A Letter To the Chinese
CEOs
We should not ignore the cultural
expectations already in place around
these areas, but instead, should connect our
ideas to people on a deeper,
cultural level.
This is, I regret to say, my last column for this magazine,
so I wanted to say a heartfelt Thank You to both China
Business News and to you for supporting me on this
journey thus far. Over the course of the last 10 months and
in 26 columns, we have explored a variety of topics together
and I hope that some of my learnings can be useful to you
as many of yours have been to me. I have received a lot of
feedback and positive reinforcement for my thoughts and
ideas, and am grateful. One thing I have avoided is making
too direct a reference to today’s China in my pieces, but in
this, my final column, I want to address today’s modern
Chinese business thinker head-on. So, if you will indulge
me, here is an open letter to the today’s Chinese CEO.

to traditions that they can recognize: for us, that often
meant building on top of existing notions around health,
family structure, food, money and social networks; by not
ignoring the cultural expectations already in place around
these areas, connecting our ideas to people on a deeper,
cultural level. I know this may sound reductive, but to
me, having a strategy is not enough in China: I suggest
that you think about going deeper, and developing a
philosophy. Of course I am not suggesting that everything
has to link back to Confucius, but we found that ideas
rooted in China’s rich intellectual past tended to resonate
deeply with people.
Thirdly, it is time for China to rightfully claim its future as
a design culture. Again, looking backwards, China is one
of the most innovative cultures ever, and you must invest
as much time and energy looking forward. We spend a
lot of time at IDEO’s office in Shanghai making sure we
are growing local talent as well as bringing in talent
from all over the world, and it is the dialog which occurs
in the overlaps between them that is most exciting.
Seeing Chinese designers work alongside Western, new
ideologies, methodologies and aesthetics are starting
to emerge, and our work is starting to feel unique and
exciting, proudly “Made in China” and enchantingly
“Created in China”. I hope that Chinese leadership heavily
invests in talent, creating new leadership in all fields, and
understanding that design and creative, imaginative and
inspirational thinking can and should play a huge role in
defining the future of China’s industries and its people’s
ability to think, make and inspire new ideas.

Dear Mr. Chinese CEO,
When I first came to China, the sight of a large group of
Shanghai locals, their eyes tightly closed, waltzing in time
to the lilting music drifting across Fuxing Park as they
did their morning exercise literally moved me to tears. I
was with a journalist at the time and she asked me why
I was having such an extreme reaction. “Because there
is something so incredibly hopeful and dignified about
them,” was my immediate answer, and I hold true this
thought to today: China is a country with a rich past and a
vital future, and your everyday people, your 老百姓 deserve
nothing but the best in today, their present. When I first
came I was determined, as were my colleagues at IDEO,
to keep老百姓firmly in our sights and to design products,
services and experiences that made their lives better, gave
them the life they aspired to and the life that many of them
had struggled far beyond our comprehension to achieve.
I firmly believe that it is not just designing for, but with老
百姓that will unlock business, and importantly, economic
and social value beyond your wildest comprehension.
Please remember to do this.
Secondly, I do not claim to be a master of philosophy,
but Confucian and Taoist theory, amongst others, greatly
inspired me when I was in China and continues to do so
now. Something I realized very early on is that in China,
ancient teachings and wisdom run deep, are revered
through many generations and are not seen as something
to ignore, but something to cherish. Making sure that
whatever it is you say, make and do connects backwards
as well as looks forward is critical - building on traditions
whilst creating new ones. We found through our work
that people in China are excited about new things, but
even more so when those things connect backwards
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So finally, I want to end where I began my first column,
on the topic of Optimism. I said then that design is a
discipline that sits at the intersection of two critical
things – a skillset and a mindset. The skillset is that of
pragmatism: the ability to bring ideas to life and make
something tangible happen. The Hands. The bigger idea,
and how I want to end this, is maintaining the mindset of
Optimism: the belief that you can change things for the
better and being genuinely excited to do so. The Heart.
Mr. CEO, you clearly have the hands to make your
future great, and I hope that your journey is long and
prosperous, and above all, filled from your heart, with
endless optimism.
Please stay Curious.

