unexpected 
failures in a project, unexpected success of our competitors, or even unexpected 
events. 

When a product launch is an expected success, we celebrate. When something 
is a success beyond expectation, e.g. three times the average growth, or forecast, 
we celebrate even more. But when it is an unexpected failure, we sometime 
sweep the mistakes under our rug and don’t talk about it. There is something 
we can learn from it as well: missing the social/demographic trend, change in 
technology or how we compete, change in political and regulatory factors that 
affect our market. All these unexpected failures might never have happened if 
we had planned well. Unexpected events can be anything from new products 
being launched by competitor which creep into our market space, a coup to 
topple the government or even act of God. From all these we can draw lessons 
and opportunities for our business, or we can use them to prevent disaster 
from affecting our business in the future. 

 

The philosophy of the organisation.

How will the mission, vision & culture of the organisation inform 
business operations in Asia?
How will the organisation view its operations in Asia?
What can be compromised - and what cannot?

The business strategy of the organisation.

What’s driving expansion in Asia?
Why does Asia fit the growth & future of the organisation?
What is the 5 year plan?

The go-to-market (tactical) plan.

What does the expansion road-map look like?
Partnering (channel) or direct?
Where to start, where to next & when?

Individual skills, knowledge & abilities (personal technique).

Local employees or ex-pats - and what ratio?
Expectations of ex-pats.
Being a stranger in a strange land.

All these activities include wholly owned investments in subsidiaries, 
partnership and including sending personnel to overlook the investments. 
Basically all the activities above can be grouped to satisfy the three objectives 
below: 

•	 	Increase volume… Many companies seek to increase the volume of 
goods and services being sold globally by accessing markets in Asia. 
These organisations believe that their products will be valued and 
readily accepted by Asian consumers. However, there are risks with this 
assumption. Factors that play well at home may not work overseas.

•	 	Decrease costs… Another common belief is that the lower cost of labour 
will enable goods to be produced more cheaply and efficiently than in 
other parts of the world. These organisations are driven purely by the 
economics offered by Asian partners.
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becomes more global, so then does the global mindset. It is the ability to adjust 
ourselves to a new environment in which to operate without losing our core 
identity.

We also have to look out for noises and messages that are coming our way, 
both expected and unexpected. Some of the messages may defy our beliefs 
or seem impossible when measured against our common sense. But again 
common sense in one culture could be a common nonsense in another culture. 
Be ready to embrace other values without losing yourself and your mission 
which is why you are there. Once a commitment is there the how can always 
be adjusted. Commitment precedes creativity.

5. Legal problems for prevention not for solving.

It is vital that legal considerations are considered from the very first planning 
session. Use good lawyers, advisors and consultants to prevent pitfalls. Don’t 
be put off by the expense- a major legal problem will be much more expensive! 
Prevention is better than cure.

It is wiser to educate ourselves in the law of any country before we operate, 
the process could be slow but in this case, slow is fast. At least it is faster than 
to be in a legal problem and enter into a joint venture with bad partners who 
can create problems and take much longer to solve that involved lawsuit. In 
this case, getting quickly into operating a business without sufficient study of 
all legal issues will slow down the launch and establishment. In this case, fast 
is slow.  

power with coloniser

coloniser has 
superior technology 
& culture

indigenous culture, 
language & history 
can be suppressed

distrust between 
coloniser & colonised 
& whilst relationships 
may be civil (even 
friendly), the 
underlying power 
imbalance causes 
tension & friction

Colonial
power shifts to 
colonised people - 
often with a mix of 
pre-colonial & 
colonial processes

colonised 
appropriate aspects 
of the colonial era 
technology & culture

pre-colonial culture 
can re-emerge & 
integrate with aspects 
of colonial era rule

distrust can become 
openly hostile, 
although some 
relationships will 
survive the change

Post-colonial
power becomes 
balanced

new technologies 
and processes 
emerge as colonial & 
post-colonial merge 
and develop

all parties respect 
different approaches 
& cultures allowing 
innovation and 
change through 
insight from diversity

trust emerges 
between respectful 
parties

Global

A Mind-set for Success 

Prosperity for any kingdom, region or country has its day. It rises and 
falls from Egypt, Rome, China, India, Europe, America and Asia. When the 
prosperity is at its peak, complacency creeps in. It is for us to understand 
that it is not the East or the West that should hold supremacy. As the world 


