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4 A Cultural Analysis of 
Paternalistic Leadership 
in Chinese Organizations 
Jiing-Lih Farh and Bor-Shiuan Cheng1 

Paternalistic leadership, which combines strong discipline and author­
ity with fatherly benevolence and moral integrity couched in a 'per­
sonalistic' atmosphere, has been found to be prevalent in overseas 
Chinese family businesses (CFBs). After critically reviewing the 
extant literature, we identify three constituent elements of paternal­
istic leadership (PL): authoritarianism, benevolence and moral lead­
ership. We trace the deep cultural roots of each element and explore 
their relevance to organizations in contemporary Chinese societies. 
We then identify key research issues and propose a preliminary PL 
model for future studies on leadership in Chinese organizations. 

INTRODUCTION 

Leadership as a social influence process is a universal phenomenon 
that transcends national borders, but conceptions of it and the styles 
and practices associated with it have been found to vary widely across 
cultures. After all, leaders cannot choose their styles at will and what 
works for a leader depends to a large extent on the cultural context. 
Despite cautionary notes to this effect by cross-cultural researchers 
(Hofstede, 1980b, 1994), contemporary theories and models of 
leadership continue to be dominated by the formulations of US 
researchers. 

In the Chinese context, much of the empirical research on leader­
ship has relied on translated Western instruments to test the general­
ity of popular Western leadership models to Chinese organizations 
(e.g., Cheng, 1990; Huang and Wang, 1980). Although this research 
strategy is useful for identifying the boundary conditions of Western 
leadership theories as applied to non-Western societies, it is not 
fruitful for providing a profound understanding of the leadership 
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phenomenon in Chinese organizations. As many writers have noted 
(Hsu, 1981), the cultural differences between the East and the West 
(China and the USA in particular) are probably the deepest in the 
world. An indiscriminate use of the Western leadership models 
and research tools inevitably misses the unique aspects of Chinese 
leadership. 

In recent years, the rapid rise of Asian economies that are domi­
nated by overseas Chinese in Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan and 
much of Southeast Asia has drawn researchers' attention to the man­
agement philosophy and practices of overseas Chinese businesses 
(Wong, 1988; Redding, 1990; Whitley, 1992). Building on Silin's work 
(1976), several researchers have studied executive leadership in over­
seas CFBs in Hong Kong, Indonesia, Singapore and Taiwan using an 
ernie approach (Redding, 1990; Cheng, 1995a, 1995b, 1995c). This 
stream of research has identified a distinct leadership pattern called 
paternalism or PL. Broadly defined, PL is a fatherlike leadership style 
in which clear and strong authority is combined with concern and con­
siderateness and elements of moral leadership (e.g., Westwood and 
Chan, 1992). Elements of this leadership style have also been found 
to be pervasive in other Asian societies (Pye, 1981, 1985). 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on PL in 
Chinese business organizations. Specifically, we seek to answer the 
following questions. 

1. What are the distinct characteristics of this brand of leadership? 
2. What are its cultural roots? 
3. Is it a relevant leadership strategy in contemporary Chinese 

societies? 
4. What are the key issues for future research on paternalistic 

leadership? 

Finally we propose a preliminary PL model to guide future research. 

PATERNALISTIC LEADERSHIP IN OVERSEAS CHINESE 
FAMILY BUSINESSES: IDEOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE 

Behavioural science investigation of indigenous leadership in Chinese 
organizations is a relatively recent phenomenon. The work done 
so far includes several qualitative studies examining executive lead­
ership in CFBs (Silin, 1976; Redding, 1990; Cheng, 1995a, 1995c) and 












































