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Smart Exporter is an international trade skills 
development programme, delivered in partnership 
by Scottish Development International (SDI), 
Scottish Chambers of Commerce (SCC) and funded 
by the European Social Fund.

Smart Exporter guide to doing  
business in China



Thanks to improved international relations, government 
reforms and an expanding economy, there are now many 
western companies doing business in China. 

China’s economy has continued to grow at an incredible rate 
over the past 30 years. It now offers great opportunities for 
SMEs to tap into this ever growing marketplace.

As you’d expect, the business culture, etiquette, meeting 
protocol and negotiation techniques are all very different  
from how things are done in Scotland.

So whether you’re planning to sell, trade, invest or franchise, 
we recommend you first familiarise yourself with the 
differences in how to conduct business in China. 

This Smart Exporter guide is full of useful info and tips to  
get you started.
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Doing business in China



Some quick facts and figures

Population: 1,339,724,852 GDP: 5,878,257

Currency: Renminbi (Rmb), or yuan. Rmb1 = 10 jiao = 100 fen. 

Average exchange rate in 2010: Rmb6 - 77:US$1

Main language: Standard Mandarin (Putonghua) 

Other local dialects: 292 languages are also used

Capital city: Beijing 

Time difference: GMT +8 hours
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While many of the world’s major economies are still struggling 
to recover from economic contraction, China’s growth has been 
sustained. It is now the largest car market in the world and also 
is home to the world’s largest ICT market with over 600 million 
mobile users and more than 400 million internet users.

Roughly half of China’s economic growth stems from the 
industrial sector and the growing service sector which now 
contributes about 40% of GDP while agriculture’s contribution 
has fallen significantly over the last decade to under 10%. Real 
estate construction has accounted for a large share of China’s 
growth in recent years. Meanwhile, China has become the world’s 
largest consumer of energy.

Key sectors

Other key sectors include:

• Life sciences          •Forestry         • Financial services         •Food & drink 
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Some useful tips
Relationships in China are very formal. To achieve success 
in the business world you must learn to nurture close 
relationships with your local counterparts. 

Here are three main social customs to observe.

Establish business relationships

Confucianism 
 
Confucianism revolves around the concept 
of harmonious relationships. If duty, respect 
and loyalty are shown in all relationships, 
then society as a whole will function 
smoothly. When doing business in China it 
is possible to see how Confucianism affects 
business practices.

Face 
 
The Chinese do not like to say no. Doing so 
causes embarrassment and loss of face.  
If a request is met with, “that is inconvenient” 
or “that is under consideration”, in reality 
it means “no”! You will encounter plenty of 
frustrations when doing business in China.  
So keeping face, or cool, even when things  
go wrong, can pay off.

Gaunxi 
 
The Chinese set great store on building 
personal relationships before entering into  
a business partnership. Virtually all 
successful transactions in China result from 
careful cultivation of personal relationships, 
until trust evolves. Gaunxi (pronounced 
gwan-shee) are social or business 
connections based on mutual interest and 
benefit. Both Chinese and foreign companies 
will often attribute their business success to 
having established good guanxi.

Do your research
Doing business in China can seem rather 
daunting for those new to the market. It 
is essential to understand the culture of 
the country and the values of its people 
before investing in it. There is lots of 
general introductory business information 
concerning China available online.

A good starting point is to visit the China 
Britain Business Council website on  
www.cbbc.org. Alternatively the Overseas 
Market Introductory Service (OMIS) provides 
a tailored service for your business using 
a network of international employees to 
provide a localised snapshot of opportunities.

Services include:
• Market and sector reports
• Market entry strategies
• Overseas visits support
• Business partner connections

Call 0800 917 9534 for further details.

Get yourself over there
Visiting China is an invaluable part of the 
process of market entry. Seeing how the 
local people think and what their business 
practices are at first hand allows you to 
engage better and faster with them. 

Doing business in China, more so than in the 
West, involves meeting and greeting people.  
In fact you can expect your first, and possibly 
your second visit to China to achieve nothing 
other than getting to know several possible 
candidates for business partnerships.

So the sooner you get over there, the sooner 
you can make the contacts necessary to  
do business.

Trade shows and exhibitions are a great 
way to tap into international markets and 
meet the local business professionals that 
influence them.

UK Trade & Investment (UKTI) offer a 
Tradeshow Access Programme (TAP) which 
provides grant support for group and solo 
participation at selected international  
trade shows.

Your business can receive a grant between 
£1,000 and £1,800 to help with the cost of 
attending.

Call 0800 917 9534 for further details.

A little local knowledge 
goes a long way
There are huge differences between China’s 
internal, regional economies. Towns and 
cities on the eastern seaboard benefit from 
historical trade links and so they are the 
most economically advanced, and have a 
better infrastructure. These regions have 
enjoyed sustained growth spurred by export 
and investment. 

Traditionally, business interest from British 
companies has generally focused on a 
few top cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, 
Guangzhou and Shenzhen. However in 
these established markets you’d face more 
competition from international and Chinese 
businesses.

Often the rate of development in the  
lower-tier cities is faster, and international 
competition is lower.

Smart Exporter market awareness 
events provide an insight into the export 
opportunities across different international 
markets. Register your interest on the Smart 
Exporter website for Market Awareness 
events.  
Visit www.smartexporter.co.uk/register
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Because the Chinese government plays such an 
important role in influencing market movement 
and administering foreign investments, a 
strong government relationship remains a 
key factor to successfully conducting business 
in China. Government officials such as city 
mayors, wield far more power than their 
counterparts in the UK. So taking the time to 
get to know key officials is likely to make doing 
business much smoother. 

Establish close relations  
with government officials

You may well find the complexities of Chinese 
business culture intimidating. But by behaving 
modestly, patiently and politely, you’ll lay a 
good foundation for successful  
business relationships.

DON’T be overly vigorous when shaking hands, 
as the Chinese will interpret this as aggressive. 

DON’T pat or put your arm around  
someone’s shoulders.  The Chinese are not 
keen on physical contact - especially when 
doing business. 

DON’T become too informal and avoid humour 
– jokes may be lost in translation. 

DO address people by a title and their  
last name. 

DO always be formal and attentive as this 
shows you have self-control and are worthy  
of respect.

DO take the time to read a business card you 
have received, and do not write on it.  

Make the right  
first impression

• When arranging a meeting, avoid all national  
 holidays especially Chinese New Year.

• Punctuality is vital. Being late is seen as  
 an insult. 

• Keep small talk positive, brief and avoid  
 anything political. 

• The Chinese approach meetings differently,  
 so begin with the core issue then move on to  
 minor or side issues. 

• Do your homework. The Chinese plan  
 meticulously and will know your business  
 –  and possibly you, inside out.

• The Chinese are tough negotiators.  
 Their primary aim in negotiations is  
 ‘concessions’. You must be willing to show  
 compromise and ensure their negotiators feel  
 they have gained major concessions. 

• Be patient and never show anger or frustration.  
 Decisions will take a long time because there  
 is a lack of urgency, simultaneous negotiations  
 are taking place with competitors or because the  
 decision makers are not confident enough. 

• If you are going to sign anything make sure  
 you get it translated first, and by an independent  
 translator. Do not rely on your customers’ or  
 suppliers’ translation and do not be pressured  
 into signing anything that you do not fully  
 understand.

Conducting  
business meetings 
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Chinese companies use their network 
of relationships to look after foreign 
companies, often treating them to hotels, 
transport, meals and entertainment.  
Unfortunately they expect the same if they 
come over here. So it’s best to take the 
trouble to explain that things are different 
in the UK and to manage their expectations. 
However there are some basics that you 
can do – like greeting them at the airport, 
organising sightseeing, treating them to a 
meal and so on.

Corporate hospitality

The giving of gifts when doing business 
in China is common. Bringing souvenirs 
from Scotland is a good idea.  Although you 
should avoid giving clocks or cut flowers 
which are associated with death and dying!

If you are asked ask what you would like 
by your hosts, show your appreciation of 
Chinese culture by asking for items such 
as ink paintings or tea. Business gifts are 
always reciprocated. 

Corporate gifts

In Chinese business much of a business person’s social life 
is used to develop contacts and relationships. Around three-
quarters of business deals are sealed outside of working 
hours. So be prepared to extend the working day and attend 
various karaoke bars and restaurants where discussions and 
deals are made. 

Find out what form of entertainment (tennis, golf, karaoke) 
your key contacts prefer, as this can help you decide how 
best to build your relationship with them.

The work /life balance 

Foreign companies need to take time to build up their business 
network and credentials, and to demonstrate their commitment. 

Setting up a representative office in conjunction with a strong 
domestic private sector partner that has access to all necessary 
information and contacts in their field is widely practiced by  
foreign firms. 

The China-Britain Business Council (CBBC) has ion place a 
Launchpad Scheme which enables UK companies to establish a 
presence in China by having a local CBBC project manager based  
in one of CBBC’s offices and working exclusively on their behalf. 

The scheme is a fast and cost-effective way of enabling companies to 
try out the China market before committing to a permanent presence. 

More details of this service can be found at www.cbbc.org

Establishing a local presence

Most of the problems that foreign companies encounter when 
doing business in China could have been avoided if they had 
applied the same checks as they would with companies they  
deal with at home. 

For example, if you are exporting, you can check on a company’s 
ability to pay if it is able to raise a letter of credit from the bank. 
That will confirm its financial standing.

Another simple check is to get a copy of a company’s business 
licence. The local AIC (Administration for Industry and Commerce) 
bureau is the Chinese equivalent of the UK’s “Companies House”. 
All companies in China are legally required to register to obtain 
their business licence.

Trademarks and logos can be a particular issue in China.  
Whoever is the first person to register a trademark in China is 
the legal owner, which means it’s relatively easy to have someone 
pre-empt your arrival. The UK Trade & Investment and the  
China-Britain Business Council provide detailed guidance on 
protecting intellectual property and this can be accessed via  
www.cbbc.org and www.ukti.gov.uk.

Be as diligent as you  
would over here

11
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Traditions, beliefs and superstitions are very 
important to many people in China. The concept of 
good and bad luck, for example, dictates how, what 
and where many people buy goods and services.

So you might have to adapt your product to meet 
Chinese preferences or requirements in order to be 
able to sell it. Ignoring local regulations, tastes and 
cultural preferences is a recipe for failure.

To be successful in business, you may need to modify 
your offering to make use of these positive symbols 
and avoid the negative ones.

•	 The	numbers	4	and	7	have	negative	connotations	
•	 The	numbers	8	and	3	are	regarded	as	very	lucky, 
  as they sound similar to the words for prosperity  
 and life

•	 		The	numbers	9	and	6	are	also	positive	as	it	as	they	
sound similar to the words for eternity and good 
progress

•	 Red	and	yellow/gold	are	regarded	as	lucky	colours

•	 Avoid	white	-	it	is	associated	with	mourning

•	 Images	of	dragon,	phoenix,	unicorn,	tortoise	 
 crane and fish are all positive

•	 Images	of	the	Great	Wall	indicate	stability	 
 and reliability 

There are a number specialist consultancies that  
can develop a marketing strategy appropriate to  
your product and to the areas of China where it  
will be sold.

Know your cultural issues 

All overseas products imported into China require 
the China Compulsory Certificate (CCC). This is a 
compulsory quality and safety mark that is required 
for a wide range of manufactured goods. Without 
it, your goods might be impounded or you could be 
fined. 

You’ll find comprehensive information on certification 
at www.cnca.gov.cn/cnca/

Get the right certificates
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Many Chinese companies prefer to be invoiced in US 
dollars, although it is sometimes possible to negotiate 
contracts in Euros or even Sterling. 

Conversion of the Chinese RMB to foreign exchange 
is strictly controlled by the “State Administration of 
Foreign Exchange” (SAFE) – a government department 
which regulates transfer through the banking system. 

This affects all financial transactions, from the ability to 
purchase Chinese RMB before travelling, to contractual 
payments and dividends. 

When dealing with a Chinese business you should be 
very explicit and avoid legal jargon, which may not be 
understood. 

When exporting to China normal commercial rules 
should be followed, and you should discuss the 
arrangements for security of payment with the 
international department of your UK bank, the UK 
offices of Chinese banks or UK-based banks that have 
offices in China. 

Making transactions

Look out for bribery  
and corruption 
The Chinese Government is keen to crack down 
on corruption, and the situation is improving.  But 
fraudsters operate in China, just as they do all over the 
world. One popular scam is asking foreign companies 
to pay for any “administration”, notarisation or foreign 
exchange control charges.  

Another is to convince foreign suppliers to sign an 
unsolicited contract and pay for  expensive “gifts” or 
meals for “officials”,  in order to move things forward. 

And of course don’t travel or send money without 
seeking advice from either UKTI (UK Trade and 
Investment) and CBBC, or carrying out appropriate due  
diligence checks.
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Useful addresses
British Embassy Beijing
11 Guang Hua Lu
Jian Guo Men Wai
Beijing 100600
Tel: +86 (0)10 5192 4000
Fax: +86 (0)10 5192 4218/4441

British Consulate-General 
Guangzhou
7/F Guangdong International 
Hotel
339 Huanshi Dong Lu
Guangzhou 510098
Tel: +86 (0)20 8314 3000
Fax: +86 (0)20 8333 6485

Hong Kong (covering Macao)
British Consulate-General
No1 Supreme Court Road, 
Central, Hong Kong, (P O Box 528)
Tel: (852) 2901 3182
Fax: (852) 2901 3066
Email: commercial@bcg.org.hk
Website:  
www.britishconsulate.org.hk

China-Britain Business Council 
website www.cbbc.org

Hong Kong Trade Development 
Council www.hktdc.com

British Consulate-General,  
1 Supreme Court Road, Admiralty, 
Hong Kong
Initial Contact: Fiona Donnelly – 
Manager, Hong Kong office
Telephone: +85 2 2901 3086
Fax: +85 2 2901 3007
31F Jin Mao Tower, 88 Shi Ji 
Avenue, Pudong, Shanghai,  
China, 200120

British Consulate-General 
Shanghai
Suite 301, Shanghai Centre
1376 Nanjing Xi Lu
Shanghai 200040
Tel: +86 (0)21 3279 2000
Fax: +86 (0)21 6279 7388

British Consulate-General 
Chongqing
28/F Metropolitan Tower,  
Zourong Road
Yu Zhong District 
Chongqing 400010
Tel: +86 (0)23 6369 1500
Fax: +86 (0)23 6369 1525

Hong Kong Trade Development 
Council
16 Upper Grosvenor Street, 
London W1K 7PL
Tel: +44 (0)20 7616 9500
Fax: +44 (0)20 7616 9510
Email: london.office@hktdc.org
Website: www.uk.hktdc.com

SDI Local Offices Rm 1006A, 
China Life Tower, 16 Chao Yang 
Men Wai Da Jie, Chaoyang 
District, Beijing 100020, China
Initial Contact: Long Baijin – 
Manager, Beijing office
Telephone: +86 10 8525 3070/3081
Fax: +86 10 8525 3086

Initial Contact: Gang Lu – 
International Senior Executive, 
Shanghai office
Telephone: +86 21 2890 9710
Fax: +86 21 2890 9196

How we  
can help

The transition from national to international business is an exciting step which can 
significantly grow your business. Smart Exporter support can help your business achieve 
global growth through an international network of key contacts and expertise that will 
help make the transition a smooth one.

 Support will:

•  Help assess your export potential. Visit www.sdi.co.uk/exporttraining to find out more

•  Increase your knowledge of international markets

•  Assist with the development of your international strategy

•  Upskill your business in preparation for exporting

•  Enable your business to tap into a network of international experts

•  Help with trade documentation, customs and taxes

Become a Smart Exporter!
Call: 0800 019 1953
Email: enquiries@smartexporter.co.uk
Visit: www.smartexporter.co.uk


