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CHINESE MANAGERS & LEADERS

Address by Wellington Choy

In the context of the general populace of New Zealand, and specifically in the business environment, New Zealand born Chinese have established themselves as very good and successful managers.  But they have yet to become noted business leaders.  


The business world has two major groups in senior management – managers and leaders.  Both are essential for success, but each requires different mind-sets – Leadership risk creates opportunities; the discipline of management converts these to results.  NZ Chinese have succeeded as managers, but not as leaders.  

Why is this? I suggest that we must look at our heritage for at least part of the answer.  Our parents, or grand-parents, came from rural villages in Southern China.  They emigrated to New Zealand for a better life than what they had in China, and all must have had particular qualities to enable them to make what would have been a great leap into the unknown.  Only those men with enough confidence in themselves and with sufficient gumption to leave the familiar for the unfamiliar and foreign would be prepared to take the boat to New Zealand – or Australia, or Canada or the U.S.A.  This positive attitude was passed down to their children, and I believe that the success of New Zealand Chinese to acclimatise to New Zealand ways stems from their recognition of, and adaptation to, a completely new culture and way of life.  


For many families in the early and mid 20th century, the eldest son was expected to carry on the family business – but to really improve their lot in New Zealand, a good education was recognised as the means to rise above the fruit shop, laundry or market garden.  Younger siblings in Chinese families were encouraged to obtain a higher education, and we can see the result in the many successful Chinese professionals in Medicine, Dentistry, Commerce, Engineering and Law in the past fifty years.  


As an example, from my experience in public companies in New Zealand, Chinese were excellent advisors in the field of Income Tax law.  Here you have a complicated but regimented set of rules that Chinese lawyers and accountants were extremely capable of remembering and interpreting.  There is little call for individual expression, no need to “look beyond the square.”  Management skills, yes – leadership requirements – nil.

In the business environment, European businessmen came to recognise in their Chinese employees the virtues of hard work, dedication, high ethical standards and loyalty to the firm.  Many Chinese became successful managers, and race was not an issue – or at least a relatively minor one – in that environment.  But there were no Chinese business leaders other than in organisations that were founded by Chinese entrepreneurs – no Chinese Managing Directors of major New Zealand Companies.

Is this because we have learned that the way to integrate into the “New Zealand Way of Life” has been to keep our heads down, make no waves, and rely on the generally held public opinion, hard earned, that Chinese in New Zealand were “Model Citizens.”  Model Citizens make excellent managers.  

Within the general business environment recognition is growing that we can be good leaders.  The first breakthrough, I believe, came in local body politics.  In the late fifties George Gee was elected mayor of Petone – the first Chinese in New Zealand to achieve this office- for George was recognised by the then opposition local body politicians as being the best man in their group to run for mayor. Other Chinese have also been elected to local body office- Bill Wong, who became deputy mayor of Carterton and Molly Ngan Kee, deputy mayor of Lower Hutt.  Today we have Peter Chin as mayor of Dunedin, and Meng Foon as mayor of Gisborne.  

But not in national politics, other than Pansy Wong, who is not a Poll tax decendent.  Here again I believe that it is the “low profile” attitude that is almost ingrained in many descendents of Poll Tax payers that holds us back from national politics.  We haven’t developed what can be a “mongrel” attitude that many politicians thrive upon, nor the desire to subject ourselves to the rough and tumble necessary to succeed, let alone survive, in Parliament – because this calls for a Tall Poppy attitude, and our forefathers taught us, as a minority community facing historical “White New Zealand “antipathy, not be Tall Poppies.  

Despite this hurdle in New Zealand to the development of Chinese as a completely integral part of the wider community, our entrepreneurial spirit is very strong.  In the late nineteenth century Chew Chong formed a very successful business in Taranaki with pioneering developments in the meat and dairy field, and the Sew Hoy family in Dunedin has over the generations succeeded in becoming a recognised name within the wider business community.  In the early 1960s there was Tom Ah Chee, managing director of Foodtown- but Tom was one of the small group responsible for forming that company, and these examples are of companies created by Chinese.  

Chinese leaders of non-Chinese businesses has been virtually non-existant in this country.  The only local born Chinese that I know of that has achieved a major leadership role is Wayne Chung, who this year was appointed managing director of a New Zealand public company.  He was Finance Director for Cavalier Carpets Ltd for many years, and on the retirement of the previous Managing Director, Wayne was appointed over a number of applicants for the position.  After all these years, the ability of a local Chinese to be a leader in the wider corporate world has finally been recognised.  

For the future, I believe that other leaders of Chinese descent will eventually be recognised in a similar manner– New Zealand born Chinese are acknowledged as excellent managers in the general work force, and the future looks bright for the next step.  I wish you all the best of good fortune. 

