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Meaningful Work & Career Success in the 
Context of Chinese Culture
• Career success is the essential component of meaningful work in China

• To Chinese, the meaningfulness of their work in terms of Confucianism and 
Taoism largely impact their perceptions of career success

• Almost all major multinational companies have expanded their operations 
into the global market (in particular BRICS). China is one of the most 
important emerging markets and poses great challenges in understanding 
how employees think of their work and what they try to get from their 
work

• This study is to explore what a meaningful managerial job is to managerial 
personnel in the Chinese context



What is Confucianism?

• Confucianism has been the mainstream of Chinese ideology, politics 
and culture all through the ages.

• The basic thoughts of Confucius can be embodied in the following six 
aspects: humanity, rite, neutrality, virtue, education and cultivation

• Confucianism reflects the human being as a social role in the society.



What is Taoism?

• Taoism contains many profound theories which at first may be 
difficult to understand. In general, these theories reflect Taoism as a 
balanced relationship between human beings and nature.



A Brief Comparison between Confucianism 
and Taoism 



Development of Metrics of Career Success in 
Context of Chinese Culture

In-Depth Interview

Open Ended Survey

Initial Scale Items

25 participants holding 
managerial positions from 
25 organizations in different 
sectors

MBA students in Shanghai

Internal organizational competitiveness, external 
organizational competitiveness and career satisfaction 
(Eby, Butts,&Lockwood, 2003)

Scale of career satisfaction (Greenhaus et al., 1990)

The scale of career success developed by Zhou and 
colleagues (Zhou et al., 2013)

28 Metric Items

22 Metric Items

15 Metric Items

CITC (Correct Item Total 
Correlation)
items whose CITC values 
less than 0.40 are 
deleted

EFA: items with factor 
loading greater than 
0.40 were retained

• Personal 
development and 
freedom

• Body and soul 
balance

• Familial harmony
• Organizational 

harmony
• National harmony

15 Metric Items in 5 
Categories



The Derived Five-
Factor Model of 
Career Success

Confucianism 
Orientation

Taoism Orientation



CFA

• Region. Managers from Tier 1 to Tier 4 cities, including Shanghai, Tianjin, 
Nanjing, and Inner Mongolia

• Gender. 63.9% male, 36.1% female
• Education. 76.9% degree of university and college, 19.4% degree of master, 

1.2% degree of PhD, the rest hold a high school diploma
• Age. Average length of employment is 15.48 years.
• Validity of Survey Feedbacks. Hand out 1000 questionnaires , a returning rate 

of 75%, 614 valid questionnaires.

Analysis of ReliabilityStatistics of Survey

Analysis of Content and Construct Validity



Key Findings

• The five factor model proves a good metric to profile the career 
success in context of Chinese culture.

• The concept ‘harmony’ is one of the key indicators of Chinese 
managerial personnel’s career success, which is different from 
western culture(career satisfaction or calling).

• The naturalism-based ingredients embedded in the Taoism is key 
indicators of Chinese managerial personnel’s career success (which is 
different from work-life balance).

• People in China keep a balance between Confucianism and Taoism 
metrics of career success when they pursue a meaningful work.



Next Step

• Using different samples for more generalizable findings. For example, 
people in different occupations or general staff (not managers) in the 
organizations

• Cross-cultural comparative study on meaningful work (career success)



Thank You



Back Up



Literature review (I)

• Career Success 
• The accumulated positive work and psychological outcomes resulting 

from one’s work experiences
(Seibert& Kraimer, 2001)

• Three Ways to Enhance Conceptualizing and Measuring Career 
Success
• Making use of research on what employees want from their work
• More attention to how people in different contexts view their career 

success
• Using qualitative methods to obtain richer information and develop 

more solid theories
(Heslin, 2005)



Literature review (II)

• Four main streams of research on categorizing and further 
assessing career success
• The single-factor approach: job satisfaction, career satisfaction, calling 

• The quadratic approach: self-referent career success & other-referent 
career success

• The dynamic approach: different meanings at different career stages

• The gender approach: female : a full life & balance

(Greenhaus, Parasuraman & Wormley, 1990; Hall& Chandler,2005; 
Judge, Higgins, Thoresen & Barrick, 1999)



Literature review (III)

• Research on cross-cultural difference in career success has remained under studied 

(Ngo et al., 2014)

• Almost all major multinational companies have expanded their operations into the global market 
(in particular BRICS). China is one of the most important emerging markets and poses great 
challenges in understanding how employees think of their work and what they try to get from 
their work

• Compared with the employees from the West, Chinese employees have remarkable 
characteristics with different career needs, different way of thinking and codes of behaviors 

(Zhou, Sun, Guan, Li & Pan, 2013)

• Contemporary research on career success has not given enough attention to the group of 
managerial personnel in the Chinese context, which are an important career group, and their 
understanding of career success will have important implications in organization performance

(Zhou et al., 2013)



Literature review (IV)

• Cultural Characteristics
• The character of being mutually complementary to each other between 

Confucianism and Taoism is a basic thread in Chinese history.

• The Confucianism and Taoism-based cultural values have deeply affected the 
Chinese and their thinking systems and value judgement for thousands of 
years.

(Li,1989)


